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            Mallory

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you scared?” Ben, my cousin, nudged and asked, a wicked smile on his face.

      I rolled my eyes. “You wish. That’s the third time you’ve asked, Ben. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were scared.”

      Ben’s smile only widened, giving him a creepy appearance.

      “Leave her alone. This is her first big mission and she’ll learn there’s more to be afraid of in the woods than a squirrel,” my oldest brother, Axel said, running his fingers through his flaming red hair. His twin, Luca, walked past and nudged me.

      “Last I saw, Mal jumped at the squeak of a mouse,” he said.

      I huffed. If any of the guys nudged or teased me one more time, I would punch them. Luca tugged on my braid, which was as red and vibrant as his and Axel’s. Right when I was about to turn and ram my fist into his freckled nose, Tom spoke up.

      “That’s enough rangers. Listen up.” Tom was our captain, and he made every girl in the village swoon. Except me, of course. He was only a few years older than me, but I couldn’t stand Tom and his egoistic attitude. My sisters and cousins said I was lucky to be around him so often, but I avoided him as much as I could.

      With long white blonde hair and blue eyes, he looked like he could be a prince if he wanted. He had the perfect build, height, and physique, not to mention his light skin was flawless. A bow and arrows were strapped across his back, while a sword and dagger hung from the belt at his waist. He was dressed like the rest of us: in a dark green tunic with a brown vest over it, thick leggings, leather boots, and a dark green cloak on his back.

      “This is the first time there’s been a big disturbance like this in our woods,” he said. “This isn’t an ordinary mission. Let’s kill the beast and get this over with.”

      I bit my lip and started fidgeting with my long braid. Tom had already briefed us, so why were we stalling? I glanced out the cabin window, finding the sun setting over the forest canopy.

      Because the beast only comes out in the dark.

      “As I’ve said before… if you can question the beast to discover if there’s some kind of enchanter or witch in these woods, then do so. If the beast is violent–as we might assume, based on what it did–then kill it.”

      I squeezed my fists to keep from shivering. In the last couple of weeks, something unnatural moved in the woods outside the villages on the outskirts of Alpenglow Kingdom. The village I watched over, Silver Maple, was on the farthest outskirts, and I’d been the first to report that there was something large moving in the woods at night.

      At first, I thought maybe it was just a bear, but then weird things began happening: a villager’s house was pillaged and burned, with claw marks all over the blackened walls; the doctor’s house was broken into with only blood marks left behind, and in the night there were strange roars in the distance. It was spooky, really, but it was my duty, as the forest ranger of Silver Maple village, to protect the people.

      The good citizens reported things to the rangers and we came to the conclusion that this beast was a large black wolf, with golden eyes. My only relief was that the beast hadn’t hurt any person… yet. We needed to find this thing and stop it before it did.

      “Axel and Luca, you two go together and scout the southern woods,” Tom said. My twin brothers clapped each other’s hands.

      I looked at my next oldest brother, Madden, hoping I’d get paired with him.

      “Madden and Ben, you two go together and scout the mountainside.”

      Madden, with his dark red hair, gave me a sorry look.

      I shrugged, pretending it didn’t matter. But my insides churned.

      “Mallory, you come with me and we’ll scout the lakes and pine woods,” Tom said.

      Of course. Of course Tom would make me go with him. I pursed my lips and nodded as Axel snickered.

      “No flirting Mal,” he whispered as he passed me.

      This time I did shove him, and he stumbled back, laughing.

      “Come on, stop messing around,” Tom said, pulling out his bow and leaving the cabin.

      “Sorry Mal,” Madden, who I called Mad, said quietly as he passed me. “Are you going to be alright with him?” Out of all my siblings, I was closest to Mad. He was a few years older than me, and people called us the twins, Mad and Mal, that weren’t actually twins.

      I nodded. “I’ll be fine.”

      “If he tries anything again, just kick him between–”

      “I know,” I said, swallowing hard before forcing a smile. “I’ll be fine, thanks Mad.”

      He looked around before handing me a flat dagger. It was actually quite beautiful, with curves along the silver-blue blade. “I got this for you, just in case.”

      “Thanks.” I snuck it into my boot and then we parted ways. As Tom and I made our way to the mountain lakes, I focused on the mission: kill the beast…

      

      Much to my relief, Tom didn’t attempt to flirt or even speak to me. He kept alert of our surroundings, as did I. The sun dipped below the horizon and the shadows of the forest grew. The wind blew through the pines, making a low howling noise. Autumn was upon us, as already some of the aspen trees were beginning to change to a vibrant shade of yellow.

      “Look.” Tom stopped and knelt down. I joined him, finding a large print in the mud.

      “A wolf,” I said, though a shiver ran down my spine at just how large the print was. It was three times the size of my foot, meaning the wolf was probably as tall as Tom, or taller.

      “This is probably the beast we’re looking for,” Tom said, tracing the outline of the print.

      “Look at this,” I said, finding another print not far from the giant paw print. “This looks more like a bear print.” And it was much, much larger than the wolf print.

      “That seems odd…” Tom looked from the bear to the wolf print. “Could there be two large beasts? Or does this beast shapeshift between a bear and a wolf?”

      I shrugged. Whenever someone sent a tip to the forest rangers about spotting the beast, the notes were always anonymous. So we were never able to ask witnesses more questions about the beast’s appearance. When I tried to follow the beast’s trail in the past, there were never any distinct prints like this, as if the beast was dragging itself around. And then after a while, the trail was always lost.

      All we knew, from the tips, were that the beast was probably a large wolf, not a bear.

      “A shapeshifter?” I gulped. I didn’t know much about magic, but I wanted to steer clear of it. I heard that those who did magic were mad, or that they could curse people with wicked things. My life was better and safer without any sort of enchantments or magic in it.

      I suddenly perked up. “Did you hear that? It sounded like… breathing.”

      Tom froze and listened. The wind continued to rustle the leaves, and the air smelled of the fresh lakes nearby. We both stood still for, what felt like, hours, just listening.

      After a while, Tom shook his head. “I didn’t hear anything. Let’s see if we can follow the trails of either this giant wolf or bear.”

      I nodded and walked around the clearing, searching for more prints. The moon began to light the forest floor, but it was still dark to see any details.

      A wolf’s cry in the distance caused both Tom and me to freeze again. After the wolf finished howling, Tom nodded. “Sounds like they’re pretty far.”

      “The wolf trail goes this way,” I said, pointing into the woods.

      “And the bear trail goes this way,” Tom said, pointing in the opposite direction.

      “Let’s split,” I suggested, “And if I run into danger, I’ll use the owl call.”

      Tom nodded, but before I could leave, he reached for my wrist. I looked up at him, alarmed, my heart racing, and not in an excited way. I thought of Mad’s advice and the dagger he gave me…

      But Tom said, “Be safe, Mallory.” My stomach knotted as he looked at my lips. Pulling away as quickly as I could, I nodded. “Thanks. You too, Tom.”

      With that, I hurried to follow the wolf tracks, trying to focus, but my head was reeling. Stupid Tom. How dare he grab me like that! I should’ve punched him right then and there. I should’ve put him in his place, just as I did my brothers.

      But he’s the captain of the forest rangers. I had worked so hard to join the rangers, that I didn’t want Tom’s poor words about me to reach the council, and they would release me. Besides, I was the only girl forest ranger, and after protecting my village for a few months, it seemed my jealous brothers and cousin were out to get me released.

      I sighed and shook my head, finding a calm surrounding me. Most people would’ve been afraid to walk alone in the woods at night, but this was completely peaceful. I had more anxiety being with Tom in the woods than just being alone.

      The tracks stopped at the river, so I crossed, assuming the large wolf had crossed too. The slow-moving river sounded serene, along with the crickets chirping and an occasional owl hooting nearby. As I reached the other side of the river, goosebumps ran up my skin.

      My heart rate rose as I quickly retrieved my bow and an arrow. Though I didn’t see anything around me, I could feel that I wasn’t alone.

      The heavy breathing noise returned and I checked my surroundings.

      Someone–or something–is here…

      A twig snapped in front of me. A leaf crunched from the back. I whipped around. Where is this thing?

      My fingers wove through the feathers of the arrow as I braced myself to attack. Sweat began to form on my forehead.

      A wind blew through the woods, carrying with it the scent of something… something else. Something animal…

      A scurrying noise sounded, followed by a squeal and the noise alone made me jump. I drew my arrow and pointed it at the ground, ready to release the arrow.

      A rabbit. Letting out a small breath, I found a small rabbit stuck in a hunter’s trap.

      “Sorry about that,” I said, my heart racing as I approached it. “You scared me.” My brother’s words came to mind about how I jumped at even the smallest noises, and I glared as I tried to release the rabbit from the trap.

      “I’ve never seen a trap like this before,” I said, feeling sorry for the rabbit’s bloody, clamped foot. “It’s in a legal part though, so next time be careful around here.”

      The rabbit looked up at me, distrusting. After letting out a loud wail, the rabbit attempted to belt away again, but it was stuck.

      “Be quiet, will you?” I put down my bow and arrow to get a better look at the trap. It looked quite new, and I tried to figure out a way to release the animal. Inventions and technology in Alpenglow Kingdom were evolving, and becoming more refined, from hunters' traps to carriages and more.

      “You need a key.” The low voice of a man came out of nowhere. I scurried to grab my bow and arrow and aimed it at the forehead of an approaching stranger.

      He stood partly in the dark, his hands up, as if to show me he had nothing to hide. Still, I didn’t trust him. Was I so busy trying to free the rabbit that I didn’t hear him approach? He was silent as a wolf.

      “Don’t move or this will go straight through your head,” I said, my voice both raspy and breathless.

      He paused as he took a step, causing me to pull the string even tighter.

      “Don’t move. I’m warning you!”

      “Alright.” He put his hands in his pocket, as though he wasn’t bothered that the arrow could kill him at any second. Moonlight poured into the clearing, making it possible for me to see the man’s physicality. But he wasn’t just a man. He was young, and couldn’t have been more than a few years older than me.

      He wore all black, and his boots were covered in mud. With dark, wavy hair, a scruffy chin, and bright eyes, he was quite… handsome. He blinked at me, as if he had just taken in my features, then his eyebrows creased.

      “You’re a Cinnamon.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I spat, anger welling up inside of me.

      “Flaming red hair like that is hard to miss.”

      “I’m a proud Carmine,” I said, “Not a Cinnamon.” Years ago, my ancestor, King Alpheus Carmine, ruled Alpenglow Kingdom. People said my ancestor’s reign was as bloody and fiery as the hair on his head, so when a young peasant boy found the stone of Alpenglow Kingdom, he became the new king and the people rejoiced.

      The royal throne of the Carmine family ended there, and since that time, the Carmine family struggled to keep any wealth and reputation. Most people, whose own ancestors were mistreated by King Alpheus, distrusted and avoided us. And, unfortunately, every person in the Carmine family was mocked and called “Cinnamon.” It was the closest word to “Carmine” and sort of referred to the color of our hair.

      The young man shrugged, then put his hands up as he knelt by the trapped animal. “I heard the rabbit and came to help it.”

      “Where are you from? It’s not normal to wander the woods alone at night.”

      “Put that away, Cinnamon,” he said, motioning to my bow and arrow.

      “Stop calling me that!” I frowned. “Who are you? What are you doing out alone?”

      He leaned over to feel the trap and search for something on its side.

      “I should ask you the same question,” he said, unbothered that I still pointed the arrow at his head.

      “You know who I am.”

      “A ranger?” He raised an eyebrow. “You’re the first woman forest ranger I’ve seen.”

      The rabbit wailed and the man patted its back. Much to my surprise, the rabbit didn’t try to bite the man. “A woman ranger out at night…” He continued. “Sounds suspicious to me.”

      I just wanted to punch him, like I wanted to punch everyone else who teased me for being a woman and a forest ranger.

      “I’m looking for the beast,” I said. “It’s a large black wolf, with golden eyes.” At that, the man glanced up at me, and my blood went cold. In the light of the moon, I could see his dark golden eyes. “I’m going to kill the beast,” I finished.

      “Ah yes. The beast.” He clicked something on the side of the trap, but nothing happened. “I know where the large wolf is that you speak of, but there’s another far more dangerous beast in these woods.”

      I frowned, not caring about some other beast he spoke of. “Where’s the wolf?”

      “He’s here,” the man said, nonchalantly.

      “Where?”

      He shrugged. “Look, Cinnamon, I know where that wolf is every day, and every moment.”

      My suspicion rose. “How? Have you been following it?”

      He chuckled, clicking something else on the trap. “He follows me.”

      “What are you talking about?” My anger rose. “Who are you? What is your name?”

      “The name is Wolf.”

      My eyes narrowed. Did he think this was some kind of a joke or a game? “What kind of a name is that?”

      The man’s eyebrows creased. “You asked for my name. I didn’t ask for criticism.”

      “Then don’t criticize me.” The words came out on their own, and I wished I could grab them back. I didn’t need to be so defensive around a stranger. But him calling me “Cinnamon” was rude. It was tiring to be the mock of the kingdom, especially when I wanted nothing to do with the royal family. I could care less who had the throne.

      But because I was a Carmine, it was assumed I was a bloodthirsty, cruel person, and that I was seeking to make trouble, steal, or hurt others, especially the royal family.

      For a tense second we remained still, just looking at each other in the shadows. Then he tipped his head. “Fine.” He leaned back. “What is your name, ranger?”

      I didn’t trust this Wolf, and I thought about tying his hands to bring him in for questioning. If he knew where the beast was, then he needed to tell us.

      “Mal.” I don’t know why I told him my name, or why I even gave him the nickname my family called me, but it came out on its own.

      “Look, Mal,” Wolf said. “We need a key, which I’m assuming you don’t have. But if you just hold that side of the clamp, I could probably pry it open myself.”

      I loosened the arrow and brought the weapon down, hesitating before putting them to the side. My arms ached from holding the string tight for so long.  I leaned over, cautiously, to check the trap, then nodded. He was right, and his idea was perfect.

      “I guess lone wolves are smarter than you think,” I muttered.

      “Who said I was alone?” His eyes sparkled, but the teasing smile on his face never reached his eyes.

      I rolled my eyes then knelt next to Wolf.

      I held one side of the clamp, nearly getting clawed to shreds by the rabbit, while Wolf grabbed the other side. His shirt was quite thin for such a cold night, and the shadows of his back muscles were emphasized in this light. He smelled like pine and sage, which was quite refreshing.

      After Wolf pulled the trap open, the muscles on his arms tight from the effort, the rabbit ran away. I watched where it disappeared for a second, then began to let go of the clamp.

      “Don’t let go–” he started to say, but I had moved my hand and in that instant, the trap snapped shut. It clamped across my left hand, but hadn’t gone too deep because Wolf immediately pried the trap apart again, probably injuring his own fingers in the process.

      I gasped, barely registering the pain as I pulled my hand out. Wolf let go and the iron mouth shut, making a clanging noise that echoed in the quiet of the night.

      Then the pain shot up my hand, and I bit my lower lip to keep from wincing. How far did that trap dig into my skin?

      “Are you alright?” Wolf got on one knee and ripped the hem of his dark shirt. The way he did it made his shirt lift a little, giving me a view of his toned core. A blush spread up my cheeks and I was glad it was dark so he couldn’t see it.

      He then leaned over to staunch the bleeding on my hand. “I said don’t let go.” His voice was impatient.

      “I didn’t realize it was going to snap like that.” I pulled my hand away from his, putting pressure on the injury and fighting the rising pain.

      “Clumsy, just like all the other Cinnamons,” he said, leaning away and grabbing the bottom of his shirt to staunch his own bleeding fingers.

      “I’m not clumsy,” I fought back, then attempted to wrap my injured palm.

      “Here, let me help.” Wolf knelt before me, and, after giving him a good glare, I let him wrap my hand. “You know, there are other ways to be a damsel in distress without getting yourself hurt.”

      “I am not a damsel in distress,” I said, pulling my hand away as soon as he finished tying the cloth. His face was close to mine, and it was odd how… attractive he was. The expression on his face was somber, maybe even tired. But his eyes were like lights in the darkness.

      Golden eyes… Was that even natural?

      He studied my face, then, as if realizing he was staring longer than what was normal, he pulled back and stood, offering his hand. I ignored it, grabbing my weapons.

      “You better get out of here,” Wolf said. “The beast is here, in the woods.”

      I glared. “How do I know if you’re not the beast? There’s talk of shapeshifters and dark magic going around.”

      “Do I look like an animal to you?” Wolf asked, then shrugged, muttering, “Stubborn Cinnamon.”

      “Don’t call me that!” I was close to shooting an arrow just to shut this snobby man’s mouth.

      “Listen, Miss Mal,” he said, “There really is a beast. It’s a giant black bear with red eyes and blood dripping from its mouth.” The description of the bear was terrifying. Was Tom alright, going after it alone? “You’re looking for the wrong beast,” he finished. “It’s not the wolf that you should be afraid of.”

      “The wolf is causing all kinds of havoc,” I said. “And if you know where it is, I need to bring you in for questioning.”

      He smiled, but like his other smiles, it wasn’t real. It never reached his eyes. It didn’t make the corner of his eyes crinkle or the insides sparkle. “That’s cute, Mal, but if you want to help the people, go after the right beast.”

      How dare he call me cute! If I wasn’t already mad, I sure was now. “I need to bring you in for questioning,” I said, stepping forward and grabbing his arm. He didn’t budge, but looked down at me, almost amused. He was quite tall, and certainly built bigger than me. While Tom had a tall, athletic build, Wolf had broad shoulders and thick muscles, the build of a mountain man.

      “That’s an interesting way to flirt,” he commented, and my blush deepened.

      “I am not flirting!”

      “You’re holding my arm.” He took a step forward, closing the gap between us. If we were a couple, this was the sort of stance they’d have if they were to kiss. My heart rate rose as my mind went to Mad’s dagger I stuck in my boot.

      “You’re going to take me and the rest of the rangers to this wolf,” I said, grasping his arm tighter.

      He easily pulled his arm away from me to fold his arms across each other.

      “I’ll tell you where the wolf is,” he said, as if contemplating for a moment. His golden eyes looked over my face, landed on my lips, then returned to my eyes. “But you have to come with me alone.”

      My blush made my head burn. “What? No.” My words came out rapidly. “Tell me where it is. You have a civic and ethical duty to tell me. I’m a protector of the people and forests of Alpenglow, and you must tell me where the wolf is…” I pursed my lips before adding, “Now.”

      Wolf raised an eyebrow, unaffected by my demand or tone. “Beyond the lake, in the pines,” he said, and for a moment I really thought he’d tell me the wolf’s location. “There’s an old abandoned mansion. Meet me there, and I’ll show you where the wolf is.”

      This time I shoved him, an appropriate distance stretching between us again. I wasn’t about to wander off alone to be with a stranger.

      The old abandoned mansion once belonged to Prince Vance, who went missing over a year ago. People said the place was haunted, so everyone avoided it. Except, of course, some naughty teens and gangs attempted to explore it but they always came back terrified. They never saw anything, but they heard strange things, and nobody attempted to explore the mansion again.

      “Ugh, you’re infuriating.” I put my bow and arrow away, unable to use it with my injured hand. I grabbed my knife from my boot and held it at Wolf. He didn’t even flinch. “You’re coming with me for questioning.”

      He moved my hand away, and I knew he was much stronger than me. But I wasn’t afraid.

      “My condition still stands,” he said, taking a step back. “Don’t tell the others or bring them, or I won’t show you the wolf’s hiding place.”

      There was no way I’d be able to tackle and tie his hands together to bring him in for questioning, especially with my injury. So I watched, hopeless, as my only source of knowledge to the beast left.

      “Good night, Miss Mal,” he said, tipping his head. “And be careful. I’m sure you can hold your own, but there are dark things in these woods.” If I wasn’t so angry at him, I’d admit that his tone, which had sounded so rough and irritated earlier, took on a gentleness. Usually people told me to be careful because I was a woman. The tone they used was condescending. But Wolf’s tone was almost… caring.

      I scowled.

      But he is the most annoying man I’ve ever known, I thought.

      Wolf saluted me, then turned and ran into the darkness. My heart was racing, though I didn’t know why.

      I stood there in silence for a moment, unsure of the strange emotions running through me.

      He’s a stranger, I told myself, then returned to my senses. And he knows where the wolf is. Maybe he was going to follow it now! Just as I was about to pursue him, someone grabbed my wrist.

      I whirled around, yanking my arm away.

      “It’s just me!” Tom said before I punched him. I thought of punching Tom just to punch him though. He shouldn’t think it was alright for him to keep grabbing my wrist. But I held back because he was the captain.

      “Mallory! Are you alright? I felt like something was wrong and came after you.” As forest rangers, we all had a sense of trouble, an instinct.

      “Mallory?”

      “We should head back,” I said, and, for whatever reason, hesitated to tell Tom about the mysterious stranger I just met. “I just have a bad feeling about all of this,” I said instead. Tom didn’t question my instincts, and we hurried back to the post. None of the other rangers had something to report, and I kept the whole thing with Wolf a secret.

      Wolf. I rolled my eyes as I returned to my post. Who was he really?

      Beyond the lake, in the pines, there’s an old abandoned mansion. Wolf’s voice echoed in my head. Meet me there, and I’ll show you where the wolf is.

      There was no way I would ever go to that abandoned place, let alone meet up with that stranger by myself. I didn’t need Wolf. I didn’t need anyone’s help.

      I would find and kill the beast all on my own, whatever the price.
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      If I weren’t so stubborn, I’d admit to myself that the forest ranger was rather pretty.

      But she’s a Cinnamon, I thought, rolling my eyes as I wandered through the dark woods. My paws left prints in the muddy floor, and as I crossed a quiet creek, the cold didn’t bother me. Not with all this fur at least.

      I would’ve rather liked to ask Mal more about herself. I didn’t know why–there could be no way I was attracted to her. But I was merely curious.

      It was just too bad that I felt the wolf coming out of me. It always came at the most inconvenient times, and I had to leave that forest ranger alone, or my wolf self might attack her.

      It’s fine. Her boyfriend was behind her anyways, I told myself. For whatever reason, I growled a little at the thought of the forest ranger having a boyfriend.

      She’s nothing to me, I thought. Besides, she was a Cinnamon, and those Cinnamons were always doing whatever they could to get the throne.

      Instead of actually doing something productive with their lives. As soon as I thought those words, her tall, toned form came to mind, the way she held the arrow perfectly pointed at me…

      She’s a ranger… Which was odd, not only for someone in the Carmine family–the family notorious for sliming their way through situations and doing what they could to regain the throne–but it was odd that this forest ranger was a woman. All the forest rangers I’d ever come across were men. So what was she doing? Were women even allowed to become forest rangers?

      At one point I wanted to become a forest ranger, but then the Pirate Wars happened, and my life went in a completely different direction…

      I froze in place as I sensed a presence nearby. In the faint forest breeze, I could smell the creature. The smell was familiar, but not dangerous. It definitely was not bloody and foul, like that beast roaming around.

      I slowly made my way through the dark brush, coming face to face with another wolf. She was much smaller than me, as I was an abnormally large-sized wolf, but in the past, she had taken me in, like a mother would. With snow white fur and blue eyes, she was a very beautiful wolf.

      Instead of greeting me with a quick nuzzle, she growled.

      She smells Mal, I thought, then growled back, telling her just that. The she-wolf was rather disgusted, but then motioned for me to follow.

      “Have you seen the beast, Snow?” I asked, reaching out to her mind. I could still remember the first time I learned I could communicate with other wolves, even though I was only a shifter. It was so heartwarming, dispelling the loneliness I felt for so long. At least if I wasn’t safe to be around people, I could be around the wolves and have someone to talk to.

      “No, but we can feel its presence,” said Snow, leading the way to the den. “The beast got a deer tonight, and left a bloody trail.” She glanced at me. “Which is a good thing. The more blood it spreads around, the more the other animals will avoid it.”

      When we reached the den, a black wolf nodded to me, and a little gray cub nuzzled my leg.

      “Hey Goldie,” I said, transforming back to my human self. I hated the way the transformations felt, especially when the wolf took over me. It was like stretching into a costume that I didn’t fit. Yet the worst part was that once I returned to my human form, I still wasn’t comfortable, because a war waged inside myself.

      The angry wolf inside of me threatened to come out at any moment. It threatened to make me lash out, attack, hurt. I’d learned to fight it, but fighting the wolf still didn’t prevent me from transforming at even the slightest irritation or annoyance on my part. Any kind of anger I felt fed the wolf, and made it more and more difficult for me to fight from shifting.

      “You smell weird,” said the gray cub.

      “You’ve been with humans?” asked the black wolf, Midnight. He was Snow’s mate, and they were like family to me.

      “A forest ranger, yes. She and another were scouting the woods, so I warned them to stay away.”

      “She?” Midnight’s eyes narrowed. “You have a mate? You didn’t tell us that–”

      “No, no.” I rolled my eyes. “No, it’s not like that.” I sat on the rocky ledge and Goldie snuggled on my lap. His fur was so soft and he really did have the cutest face.

      “Well why not?” asked Snow. “You know a female is the only thing that will break your curse. Was she alone?”

      I frowned. “Yes. Well, no. Sort of.”

      “Then why didn’t you–what was that called again?” Snow asked, then licked Midnight’s cheek. He bared his teeth.

      “I think he said it was a kiss,” said Midnight, then sat next to me, overlooking the forest below. Pines stretched out for miles, then there was a large blue lake. Beyond that lake, at the base of the mountains, was my mansion. Though I couldn’t see it from here, I knew it was there: old, half destroyed, and so big one might mistake it for a castle. A misty haze settled over the pines, a fog that made it difficult to see at night. Hopefully Mal and that other ranger got safely out of the woods.

      “Yes, why didn’t you kiss her?” asked Snow. “It would break your curse, right?”

      I sighed and shrugged. “First of all, I’m not going to force myself on a helpless girl–” Although, Mal seemed anything but helpless. She would’ve shot an arrow through my head if given the chance. “Second, I need to be kissed by someone willingly.”

      I ran my fingers through my dark hair.

      Stupid curse. I hadn’t returned from the Pirate Wars for more than a week when the Cinnamons decided to pursue me. I had planned to retire in my mansion, far away in the woods, secluded and separated from the rest of the world, but she followed.

      Lady Tara.

      Lady Tara was an older woman and probably related to Mal in some way–perhaps a distant cousin, an aunt, or even Mal’s mother–though I shouldn’t care for one second about Mal’s relationships. Lady Tara came to my doorstep, disguised as a helpless woman. I let her in, ready to help her, but she was already bent on cursing me.

      At least she shares the curse too, I thought, taking a deep breath.

      “If the monster got a deer tonight,” I said. “Do we really think starving it will work? It seems capable of getting its own food.”

      As if on cue, a roar spilled from the forest. It was so loud and piercing, even the crickets silenced at the haunting noise. I licked my lips and swallowed hard, the hair on my arms standing on end. I shouldn’t have called the monster an “it” when I very well knew it was her.

      She was the real beast.

      “We’ll keep an eye on it,” said Midnight, but I felt the nervousness in his voice, even in my mind. “You just worry about finding a female to break your curse. You’ve had to bear it long enough.”

      I had been cursed for a year, three months, and five days, to be exact. I didn’t even get to say goodbye to my family–not to my brothers, my father. Nobody.

      They’re fine without me. Everyone was. I was too tempered, too angry to be around anyone.

      I ran my fingers through my hair again. “Right. I’ll figure out a way to find a girl. Shouldn’t be too hard, right?”

      Snow smiled. “Maybe if you spent more time around humans, it wouldn’t be so hard to break your curse.”

      I rolled my eyes. That was the last thing I wanted to do. If I could just meet a girl, kiss her, and get rid of this curse, I could live in peace and quiet deep in the woods for the rest of my life, alone.

      “Or maybe I can learn to control my anger,” I said. After a year of practicing self-mastery, I was getting better at fighting the beast. But it still won. And every time it won, I felt so, so defeated.

      “Yes, you’re doing well with that,” said Snow. “You haven’t been around for a while. I’m sure that with love and compassion, you can learn to completely control yourself and your emotions.”

      I sighed. Was it any use though? It seemed I was always, always angry, and that no amount of self-mastery would let me win.

      “I don’t know if I can,” I said. “I mean… in the Pirate Wars I showed very well that I can’t control myself.” I shuddered at the things I did during the Pirate Wars and the many times I showed no mercy.

      “Your past doesn’t define you,” said Midnight. “It’s what you do moving forward that matters.”

      “Well, I’m a lost cause. Even if I did, somehow, manage to control my anger, nobody would want me around.” I didn’t want to think about how my brothers and I argued the last time I saw them. Or the way I spoke back to my father out of anger. Or the way I lashed out at my troops for any slight misconduct.

      “Nothing is ever really lost,” Snow said. “You can always forgive, apologize, and ask forgiveness, can’t you?”

      I shook my head. I was crazy, talking to a bunch of wolves. They knew nothing about human interactions. “I’m better off alone,” I said, standing and taking leave.

      Alone, I repeated in my mind as I walked home in my human form. There was no sign of the beast, and no sign of the rangers. I caught sight of another hunter’s trap and clicked it shut before an unsuspecting animal found itself trapped in the jaws of death. The memory of Mal kneeling next to me, earlier that night, resurfaced. It was hard not to stare at her big blue eyes, so striking against her red hair.

      I shook my head. She was a forest ranger, with a man who she was probably courting. I crossed a footprint that belonged to a man, no doubt the forest ranger that was with Mal. But it looked like hours since the footprint was there.

      Good, I thought, my thoughts again drifting to the girl with long red hair. I shook my head once more. Why was I thinking about her? She was nothing to me.

      But you learned her name, I thought. How long had it been since I asked a young woman for her name, let alone talked to a young woman? I shuddered, not wanting to relive any of my memories or the past.

      Snow’s words repeated themselves: I’m sure that with love and compassion, you can learn to completely control yourself and your emotions.

      Snow didn’t understand. I had to be alone. I wanted to be alone. Nobody was safe around me, even when I wasn’t a wolf. So it would be better if I was alone. Forever. Period.
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      The dew sat on the grass like diamonds, waiting to glisten in the morning sun. The fresh mountain air caught in the breeze, causing a shiver to run down my spine. Despite the cool early morning weather, I kept my eye steady on the prize, my heart pumping as I watched the elk raise its head and bugle.

      He was beautiful, a six-point bull elk, tall, and muscular. The elk stepped into the water, the lake soaking up his light brown fur. A herd of cow elk surrounded him, entering the water at the same time.

      I was in luck. The cow elk moved around the bull in a way that gave me the perfect window to target him. When he raised his head to bugle, again, his breath lingered in the air.

      I swallowed hard. These creatures were so beautiful, how could I kill them?

      I’m a ranger, a hunter, and a survivor, I thought, repeating the motto of a forest ranger. And I will provide for my people and protect the forest…

      I drew the arrow, the silky feathers brushing against my cheek. I took my time, not wanting to miss, and not wanting to startle the herd too much.

      This is for my people, I continued to tell myself, aiming the arrow right behind the bull’s shoulder, thinking of the village he would feed, especially with winter around the corner. My nose was pink from the morning cold, and my body tense, but I knew I would not–could not–miss.

      Before letting the arrow go, I took a slow, steady breath. Then I drew the arrow tighter and let it go just as the bull stepped back onto the shore. A sharp and quiet whizzing sound blew through the air as the arrow flew straight to the animal. As soon as it hit, the elk let out a breath, then fell.

      The rest of the herd scurried away, and I licked my lips, standing and watching them. The bull elk lay on the ground, a mound on the lakeside, its antlers the most prominent feature. I held my bow and arrow ready, in case the elk hadn’t died just yet.

      After cautiously approaching and finding the bull dead, I let out a little breath and placed my hand on his side. His body was still warm, something that always filled me with a little dread. This beautiful, large creature had been alive just minutes ago, and I–I–killed it.

      I sat there, with my hand on it, taking a moment of stillness, of gratitude.

      “Thank you,” I said quietly, patting its side. These times were so bittersweet for me. I loved the forest and the animals, but I also loved the villages and the people. And I’d sworn to protect and provide for the people, especially those who couldn’t defend or feed themselves.

      Before the Pirate Wars, the Crimson Cough ravaged our kingdom, killing hundreds, if not thousands of people. Then the Pirate Wars happened and, if our kingdom hadn’t suffered enough loss, there were too many men–fathers, brothers, sons, providers–who were killed at sea. They left behind widows, fatherless children, and the elderly.

      I patted the elk again, then felt his antlers. He would feed many families in the village. I ran through the other reasons why it was important to hunt the elk, like population regulation of the wild game.

      After another moment of silence, I looked up at the sky.

      I need to hurry. I had to report to Tom that morning, and there was still much work to be done with preparing the elk and hauling it down the mountain to town. I pulled out my dagger and took a deep breath. For all the times I hunted and dressed animals, it still unsettled me just a little. But my resolve to protect and provide for my people, as a forest ranger, was stronger than my hesitancy.

      I took a deep breath and got to work.

      

      The town was awake by the time I returned.

      “Nice elk, Mallory!” Mrs. DuPont called out from the blacksmith. She was looking frail nowadays, having taken over her husband’s blacksmith  shop when he was killed in the Pirate Wars. Mrs. DuPont worked day and night to provide for her five children, and the least I could do was have the butcher deliver some decent meat to her family.

      I never told anyone I got the meat specifically for them. Instead, the butcher would deliver the meat to the families in need, saying he had leftovers and didn’t want the meat to spoil. Nobody had a clue I hunted for the town.

      “Thanks,” I said, not stopping to chat. If I didn’t take the elk straight to the butcher’s, I’d definitely be late for my appointment with Tom.

      “Looks like you got an early start.” My twin brothers approached, blocking the path before me.

      Axel frowned. “You already got an elk for our family last week. Don’t tell me you’re doing this for charity again.” Though the people in need of food didn’t know it was me who hunted for them, my hunting game didn’t get past my brothers and cousin.

      “Leave me alone,” I said, marching forward.

      Luca grabbed the antler and, as it was attached to the head in the pack on my back, I fell backwards. After catching myself, I whirled around. “What does it matter to you?”

      “People can provide for themselves, Mal,” Axel said. “By doing charity like this, you’re taking away their own self-sustainability.”

      My brothers were so, so wrong. If only they were up as early as I, patrolling the town. If they were, they would see Mrs. DuPont awake far before the sun rose, working on horseshoes and harvest tools. Or they would see Lady Adrianna, a woman who once belonged to the wealthier class, doing her family’s laundry, as well as laundry for others, just to get food on the table. They would see old Farmer Ron hobbling to the field as early as he could because the injury he received during the Pirate Wars made it take twice as long to get his tasks done.

      I swallowed hard, fighting the urge to push my brothers. “Leave me alone.”

      “Ah, Mal’s iconic line, again,” Axel said, reaching out a hand to ruffle my hair. This time I shoved his wrist away. The boys in my family, except Mad, were pests.

      “You know, you might actually be married by now if you spent your energy being nicer instead of wasting time like you do,” I said.

      “Psh. Who wants a wife?” Luca laughed, rubbing his gut. “Who wants a wife when you can spend your money on drinks instead?”

      “You’re disgusting,” I said, rolling my eyes and hurrying past them. Before I got too far, I turned around, calling after them. “Why aren’t you at your posts?” I asked. My brothers and cousin spent way too much time in Silver Maple, when they should’ve been patrolling their own towns nearby.

      Axel winked. “Silver Maple has the finest draft, remember?”

      I rolled my eyes again. Why were they forest rangers, again? How did they even pass all the tests? It was frustrating, because even with their beer bellies and lack of skills with a bow and an arrow, they breezed through the tests.

      Yet when I took the tests, the forest ranger council questioned everything, had me repeat some tests–possibly in the hopes I would fail–then made me wait a long period of time before hearing their final decision.

      My fists clenched. It’s because I’m a girl, I thought. But I was proving them wrong. I was proving, time and again, that I was not a damsel in distress. And, one day, I’d prove to all the Kingdom of Alpenglow that I, Mallory Carmine, a woman, was the best forest ranger the Incandescent Kingdoms had ever seen.

      

      By the time I reached the post station, Tom stood outside, waiting for me. He sharpened a dagger, his blonde hair slightly falling over his eyes. He didn’t even look up when I approached.

      “You’re late, Mallory,” he said.

      “I know. I’m really sorry.” I played with my long sleeves, the air around us turning colder as autumn progressed. “I have no excuses,” I said, even though I thought about ratting out my brothers. They should be in their towns, not mine, anyway. It was no use, though. In the past, I told Tom that the behavior, laziness, and idleness of my brothers and cousin were dishonorable with the station of a forest ranger, but Tom dismissed me. He said I was being too sensitive, and getting offended much too easily.

      I swallowed my pride and followed Tom into the cabin. He put the dagger onto the desk and I glanced at the two empty prison cells. I was proud that the cells of Silver Maple were not filled. The people here were good, and the community was close as ever.

      I couldn’t help looking around the cabin. Everything was organized, in tip-top shape. This cabin post was where I’d come to look at the maps of the town and keep notes of habitats and sightings. It was basically my office.

      Tom sat on my wooden chair and opened the drawers. I put my hands behind my back, forcing myself to stay calm. In the past, I lashed out at him for being so nosy, and he said that speaking against a captain put marks on my record as a forest ranger.

      So far I had six marks, and they were for the dumbest things: talking back to Tom, shoving my brother down because he pulled on my braid, or–the worst–rolling my eyes at Tom. None of my brothers or cousin had any marks, and it was infuriating. If a ranger received ten marks for doing things out of turn, disobeying orders, or not acting the part of a forest ranger, then they were released by the council.

      I bit my lower lip to keep from blowing up at Tom when he leaned back and put his dirty boots on my desk. The mud from the bottom smeared on the wood surface, and the papers on my desk crinkled when he adjusted his boots.

      “The council has spoken,” Tom said, tipping the chair back and putting his hands behind his neck. I just wanted to slap him, but I stood there, still as a stone. “There was an attack from the beast last night. It took place in your cousin Ben’s region, in the fields. An old man received a lash on the back. He said the beast was a wolf.”

      “Not a bear?” I asked, my thoughts going back to the mysterious man in the woods. The description he gave of the bear seemed exaggerated, but then again, the large paw prints in the mud were gigantic. Something that big was probably unnatural in and of itself, so how could the man lie?

      A breeze wafted through the open window, forcing me to focus again.

      “There’s no sign of those giant bear prints we saw,” Tom said. “So maybe we had mistaken the beast’s prints as bear prints.” I wanted to say, I would know the difference between a bear and wolf print and there were two different and distinct tracks that night we met Wolf. But, again, my jaw tightened as I kept my mouth closed.

      “The man who was attacked confirmed that the beast is a giant black wolf with golden eyes. It’s probably almost as tall as you.” Tom’s eyes surveyed me from head to toe, and an uncomfortable feeling washed over me. After an awkward moment, he continued, “The council has said that any ranger who kills the beast will be promoted to the rank of a captain. Or, if you’re a captain like me, captains will be promoted to join the council at the capitol.”

      My jaw dropped, all irritation and uncomfortable feelings surrounding Tom fleeing, replaced with excitement.

      This is my chance! I knew today was going to be a good day! This was my chance to prove, once and for all, that I was worthy of the forest rangers. I had dreamed of becoming a captain since the day I became a forest ranger.

      I’ll show them! I thought, already racing through the ways I could track the beast. If it was in Ben’s village, could I track it from there?

      As my thoughts rushed, Tom stood and approached me, standing uncomfortably close and looking down at me. He smelled like a combination of ale and forest.

      “It’s been a while since we’ve had a moment alone,” he said, his eyes pouring into mine. My heart rate rose, and not in a good way. Usually Mad came with me when I reported to Tom, especially after what happened a few years ago between Tom and me.

      “Please stop looking at me like that,” I said, my eyebrows creasing, my hand reaching on its own to the dagger at my waist.

      “Why?” Tom stepped closer, the corner of his lip turning up.

      “It makes me uncomfortable.” Before I could step back, realizing that Tom was advancing to me like he did before–in a time when I wasn’t as strong or confident as I was now–, Tom cupped my chin.

      “Please stop.” I stepped back, but Tom grabbed my waist, pulling me to him. “Stop,” I said again, with firmness as I pulled away.

      Tom laughed, not letting go. Instead, he smiled and leaned in to kiss me. “Stop!” This time, I shoved him. I pushed against his chest so hard, he fell back onto the desk, cursing as he did so. He was lucky I didn’t punch his stupid face.

      Tom caught himself, and stood. “I’m reporting another mark against you, Mallory,” he said.

      “That’s not fair–you just tried to kiss me against my will!” My anger flared.

      “Well if you’d just kiss me and give me some of your time, then I’ll let it go,” Tom said, grinning. My cheeks burned with hatred as he stood close to me again, attempting again to kiss me. I slapped his hand away from touching my face.

      “Kissing you is the last thing I’d ever do.”

      “Fine. Take your mark because you attempted to hurt me.”

      “You attempted to hurt me!”

      Tom folded his arms, and it took all my self-control to not wipe the smile off his face. He looked down at me, his eyes sparkling. “If you meet me at my place tonight, I’ll reconsider sending a report to the council about your inappropriate and aggressive behavior against your superior.” His grin growing by the second.

      I gaped. What was his deal? I knew Tom was a creep, but not that much. I thought he’d gotten over his starry eyes for me.

      “I’d rather die than do that,” I said, my voice shaky from the frustration building inside of me. I brushed past Tom, stomping out of the cabin and into the woods. I just wanted to scream.

      Seven marks now. Seven marks! It was so unfair. I broke into a run, taking my usual patrolling route around the village.

      It’s not fair! I stopped, kicked a log, punched the air with my fists, then rubbed my forehead and took a deep breath.

      I hate Tom. And I hated everyone who doubted, used, or tried to manipulate me… all because I was a woman.

      “I’ll show him,” I whispered to myself. “I’ll show all of them.”

      There was only one way for the council to overlook my marks and promote me to the rank of a captain: kill the beast.

      A large black wolf with golden eyes, I thought, remembering the golden eyes of the man named Wolf. He knew where the wolf was, and he told me where to meet him so he could show me.

      I shook my head. I didn’t need his help. I didn’t need anyone’s help. I would find this massive wolf and kill it myself. Then, and only then, would I show everyone, once and for all, that I was not some wimpy little girl to mess with.

      And then Tom would never lay a finger on me, I thought, and rushed deeper into the forest. I had to find this beast.
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      The bear tracks were fresh.

      Perfect. It was dangerous for me to follow after the beast, especially when it was this late at night, and when drops of blood appeared on the path. But something inside of me wanted to see the beast suffering as much as myself.

      A mist settled over the forest, but my paws made no noise on the muddy ground. The only noise was the sound of my own breaths, accompanied by an occasional owl hoot. A cricket dared to chirp nearby, but silenced as I passed. All the creatures of the forest knew I was not a natural wolf, and that shifting magic emanated from my body, so they avoided me. Many of them grew quiet around me, too afraid of my unnatural form.

      Except for Midnight, Snow, and Goldie, of course. They didn’t seem to mind that I was a wolf-shifter. They just liked having a large wolf friend that didn’t compete with Midnight’s alpha status.

      The sound of a snapping twig drew me from my thoughts and I paused, sniffing the air.

      The beast was close. As if on cue, the mist before me began to part, revealing the dark woods ahead of me. But in the midst of the darkness was a form. It was hunched over, feeding on something, the smell of dead animal so strong, even my wolf senses were overwhelmed by it.

      I wanted to change back into my human form, but the irritation, frustration, and anger I felt whenever I saw the beast, wouldn’t allow it.

      So I reached out with my mind, feeling the darkness surrounding the beast’s mind, the magic that also kept the beast in its terrible form. I could feel the anger around the mind, the disgust, the loathing that was passed down for generations. That loathing was directed at me, my brothers, my parents, and everyone else who had ruled before us in our family.

      “You don’t try to clean up your trails, do you?” I sat and waited for the beast to feel my thoughts.

      It paused, the disgusting ripping and chewing sound replaced with silence for a moment.

      The beast turned its head to look at me, and I glared. The black bear was big–so much bigger than me–with a long snout, red eyes, and a bloody mouth.

      My eye twitched at the sight and smell of the gore. “That’s disgusting. I expected a lot more from a lady.” Then I smiled. “Your curse must be getting worse. Seems I have more self-control than you.”

      The bear roared and towered over me, stretching out its claws as if to attack.

      “You won’t attack me. We’ve done it before and neither of us wins,” I said, almost bored.

      Huffing, the bear sat down, but didn’t relax.

      “Have you lost your wits that you can’t even communicate as a human, even in your monster form?”

      “Get… me… the… water!” The voice from the bear entered my mind, raspy and exhausted. It was a woman’s voice, full of hatred and disgust.

      “What water?” If I could fold my arms as a wolf, I would’ve. Instead, I sat on my forearms and watched her, my expression cold. “Did you finally figure out how to break your curse?”

      “You… stupid… prince!”

      “You’re the one who cursed us both,” I said.

      “You…” The bear swiped the air and roared into the night, the cry echoing through the woods. “I… need…” She let out a big breath and steadied herself on all fours. She looked terrible when the beast took over her. “I need the water… from the castle.”

      I raised an eyebrow. The castle had the purest water in all of Alpenglow, as a spring flowed through the castle, filtered from traveling miles down the mountains. People from all over the Incandescent Kingdoms came to try it, finding it tasted better than any water in our world.

      Naturally, myths and legends derived from such sparkling, pure water, and people said it could cure any disease and tend to any wound. To me, it was just water… until now.

      “Get me the water… and I’ll help you find a woman to break your curse…” The bear stretched, uncomfortable, and then, much to my surprise, it shifted before my very eyes.

      The snout returned to a human’s nose, the eyes turned blue, the large bear shape turned to the shape of a human, until a woman stood before me. She was much older than me, probably as old as my mother would’ve been if she was still alive. The woman’s black dress was ragged, and her dark hair disheveled. Dirt and mud streaked her entire body, and she looked like a madwoman.

      I reached through my own body, pushing to return to my human form. It was hard to do, especially when I felt annoyed at the woman standing before me. After taking a few deep breaths, I was able to shift, though it caused great exhaustion.

      I couldn’t imagine how tired the woman must have felt after shifting from something so large.

      After taking a shaky breath, I stood tall. “So you need the\ water from the castle?”

      “Yes, and it will break the curse.”

      “Yours, or mine?”

      She glared. “Mine, you idiot.”

      I glared right back. “I’ll consider getting you the water… only if you tell me how to break my curse.”

      “I already told you!” At this, the corner of her lip turned up. “Seems you still haven’t found a girl to kiss.”

      “What about the rose? A petal just dropped. What does that mean?”

      “It means your time is running out.”

      Violent thoughts ran through my mind. I had killed men in the Pirate Wars. What difference would it make if I killed a wicked enchantress?

      Stop, Vance. I heard my own thoughts fighting the beast in me.

      “Only true love’s kiss and marriage to a woman who loves you will break the spell,” the woman said. It was hard not to roll my eyes at such silly conditions to my curse.

      “I’ve told you twice now how to break your curse. Just bring me that water–”

      “So you can curse others? So you can try assassinating my brothers and father?” I laughed. “No, you deserve your beast form, Lady Tara.”

      She glared so intensely, the creases between her eyebrows went deep. “Fine. It’s just a matter of time before those hunters come after you. I managed to send notes to the posts that the beast is a wolf, not a bear. They’ll come for you.”

      Why hadn’t I thought ahead? My mind briefly went to the image of seeing Mal in the dark woods, her red hair in the moonlight. Surely she believed me about the bear as the beast, right?

      Apparently not. I rolled my eyes.

      “Help me, Vance!” Lady Tara said, wiping the blood off her mouth. She approached me, and the smells from her were so foul, I stepped back. “Help me break my curse–I cannot stand to transform another night!” Her eyes were bloodshot. “The beast is getting stronger.”

      I frowned. “Here you are calling me weak, but you can’t even fight the beast within yourself.”

      “Nor can you! And the longer we carry these curses, the more the monsters will take over…” Her eye twitched. “Until we remain in our beast forms forever.”

      No amount of her talking would ever convince me to help her. Even if it meant staying in my beast form forever. I didn’t want to be a wolf for the rest of my life, but nothing would ever, ever convince me to have mercy on Lady Tara. If she remained in her beast form for the rest of the days, that would be the perfect revenge.

      “Go. Try to get into the castle.” A bitter laugh escaped me. “You wouldn’t even make it near the grounds before the guards snatched you up and put you on trial.”

      Lady Tara’s lips pursed and her fists clenched.

      I continued, glad I could cause her anger, and knowing it woke the angry animal within. Even as I spoke, her eye kept twitching as she fought the unseen force inside. “I won’t be helping you get that water. Not today. Not ever.” I took a step back. “You cursed us both, and until you break mine, I won’t be doing anything for you.”

      “I cannot break your curse!” she exclaimed. “You know the conditions!”

      I shrugged and stepped back. “Enjoy another night sucking on blood and feeding on raw meat, Lady Tara.”

      She screamed, and already began transforming back into the bear, the anger she felt towards me consuming her heart. “You get back here! Get me that water! Get me that water now!”

      I let my own anger take over and shifted back into my wolf form. I hurried away, knowing that the monster was consuming Lady Tara just as it was consuming me. I felt no ounce of pity for her, because she did this to herself. She did this to me.

      For years she was a suspect in assassination attempts against my father. During the Pirate Wars, it was infuriating to receive a letter from my father, telling us that there was civil unrest back home. And it was all stirred up by Lady Tara.

      Father had pardoned her too many times. He had shown mercy too many times. Lady Tara did not deserve mercy. She did not deserve forgiveness.

      And I did not show her mercy when she tried to curse me. The memory was fresh in my mind, as if it had happened yesterday…

      One dark, snowy night, there was a knock on the mansion door. I didn’t want my butler to open it, my own suspicions aroused. So I opened it myself, finding an old woman with a hooked nose, hunched back, and wrinkled skin. She asked for a safe place to rest that night, and there was no way I would ever turn away a stranger in need.

      So I brought her in, had the servants bring her a hot meal at the table, then sat to join her for dinner. As I drank my water, I knew something was different. The old woman smiled as she watched me.

      Then I started transforming, feeling the anger in my heart–the anger that never left since the Pirate Wars–taking over.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, standing and clutching my chest. My servants rushed to check on me but I pushed them away. “Get out!” I exclaimed, not wanting them to see me in such pain. They left, after much hesitation, and after I practically screamed at them. Sweat poured from my forehead, the pain inside too much to bear.

      The woman before me removed a mask. There was no denying who she was, as I’d seen her at trials at the castle before.

      Lady Tara. She stood to her tallest form, watching in glee as I fell to the ground, fighting whatever beast was taking root inside of me.

      “You are now cursed, Prince Vance,” she said. “When anger takes over your heart–which I can see it already has–you will turn into a wolf. And when you turn into a wolf, every beastly instinct will come out.” Her red lips looked like blood. “You will destroy everything you love, starting with your servants and then your family.” At this, she glanced at the door my servants left. I did too. They needed to get out of here, before I turned into a beast, before the anger inside of me–which felt so strong and real–surfaced.

      Loathing for Lady Tara suddenly gave me strength. I leaped up and grabbed her arm, twisting it behind her back before she could say something.

      She started to scream, but her voice was muffled as I grabbed the poisoned glass and forced her to drink it. I’d never touched a woman–and I never intended to hurt a woman–but it seemed all my hatred surfaced at the moment.

      “Drink it!” I exclaimed, not satisfied, even when she tried to gag and cough it up. But it seemed to have worked, as she hunched over, clutching her heart in pain. “You stupid prince!” She coughed and began changing before my very eyes.

      Then a beast stood before me: an enormous black bear with red eyes and sharp teeth. She roared, and I realized I had transformed. I was now a wolf. I didn’t hesitate to attack.

      I stopped before my mansion, not wanting to relive the moment. The battle between Lady Tara and me in our beast forms had been bloody and violent. And that was when I found the enchanted rose in her bag. I stole it, and she laughed, bleeding as she ran out of the mansion that night.

      “Keep the rose!” She had exclaimed. “I put your life into it!” I didn’t know what she meant at the time, but when I threw the flower on the ground, and immediately felt a shock of pain, I knew, somehow, that the rose and I were connected.

      And now I knew how: the enchanted rose resembled the time I had left. Already the rose was frail. I told Lady Tara that only one petal had fallen, but I lied. Only a few petals remained, meaning one thing: I was running out of time to break my curse.
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      “Oh lighten up, will you?” I asked my sister, Beth, as I scrubbed clothes against the laundry board. Beth was the sibling between Mad and me. She was the closest sister I had, even with all her complaints and whines.

      “I hate doing laundry,” Beth muttered again, pursing her dark lips as she continued scrubbing.

      “At least we have food on the table and a roof over our heads,” I countered.

      “I know, I know. You’ve said that only a hundred times.” Beth rolled her blue eyes. They were a pure blue, unlike my own teal-blue eyes. Beth was very pretty, with striking strawberry blonde hair and a curvy build. She wasn’t the only beauty in the family though. My sisters were all very pretty, which made me question why none of them had been offered a hand in marriage.

      Trinity, the oldest of my sisters, had blue eyes and dark brown hair with a heavy red tint. She used to be the town flirt… until we lost everything. At the moment, she sat against a tree, reading a book, pretending like it was our privilege to do the laundry while she enjoyed leisure time.

      “What are you looking at, Mal?” she asked, glancing up from her book.

      “You know, it wouldn’t kill you to help us,” I said. She laughed and adjusted herself to rest more comfortably against the tree. She wore a velvety soft dress, one that was completely unfit for a task like doing laundry.

      “Stop complaining Mal. We all know this sort of work is for people like you.”

      “Really, Trini? People like me?” Before I could splash water on Trinity, Beth grabbed my hand.

      “Leave her alone or her moping will get worse.”

      “Why is everyone in this family so unproductive?” I mused aloud, and Maria, the next oldest sister after Trini, splashed me. The icy water would have probably shocked me more if my hands weren’t already freezing.

      “We’re not all tomboys like you, Mal.”

      I frowned, hating the knotting in my stomach at being called a tomboy. My siblings teased me for being one all growing up. But when I put on dresses and tried to wear makeup, they teased me even more. I pursed my lips to keep from saying something rude back to Maria.

      “Ugh, it’s like these piles never end,” said Helena, my cousin, who approached with a basket of clothes in her arms. Her two sisters, Adelline and Meg, followed. If one didn’t grow up with the three, it would be easy to mistake them as triplets. Though a year apart each in age, they looked nearly identical: with dark brown hair, blue eyes, and fair skin.

      Helena, Adelline, and Meg were practically my own sisters now. Ben, too, was like a brother–a very annoying brother. The siblings had two more brothers, Dustin and Paul, who lived in the capitol wasting their time scheming and trying to regain the throne.

      In all, I felt like I had six brothers and six sisters, and, being the youngest, everyone said I was spoiled. Which was far from the truth.

      “Scoot over, will you?” Helena asked, nudging my arm. “Might as well try to get these boring tasks done.” She sighed. “I wish we weren’t so poor. We could have maids do this work for us.”

      I pulled my laundry away and moved over for her, biting my lip to keep from saying something snarky. It had been more than a year since the Pirate Wars ended and father lost all his ships. He had worked so hard to be a merchant, restored his reputation as a Carmine, and was doing well… and then the pirates destroyed everything.

      He, my brothers, and my cousins went to war and it was a miracle they were all alive. Though I hated that my brothers drank too much ale, I could also see the torture in their eyes, the trauma they endured. They knew no other way to cope with it.

      Around the end of the Pirate Wars, my aunt, Lady Tara, went missing. She’d been a loud voice in resisting and hating the royal family. Guards from the castle would frequent her home if something went wrong or a member of the royal family was attacked. She was the biggest suspect because she openly detested the royal family. When she went missing–from unknown causes–my father, Sir Rufus, took in her children.

      Hence, Helena, Adelline, and Meg added their whining voices to the throng of my sister’s complaints.

      “I hate being poor,” Helena said, scrubbing hard.

      Adelline sighed. “I hate poor man’s food too.”

      “And working like a poor man,” Meg contributed. I wanted to say that they had never even experienced being wealthy, but I kept my mouth shut. Their father died in the Pirate Wars, and Aunt Tara didn’t seem to do anything to provide food on the table.

      A noise sounded in the bushes and I sat up, looking around.

      “She looks like a deer when she does that,” Trini said.

      “Oh shush, leave her alone,” said Beth.

      “Just because she’s a forest ranger doesn’t make her anything special,” Trini continued. “It’s just the woods, Mal.”

      But I stood, knowing that when we came here to launder clothes, nobody else came around here. What was out there, in the bushes? My hand went to the knife at my belt. I was the only one of my sisters wearing a tunic and leggings, not a dress. It had been a while since I even wore a dress.

      A breeze rustled the leaves, but the noise had disappeared. Perhaps it was just a rabbit or something small scurrying through the woods. When I was satisfied that nothing was there, I crouched down and continued to scrub.

      “Ah, the forest ranger found nothing suspicious?” Trini asked.

      “If she says one more word…” I muttered, loud enough for Beth to hear.

      “What are you trying to prove anyway?” Why was Trini picking on me right now? She was so bored, and there was nothing for her to gossip about–because she had no rich friends–so she picked on me. “There are no female forest rangers, Mal.”

      “Yes, I’m a forest ranger,” I corrected her, scrubbing even harder. My mind raced, searching for distractions to keep myself from blowing up, but Trini’s whining voice kept going on and on. I scrubbed harder, not doubting if the clothes turned to rags. Why didn’t our brothers launder their own clothes?

      “Oh, I know why you’re a ranger, Mal,” Trini said, her book on her lap now as she outright mocked me. “It’s because of Tom, isn’t it?”

      “Ooh, probably,” Maria said. I frowned at her.

      Traitor.

      “Is Tom that handsome, tall fellow with blonde hair?” Helena asked.

      “He’s a hunter too, you know?” Meg was contributing too.

      “Too bad he won’t talk to me,” Trini said.

      “You’re lucky he doesn’t,” I started to say, but Trini went into her complaints again about how the Pirate Wars took everything from us.

      “It’s bad enough our mother is dead from the Crimson Cough.” Of course Trini would bring mother into this. She believed that ever since mother died, everything went downhill. Mother got the Crimson Cough right before the Pirate Wars, and it was a horrible time. We just lost our mother, our wealth, and then, quite possibly, the men in our family.

      But we’re alive, I told myself. And Trini was so ungrateful for that.

      This time I did splash Trini and she jumped up, screaming. “Mal you ugly red head! How dare you!” My other sisters jumped to pamper Trini while Beth grabbed my wrist, as if warning me to not pester Trini any longer.

      “Come on,” Beth said, pulling us away from the situation so I could clear my head. We walked in silence in the woods for a while, the evening sun dipping below the leafy canopy.

      “She’s such a brat,” I said after a while. “It’s no wonder she’s not married–”

      “Mal, that’s not nice.” Beth used her firm tone and I went quiet, chewing the inside of my lip. We stopped at a waterfall and sat.

      “Nobody in this family contributes,” I said. “Except you, me, Mad, and father.” Beth fixed up people’s clothes for extra money, and father took whatever side jobs he could find. Mad and I were forest rangers who used our money on the rent for our small family cottage in the outskirts of town. Axel and Luca moved out and spent their money on drinks.

      “Trini does things,” Beth defended her, but I didn’t know why though. Trini lounged around complaining all day. “She cleans the house sometimes.”

      “Sometimes,” I emphasized. Beth laughed and nudged me.

      “You have to understand, Mal. It’s hard for Trini and the others. We were so wealthy, and mother was so proud of the elegant women that we were becoming.”

      “Except me.” I couldn’t help rolling my eyes.

      “Even you, Mal. Maybe she just never said it.” Beth smiled, but I avoided eye contact. I didn’t want to talk about mother, nor how disappointing of a woman I was to her.

      “I’m going to kill that beast,” I said, pulling at the grass beneath us. “And when I do, I’ll become a captain and make all the money around here. And then Trini’s going to feel sorry for always teasing me.”

      Beth rubbed her forehead. “You don’t need to prove anything Mal.”

      I glared at her. “I’m not trying to prove anything–”

      “Yes you are. You always are, Mal. It’s why you joined the forest rangers. It’s why you want to kill the beast alone.” Beth sighed. “You know, there’s nothing wrong with embracing your feminine traits, or with liking girly things, like falling in love and wearing dresses.”

      “I’d rather gag than wear a dress,” I said, and Beth nudged me.

      “One day you will fall in love with someone Mal–”

      “I never said it wasn’t a possibility.”

      “I know, but you’re so set on being…” Beth shrugged. “On being Miss Independent.  It’s alright to accept help.”

      “I don’t need help.” At this, I stood, tired of Beth’s counsel. I didn’t want her counsel, nor did I ask for it. I knew she was trying to be kind and helpful, but she was also just trying to keep me away from Trini before the two of us blew up at each other. It had happened many times before, and while Trini threw words like knives, just one solid fist always shut her up. I wasn’t trying to get physical, but I was tired of being bullied by, well, just about everyone.

      “Come on,” I said. “Our laundry is waiting for us.” Though I meant to sound humorous, the tone was bitter.

      Beth offered a smile then joined me as we made our way back to the others. Trini glared at me as though I threw daggers at her earlier, and the tense silence between us spoke volumes.

      You’re so set on being Miss Independent. Beth’s words echoed in my head. It’s alright to accept help. I frowned as I got back to work, my hands turning red from the cold water and harsh scrubbing.

      I don’t need help, I thought. And I didn’t want help. By killing the beast I would prove, once and for all, that I was a strong, capable, independent young woman.

      

      When father burst through the door that night, there was something different. He usually walked in, head downcast, quietly closing the door behind him, as if he were afraid to face his children.

      But this was something different. A big smile sat on his face, and the change in his countenance was astonishing.

      “Children!” He beamed, his mustache and beard as red as his hair, “I have news!” Father had a loud voice, and it boomed through the small cottage. Most of us had been sitting at the table, eating, when he arrived.

      “What is it?” Trini jumped up first. “Are we rich again father?”

      He laughed. “Well, not exactly.” Disappointment visibly crossed her face. “But,” father said. “We have a sliver of hope.”

      “What happened?” Mad stoked the fireplace as he asked.

      “I just received news that one of my ships, the Coral–you remember that one?”

      All of us nodded.

      “She’s been sighted and should pull into port first thing in the morning.”

      Even I had to jump up and cheer. The Coral wasn’t father’s largest ship, but it was a good one, and to hear that not all of his ships were sunk, stolen, or destroyed during the Pirate Wars stirred up hope even within myself. Maybe father would get his merchant business going again. Maybe things weren’t so desolate or discouraging as we thought!

      “You must go!” Trini said, adding, “Do you think the goods are still on the ship?”

      “It’s been a year since the wars, so I don’t know what will be on the ship,” said father. “King Jax keeps finding people’s goods and returning them so perhaps there’s a possibility he might find more than just our good old Coral!”

      A year was a long time though… if one or more of father’s ships were still out there, they should’ve showed up by now. I bit my lower lip. Couldn’t father just be grateful that one of his ships had been spotted?

      I stared at my hands. Maybe I was the downer, and father was right. Maybe there were more of his ships out at sea or hidden at some other pirate port. King Jax of Aquagleam, who was once a prince of Alpenglow, had done a lot to restore the treasures stolen or lost during the Pirate Wars to the rightful owners.

      Unfortunately, though, nothing had been found that belonged to father… until now. There were a few instances that father’s ships had been found, but everytime he went to retrieve them, something had happened: the ship sank on the way back, it was auctioned off to someone else because father found out too late, or there were no goods on the ship, and father’s business partners–most who had been killed in the wars–didn’t have the paperwork to prove that the ship belonged to father.

      I didn’t want to put a dampener on the high spirits in the room, so I held my tongue as my sisters proclaimed their excitement. And, much to my dismay, they began to make plans for what they’d do once we were rich again.

      “I want a new gown—no, two new gowns!” Trini exclaimed.

      Father smiled, delighted by their talk. I loved my father, but even he got caught up in wealth and popularity.

      “I want a golden necklace with a sapphire gem, like the one Lady Ella wears!” said Helena. I don’t know how my cousins got the idea that they were once rich. Their mother, Lady Tara, was feared by many. Those loyal to the crown avoided her, and anyone with common sense avoided her because she’d once been known for being a witch. Helena and her siblings had never been wealthy, but Trini definitely rubbed off on them.

      “I want some new shoes,” Beth said, being practical.

      “Alright, alright,” father said, pulling out a piece of parchment to write the requests. I held my tongue again… it was too early for my siblings to make such requests. The Coral had been sighted, but who knew what had happened to it? Or to its goods? And who was manning the ship?

      Father first wrote the requests of my sisters, then my brothers. Mad shrugged.

      “I guess I’ll take a new dagger,” he said.

      Father nodded, pleased, then turned to me. “Mal?”

      All the eyes of my siblings focused on me, and I stared into the fire, hating the frivolousness of my family. “I don’t need anything,” I said.

      “Oh come on!” Trini rolled her eyes and held the bridge of her nose. “Are you trying to make us feel bad now, Mal? Stop being such a–”

      “Trini.” Father gave her a look and she shut her mouth. He turned to me. “Is there anything that you want?”

      I shook my head and the chorus of my sisters rose against me.

      “Now you’re just making us feel guilty.”

      “Why can’t you ever be like a normal girl?”

      “Just get a dress, Mal. You don’t have any.”

      “Children.” Father silenced them, and pursed his lips before sitting on the bench next to me. “Come on, Mal. There must be something you want.”

      I really didn’t want anything, besides killing the beast, at the moment. An idea crossed my mind though, one that wouldn’t cost a cent.

      “A rose,” I said.

      “A rose?” Trini spat in disgust.

      “Yes, I want a rose.” I smiled at my father. “There are roses still in bloom before autumn falls on us. I’m sure you can find a wild one on your way back from the capitol, right?”

      Father patted my back. “A fine idea, Mal. You always did like roses, didn’t you?”

      I nodded. When we were wealthy, we owned a large mansion, with a massive garden. Servants tended it, but I used to help them, and had my own section of roses. While I didn’t care how wealth gave our family fancy gowns, jewels, and a reputation, I did miss my roses.

      My roses were the only thing that ever made me feel like I was doing something right. Maybe I couldn’t embroider or dance to save my life, but I could grow roses. They were so beautiful, they brought me joy on many days when I ran to the gardens crying.

      I swallowed hard and watched as my sisters rushed around, helping my father prepare for his departure. I bid him goodnight, then went to the bedroom I shared with my sisters. I should have thought more about my father. I should have thought about his safety, especially with a beast out there.

      But he was going in the morning. He’d be safe.

      And I? Well, I had patrol duty the following night. I tried to silence out the noise and excited chatter of my sisters, knowing I needed all the rest I could get if I was going to find and kill the beast the following day, but sleep never came.

      All I could think about was the beast, and how killing it would give me the rank I deserved. I would show Tom, Trini, and everyone else who ever doubted me, that I was more than capable.

      Who needs dresses? I told myself. Weapons were all I ever needed. Yet I couldn’t help thinking about what Beth said earlier that day: You know, there’s nothing wrong with embracing your feminine traits, or with liking girly things, like falling in love and wearing dresses.

      If only Beth knew how much I wanted to be like that… but I’d just never been good enough, or girly enough to do anything right.

      I stared at the ceiling, too tired to keep fighting the noise from the others.

      All I have to do is kill the beast, I thought. Alone.
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      I stood on the balcony overlooking the garden. It was overgrown and dying, especially with the cold autumn weather approaching. The moonlight illuminated the river running through the garden, and the smell of roses wafted in the evening breeze.

      I glanced back inside my room, finding the enchanted rose, being held on a stand. I couldn’t help cringing, hating that there were less than five petals left. The rest of the petals sat on the table around the rose, dried and wilted.

      I’m running out of time… I ran my fingers through my hair and let out a sigh. As soon as I did, my instincts kicked in.

      Someone is here. It was a cold night, so cold that my breath lingered in the air. And I could see that someone was coming through the garden.

      He was a tall man, with a hood… He stopped his horse at the garden, then looked around, as if lost. He didn’t even look up at the half destroyed mansion, but his gaze fixed on the rose bush not far from him.

      I rubbed my chin, curious. What was this man doing?

      The stranger approached the bush and clipped a rose off. For whatever reason, this infuriated me. Who was this man, a stranger, and what was he doing stealing one of my roses? Sure, I didn’t tend to the garden, but it didn’t mean that this many had any right to trespass and steal!

      I ran back into the mansion, down the flight of stairs, and burst out the side door to the gardens.

      “What are you doing?” I exploded, instantly feeling the animal inside wanting to come out.

      The man jumped, threw up his hands, and stepped back. “Forgive me, sir!”

      I spared no kindness and lifted the man by his shirt, throwing the hood off. As soon as my eyes caught color of his hair, my stomach knotted and my fists clenched. “Another one of you Cinnamons on my property? What are you doing here?”

      The wolf inside was now scratching and pounding to be released. I fought it, wanting to know what this man was up to before the beast took over.

      “No, no, no! Forgive me sir! There was a beast in the woods! I was terrified. My daughter–she was right. I shouldn’t have traveled alone at night, and I ran away. Got lost… I thought this place was abandoned–it belonged to the prince, you know? I didn’t think anyone was here! Forgive me!”

      “What is your name? And what brought you here?”

      “Lord Rufus, sir! I’m just a merchant who lost everything in the wars. I was on the way back from my travels. Please, please don’t hurt me, I beg you!”

      “Why are you stealing my roses?”

      “Just one!” The man quickly held it up for me to see. It was an orange red, not blood red, like most roses.

      “Why?” I lifted him off the ground easily, his feet dangling. The man was bigger than me, but I was stronger.

      “For my daughter!”

      I threw him to the side, and he fell with a groan. “I’m so sorry. I will leave now.”

      “No.” I drew my sword and the man scurried to the edge of the rose bush.

      “Please, have mercy!”

      “There’s no mercy left in me,” I said. “How many daughters do you have?”

      He shook. “Se-se-seven…”

      “The one that wanted the rose… how old is she?”

      “Nineteen.”

      “I’ll show mercy and forgive your theft…” My mind raced, the wolf practically tearing me from the inside out. “If you bring your daughter to pay your debt.”

      “What? No, I would never–”

      I stepped closer, pointing my sword at Lord Rufus’s chest. “Bring her.”

      “I would rather die right here, right now, and pay the price of this rose, then bring my daughter to this forsaken place.” For whatever reason, this only infuriated me more.

      “Then bring a different daughter–I don’t care.”

      “No, I will not bring any of them!”

      Who was this man? Was he really a Cinnamon if he was this nice?

      A new idea formed. “Who is Lady Tara to you?” I asked.

      The man faltered. “My sister… she’s my sister.”

      I paused, thinking. “Good. Since you will not bring any of your daughters, then you will spend the rest of your life here for theft.” Surely Lady Tara would break my curse once she found out that her brother was held hostage in my mansion.

      The man’s eyes went wide. “The rest of my… life?”

      “Yes.”

      “For a rose?”

      “Yes.” I put my sword away. “Come on.”

      “But…” The man was speechless as he followed. After a moment, he gathered himself. “It’s just a rose, sir!”

      “No, it’s not.” I looked at him. “It’s my rose from my garden.”

      “Surely I can just pay for it.” Lord Rufus hesitated. “I… I have nothing on me now, but I can bring money back.”

      “I don’t want your money.” I opened the door to the mansion and led the way to the dining room, the wolf still ripping me up inside. I stopped and clenched my side, hating that the man saw me do this. “Get inside. Sit.” I commanded, and Lord Rufus hurried in, glancing at me as he passed.

      He was poorly dressed for this weather. His boots were worn through and seeing him in the light now made him look incredibly… poor. He probably had no money to give me for the rose, even if I asked for it. I left him in the dining room and went to the kitchen, finding a hot batch of soup prepared, and not a servant in sight.

      Good. Greta, my only servant, always did as I asked. I prepared two bowls, grabbed some rolls, then returned, finding the man looking around in awe. Greta always lit up the dining area, even though I ate alone. Beautiful paintings of Alpenglow sat on the walls. The dish sets on the table were the finest made, and the rugs were plush and clean. This was the only place I bothered to rebuild after the incident, after the battle of the beasts.

      The fireplace in the corner kept the room warm, and after setting the food before the man, he just stared at it.

      “If you’re going to be my prisoner for the rest of your life, you might as well eat a good meal,” I said.

      The man ate, but as he did so, a tear streamed down his cheek. I’d never seen a grown man cry before, not even in the Pirate Wars. It was… weird. To think that a man could be so emotional in a compassionate way, instead of an angry way, made my insides tighten.

      Impossible… Compassion was a feeling I had long ago, but never again. Not after the wars, at least.

      I couldn’t manage a bite, the internal battle waging inside of me. The wolf wanted out, as it fed on my anger.

      Calm down, I told myself over and over.

      After the man finished, he took a deep breath, then turned to me. “Please, sir. I must leave.”

      “No.” I shook my head and folded my arms, sitting against the back of my chair. “You will pay for stealing.”

      “I cannot leave my family.” Another tear slid down his cheek but he wiped it in haste. “My daughters, my sons… they will starve if I do not return and provide for them.”

      “Your daughter is nineteen. She can find decent work,” I said. “So can the other six.”

      “She does work…” The man took another deep breath and sat back up, as if regaining his confidence and composure. “And she was right…” He rubbed his forehead. “She told me not to travel at night because of the beast.” He sighed. “I need to get home. The beast is too big for her to find and kill alone.”

      A woman… killing a beast?

      “Who is your daughter?” I asked, my suspicion growing.

      “She’s a forest ranger.” The man stared at his empty bowl and shook his head.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Mal.”

      I froze. It couldn’t be… This man was… Mal’s father?

      “Well, Mallory. But we call her Mal.”

      For a moment, I just sat there, silent, amazed.

      The man’s eye twitched, and I knew he was looking at my golden eyes in a distrustful way. He cleared his throat. “Well, may I at least say goodbye to my children, and let them know what has become of me?”

      I let the moment stretch out, assuming that he meant to escape and never come back. “If you don’t come back within the week, I will find you,” I said, leaning forward. “And you will pay for your crime.”

      The man gulped and nodded.

      I escorted him outside, where he prepared his horse.

      “Wait.” I said, before he mounted it. “You never asked my name.”

      Lord Rufus visibly shrank, stepping back, his eyes wide and his shoulders tensed. “I’m… I’m so sorry…” It was rude enough that he stole one of my roses, but the audacity of him to eat at my table without knowing my name was just offensive.

      “What is your name, sir?”

      “Wolf,” I said. “And tell that daughter of yours I know where the beast is.”

      The man eyed me for a moment, his eyes wide. “Yes, Sir Wolf.”

      “Just Wolf.” I stepped back. “Go.” I tipped my head to the forest. The man didn’t hesitate, but galloped out of the mansion grounds in haste. I watched him leave, knowing that this could be my chance to end the curse.

      Because she will come. How could she not? She seemed like the type of girl who could hold her own. She was a forest ranger, after all.

      As soon as the doors shut, I shifted into a wolf, the magic stinging more than last time because of how long I fought it.

      He is the brother of Lady Tara, I thought as I followed him in the shadows of the woods.

      He is the father of Mal, the forest ranger… The man was breathlessly riding his horse, his pace equivalent to his frantic expression. No doubt Mal would come here… she was looking for the beast, and I was looking for a girl to kiss me. It all seemed so simple, but I knew better.
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      “You can’t go back!” Trini sobbed as my cousins soothed her. My brothers talked about going with father to kill the man while Beth bit her lower lip, listening. Amidst the frenzy and chaos of father’s return and his terrifying tale, I sat, frozen in place.

      This was all my fault… father would never have been in this predicament if I hadn’t asked for a stupid rose.

      “I must,” father said, patting Trini’s shoulder. “I will not give any of my daughters to that man.”

      “But what will we do without you?” Trini asked. “We’re so, so poor!” It seemed she was crying more from the disappointment of father’s failed venture than his incident with the mysterious man.

      Father didn’t even get to lay eyes on the Coral, and he didn’t have a coin to get home, which was why he traveled in the night. And though I hated the way Trini whined about being poor, I couldn’t help feeling some measure of frustration at our bad luck.

      Father told us that when he arrived at the port, his business partners had split and sold everything off. It was infuriating, really. Father had trusted those men.

      It also made me suspicious… had more of father’s ships been found, but his so-called “business partners” sold everything off before we even found out?

      It doesn’t matter, I told myself. What mattered was that on father’s way home from the failed expedition, he swore he was being followed by the beast. So he rode as fast as he could and ended up getting lost, stumbling on an old mansion.

      “I have no doubt it’s that haunted, abandoned mansion that used to belong to Prince Vance,” father said. I’d never ventured that far, beyond the great lake, deep in the woods, at the base of the mountains. But his descriptions of the place sounded like something a rich man would have had.

      Father ate with the man and then was granted time to bid us farewell.

      “Was he handsome, at least?” Trini asked, wiping her eyes.

      I rolled my own eyes, and father shrugged. “How am I to know? He was young. Couldn’t have been a year or two older than Mad.”

      I looked at my older brother, Mad, and he sat forward, saying, “It’s just a rose, father. Let Axel, Luca, Ben, and I come. We’re forest rangers, and our job is to keep the peace. I’m sure we can negotiate with him.”

      Axel, Luca, and Ben were the last people I could ever see negotiating, but I let father speak his mind.

      “No. I don’t think the man is dangerous, and I do wish to pay the price for theft.”

      Guilt welled up in me. It wasn’t father’s fault for taking the rose. I was the one who asked for it.

      “What did he look like?” Trini pressed father.

      “He seemed… unnatural, really.” Father shuddered. “Dark hair, tanned skin, a little scruffy…” His eyebrows creased. “But the most unnatural thing was his eyes.”

      “What about his eyes?” Beth asked.

      “They were golden.”

      My hair stood on end. “Did you get his name?” It was the first question I asked since father arrived.

      He nodded. “Wolf.”

      While a chorus of teasings and mockery rose from my siblings, I was paralyzed in place.

      Wolf… What were the odds? It was Wolf, the man who helped me free the rabbit from a hunter’s trap, the man with golden eyes, the man in the middle of the night, and the man who warned me about the beast.

      Except… it was the wrong beast. Wolf had mentioned the beast that was a black bear with red eyes and blood dripping from its mouth. But we were looking for the giant wolf with dark fur and golden eyes… Could this Wolf know where the real beast was?

      As if reading my thoughts, father said, “He says he knows where the beast in the woods is.”

      I made up my mind, right then and there. “I’ll go.”

      “No.” Mad shook his head immediately.

      “No,” Father said. “Because there’s something else I found on the way home.” We all leaned in as father pulled something from his bag.

      “Mother’s diary!” Helena leaped to grab it from father, and he let her take it from his hands.

      “This was left on the path as I made my way home.” But… how could Aunt Tara’s diary end up on the middle of the road? She had gone missing over a year ago and we finally assumed that she had died somewhere, somehow.

      My hair would not stop standing on end.

      “What does it say?” Trini asked, leaning against father’s arm and wiping her puffy eyes.

      Helena thumbed through the pages. “Let me find the last entry in this diary…”

      Ben, Adelline, and Meg crowded around Helena to see their mother’s book. At last, Helena cleared her throat. “It says: The poison did not work.”

      I swallowed hard. What poison? I knew my aunt was known for being a witch, as well as an avid rebel against the royal family, but I never really thought she did things, like make potions or poisons…

      “I went to Prince Vance’s mansion and he drank the potion, but not all of it. The enchanted rose is all I need to set myself free.”

      The sound of the crackling fireplace filled the silence following Helena’s words.

      “Is that it?” Trini asked after a moment. Helena flipped through the pages and nodded.

      “We need that rose,” Ben said, standing. “That Wolf man must be the prince, and whatever rose he stole from mother must be trapping her somewhere.”

      “I’m coming too,” Meg said, but father’s voice boomed.

      “Nobody is going to the mansion! Nobody except me!”

      “And me,” I said. Father turned to me. I rushed to explain myself. “This is all my fault, father. I should go and pay the debt.”

      “No, we need to find the enchanted rose,” Ben said. “It’s the only clue mother has left us. What if she’s out there? Still alive?”

      “There’s no date on this though,” said Helena.

      “But how did the diary end up in father’s path?” Mad pointed out. “Someone obviously left it there.”

      “It could be her,” Adelline said, her face full of so much hope that it hurt to look at her. We all believed Aunt Tara was dead, and we had come to terms with it. But having this diary, now, was like a ghost had entered the room.

      “Maybe she is alive,” I said, looking at my father. “Let me go, father. If Wolf–Prince Vance–whoever he is, has the rose, I can get it.” I swallowed hard. “And it’s my fault that any of this happened. I should pay the debt for the stolen rose.”

      Father was not convinced at all. “I’m a forest ranger,” I continued. “I can sneak my way around without him noticing. I’m sure I’ll be able to find the enchanted rose. Maybe Aunt Tara did leave us a clue with it.”

      “But what about the debt?”

      “I’ll pay the debt. I asked for the rose, so it is my debt.”

      Father rubbed the bridge of his nose. “But Mal, I stole the rose.”

      “Mad,” I turned to my brother, pleading. “You know me. I can get the enchanted rose. I bet it will save Aunt Tara.”

      “Are you sure this isn’t some scheme for you to find out more information about the beast?” Mad asked, folding his arms.

      I laughed. “Of course it has to do with the beast, but my priority is to find that rose and free our aunt.” Although… a part of me wondered if I should free Aunt Tara. It wasn’t that she was a bad person, but rather that she wasn’t a good person either.

      Who am I to judge? I justified her actions.

      “Father, please. I want to go,” I said again.

      “Let her go in your place,” Trini said, siding with me for once, although I knew she would be glad to be rid of me. “We can’t lose you father.”

      I knew it. I fought the urge to roll my eyes. There went Trini again, hoping that father would strike gold and make us rich again… She knew I was not the one who could make us wealthy, so of course she wanted to send me away. But once I got the beast, she’d be sorry for how poorly she treated me.

      “She can help Aunt Tara,” said Trini. “And find more information about that beast–”

      “Which you’ll tell us,” Axel said, narrowing his eyes at me. I ignored him. I wasn’t going to tell them anything about the beast, but once I found out the information, I would go out and kill it myself.

      “Father, please?” I knelt before my father, looking up into his tired eyes. He sighed and rubbed his face.

      Before he could speak, I added, “Father, you know that out of all your daughters, I can defend myself. And our family does need you.”

      Silence. My siblings all sat at the edge of their seats, waiting for father’s final call. He scratched his beard and looked outside at the pitch black night.

      After an achingly long stretch of quiet, he sighed and nodded. I contained my excitement by nodding. “Thank you father.” I didn’t wait to hear my siblings and cousins speak of their own approval of the decision, but went to my room to pack.

      Wolf will tell me where the beast is, I thought. And I’m going to kill it. This was the opportunity I’d been waiting for.

      And if he did happen to be Prince Vance, hiding away Aunt Tara’s enchanted rose, then I would find it and free her from whatever kept her bound.

      

      The goodbyes with my siblings were quick, but, much to my chagrin, Trini insisted I wear a dress.

      “You need to look like a girl,” she said as she laced up the back of the dress. I gasped for air.

      “Does it have to be this tight?” The teal blue velvet dress felt buttery and soft, but all I could think about was the way it squeezed my chest, and how awkward and clumsy I felt in it.

      “It must be this tight, especially for you,” Trini said, ordering my sisters to brush my hair. “We don’t want him sending you back because of your looks, and especially your flaming hair. So your figure needs to make up for that.” Trini always wanted golden blonde hair, and she loathed our red hair ever since we were little. I didn’t blame her. It was annoying and frustrating to always be picked on for being a part of the Carmine family.

      Mad traveled with father and me to the outskirts of the mansion. He spoke like a nervous wreck, reminding me of our lessons as forest rangers and how to protect myself, survive, and so forth. Trini insisted I not take my bow and arrow, in case that also turned the young man away from me.

      It was annoying, really, how set she was on matchmaking Wolf and me when I was his prisoner. And it was all because she wanted father home… so he could make us rich again.

      As if that’s ever going to happen, I thought.

      “There it is,” Father said, and Mad waited at the outskirts of the forest to escort father home. I took it in: a half destroyed mansion, with broken windows, crumbling pillars, and a caved in roof on one side. There were a few turrets that gave it the appearance of a castle, but the place was still one grand mansion… or, it used to be grand. My eye caught hold of the orange-red roses off to the side of the mansion. They grew on a thick, overgrown bush, and judging by the amount of flowers on that one side, the mansion must have once had a garden.

      Mad made a face. “You sure about this Mal?”

      I nodded and we hugged briefly. Mad held my shoulders. “You still got that knife I gave you?”

      I lifted the bottom of my dress to show it hidden in my boot. Mad nodded. “Good. I’ll try to keep Tom busy so you don’t lose your position.” He spoke quietly so father couldn’t hear. “Just get the rose and get out of here as soon as you can, alright?”

      Mad and I had stayed up late talking about how I could escape the life sentence, the prison I was going to live in if I didn’t do something.

      “Find something—anything—that can be presented to law officials as evidence that Wolf is up to no good,” Mad had said the previous night, “And we’ll get you out of there.”

      As father and I approached the long steps leading to the front doors of the mansion, I noticed a balcony off to the side. It was mid-day, so the sun beat down on us, but I could barely make out someone standing in the shadows. I didn’t have to guess who it was that watched us. I remembered his physique from the first time we met: tall, well built, muscular… It was Wolf.

      The front door was cracked open, so after stepping into the foyer, we looked around. The place was a mess, with everything destroyed. Broken vases shattered across the ground, ripped up rugs, torn paintings. I could imagine the beauty of the space when it was not like this. It must have been breathtaking.

      Footsteps echoed as a young man came down the stairs. He wore his same muddy black boots, but this time wore a loose white shirt on top. It was slightly open, revealing his tanned, muscular chest. A stone necklace hung from his neck, bouncing against his chest as he descended the stairs, but I tore my gaze away.

      “Wolf,” said father, bowing. The young man stopped before us and folded his arms.

      “I knew you’d come,” he said, and when I met his eyes, my heart skipped a beat at the way his golden eyes shone. I fought whatever strange attraction built up inside of me, focusing on my goal: get information about the beast, and find the enchanted rose…
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      Did she look like this the last time I saw her?

      It was dark, I reminded myself, but nothing could stop the insides of my stomach from doing all kinds of somersaults. It was such a strange sensation, especially compared to the wolf eating me from the inside out. Looking at Mal made me feel something different….

      She stood tall and tucked her long, straight red hair behind her ears. I tried to look at Lord Rufus, but my attention kept going to Mal.

      What was different about her? Was it that I could see her fully now, in the light? Was it that she was wearing a dress? Was it that her eyes were the most beautiful color of teal blue that I’d ever seen?

      The wolf inside gnawed at me, and I took a breath, creasing my eyebrows, and returning to business.

      She’s just a woman, I reasoned with myself. It had been a while since I’d been around a young woman…

      Especially one so beautiful, my thoughts laughed at me. The internal battle was agonizing, and I fought the attraction I felt towards Mal. Sure, she was pretty, but looks were always deceiving. Besides, she was a Carmine. And they always had something up their sleeve.

      I don’t like her, I told myself, and we were not going to be friends. We would get the whole kiss thing over with at some point, then she could go on her merry way back to her forest ranger boyfriend. Meanwhile, I’d live the rest of my life in peace and quiet, alone.

      “I’m here to take my father’s place,” said Mal.

      I nodded. “Good.” I then turned to Lord Rufus. “Take this to your family, and don’t come back.” I walked to the side of the door, picking up a large chest. I lifted it over my shoulders, and beckoned for Lord Rufus to leave.

      Mal was looking at me, her eyes scanning my arms and shoulders. When I caught her staring, she blushed and looked away in haste, grabbing her father’s arm and pulling him to his horse.

      “Are you sure?” he asked her quietly as they walked in front of me. In the midday sun, their hair really did look like it was on fire.

      “I’m sure, father,” she said, then kissed his cheek before watching him mount the horse. I placed the chest on the back of the saddle and began strapping it in place.

      “What’s in there?” Mal asked.

      “Just some gold and things for your family,” I said. “You’re going to be here a long time, so I figured your family could use whatever money you would’ve made if you were working.”

      Lord Rufus not only looked shocked, but grateful. He even twisted around to check the chest, but I cleared my throat to stop him. “You’re excused,” I said.

      Mal’s father hesitated, giving her one last long look.

      “Goodbye father,” she said, offering a smile. It wasn’t a real smile, but it was still gentle and sweet. She squeezed his hand. “I’ll be fine.”

      Again, it surprised me how emotional a man could get. Lord Rufus’s eyes welled up with tears, but he nodded, squeezed his daughter’s hand, and then steered his horse out of the mansion grounds.

      We watched him in silence, Mal hugging her arms. A quiet roll of thunder sounded in the distance and Lord Rufus disappeared into the woods as a mist began to settle around.

      We were alone, just Mal and I.

      

      I had thought long and hard about how this first conversation would go, especially how I’d approach the topic of her kissing me. That was all I really needed–at first–and the sooner we had the discussion, the sooner we could get it all over with. But it appeared Mal had other plans in mind. After a minute of watching the woods, she moved in a way I didn’t know a woman could, and in a way I didn’t expect.

      Faster than a fox, she whipped out a dagger and held it out to me.

      “What are your plans, Wolf?” she asked. “Father has begged me multiple times to be a virtuous woman, and if you even think of–”

      “Whoa, slow down,” I said, raising my hands. “What got that idea into your head?” I motioned to the dagger. “And why do you always have to point sharp things at me?”

      “I don’t trust you.”

      “Of course you don’t, and I don’t trust you either.”

      “Are you Prince Vance?” she asked.

      I nodded and her eyes narrowed. “Then what have you done to my aunt?”

      “You mean, what did she do to herself?” I raised an eyebrow. “Are you going to put that thing away?”

      “Not until you tell me the truth.” Mal stepped back, her dagger still pointed at me. “Why am I here? What have you done with my aunt? Where is the enchanted rose you stole from her?”

      “That I stole?” I raised my eyebrows.

      “So you do have it.” She gaped. “It’s in your bedroom, isn’t it?”

      I folded my arms.

      “Take me there now,” Mal said.

      “The only way you’re getting into my bedroom is if we’re married.”

      Her cheeks immediately burned. “Wolf! That is not what I meant!” Her knuckles turned white. “Where is the enchanted rose?”

      It was kind of fun embarrassing Mal but my irritation at Lady Tara’s lies rose, and I felt the anger inside of me beginning to stir.

      Not now, I begged. Right now I had to hash things out with Mal… but it seemed she had her own reservations in mind. The way I had planned it all was simple: after her father left, I would ask her to kiss me (with the hopes that the second part of the curse-breaking was not needed), the curse would be removed, and she could probably even catch up to her father.

      But, for whatever reason, seeing her with a dagger, treating me like I was an animal… did something to me. I didn’t like the way she looked at me. And it made me want her to stay. I wanted to prove something, though I couldn’t quite narrow down what I wanted to prove… perhaps that her aunt was evil? Or that she was wrong about me?

      I shouldn’t care about her opinion, I thought, then another quiet, yet persistent voice whispered, She has a beau anyways.

      I cleared my throat. “Look. Your aunt got what she deserved.”

      Mal’s eyes widened. “So you really did do something to her?”

      “No, she did it to herself.” I shook my head. “If you’re not going to put that dagger away, I refuse to answer anymore questions.”

      The forest ranger hesitated, then she did put it away, slipping the knife into the sheath and then sticking it in her boot. “Fine. What happened to my aunt?”

      I turned and started walking towards the gardens, and Mal followed. “Wolf? What happened to her?”

      “I’m sure you’ll find out one of these days.”

      “Why am I here?” At this, she grabbed my arm. I didn’t expect her to be so strong, and I found myself whipping around to face her. “Why, Wolf? It’s no coincidence. Is it because you know where the beast is? Are you…” She paused before saying, “Are you going to show me where it is?”

      I looked down at her, thinking about all the things I should’ve said.

      You’re here to kiss me and break my curse.

      You’re here because I’m curious about you.

      You’re here because I’m lonely… I stopped the last thought dead in its tracks.

      I am not lonely, I told myself and folded my arms. “I need to marry,” I said.

      “Marry?” Mal gaped. “Marry?”

      It was not at all what I planned to say, but it just came out. It was true… not only did I need a kiss, but I needed to marry. Just a minute ago I had convinced myself that a kiss alone might break the spell, but Lady Tara had said it twice now: a kiss and marriage would break the spell. So would it be so bad to kiss, marry, and then part ways after with Mal?

      “It’s kind of inappropriate, don’t you think? Just us two here?” I motioned to the mansion and her cheeks turned scarlet.

      “Well we wouldn’t do anything.”

      “No, but I do need to marry, and that’s why you’re here.” At that, I continued walking away.

      “Wait!” She ran after me. “What if I don’t want to marry… you?”

      I kept going, feeling the wolf ready to come out at any moment. “The choice is yours. I won’t force you against your will, but the sooner we marry, the better.” She practically had to run to keep pace with my long legs.

      “Wait, wait Wolf!” She grabbed my arm again, and I knew I had to get away from her… now. “Why? You could marry any princess you want.” Mal shook her head, completely confused. “Why don’t you return to your family? The whole kingdom thinks you’re dead. Your brothers  and the king even held a memorial service for you–”

      “I’m better off dead to them, now leave me.” I shook her hand off and kept walking, then paused and turned to look at her. Her cheeks were still pink from blushing, and her eyebrows were creased. “I don’t want to marry,” I said, and her shoulders tensed. “But I have no choice, and if you’re like other girls, you’d do well to take up my offer.”

      Her fists clenched. “Well, too bad for you. I’m not like other girls. I don’t need a man to take care of me, and I certainly don’t need you.” With that, she turned and stormed off, her red hair blowing in the wind.

      I shook my head and hurried into the forest, hating the way shapeshifting felt under the end of the summer sun. It always felt wrong to shift during the day… maybe because anyone could see. Or maybe because the night felt safer, lonelier…

      As I let the wolf take over and the animal instincts kicked in, I couldn’t help but think of Mal’s words to me. Well, too bad for you. I’m not like other girls… I ran harder, my adrenaline pumping. She was hiding something, and I was hiding something. Would using Mal’s help to break this curse be more difficult than I thought?

      The image of her bright teal-blue eyes came to mind. Why were they so stunning to look at? I cringed at my weird thoughts. The skies began to darken as heavy clouds pulled in. A rainstorm would approach soon, no doubt about it. Which meant we were stuck inside…

      Yes. This will definitely be more difficult than I thought.
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      With Wolf gone, I took the liberty of exploring the mansion, with the intent to find the rose. But little did I know… the library would completely steal my attention.

      Before I found the library, I wandered through the mansion. Half of it was destroyed and un-usable. It was quite eerie to see all the claw marks on the walls and dry, old blood stains on the ground.

      What did he do to Aunt Tara? I wondered as I walked the empty, abandoned halls. Cold air wafted through half of the structure, and with none of the fireplaces lit, the walls felt icy. I could imagine the grandeur of this mansion at one point, but the rumors were true: some beasts had destroyed the mansion.

      Over a year ago, when Prince Vance went missing, his brothers came to his mansion, finding half of it torn down. The rumor was that blood streaks and claw marks were everywhere. It had to be the work of some monster, but it was hard to tell what kind of a monster. Some said it was a wolf, and others said it was a bear.

      I paused and opened a door, then gasped.

      A library. Shelves lined the walls, from the floor to the high ceilings. I opened the curtains, letting in the overcast light. I’d never seen so many books in my life.

      Many of them were tossed on the ground, and some of the furniture was torn up. I examined the markings closer. It truly was impossible to tell what kind of beast did this.

      Is is the wolf? I wondered, then jumped when a book fell from the shelf. The thud echoed through the tall room.

      I held my panicked heart then made my way to the window. It afforded a view of evergreen pines, stretching out for miles. The mountains rose high above in the distance.

      I shivered, as the cold air from the broken window blew into the library. What a shame, I thought. Everyone believed that whatever monster had broken into and destroyed Prince Vance’s mansion, had probably eaten him too. Hunters and forest rangers searched far and wide for Prince Vance or the monsters, but found nothing.

      And now that there was a beast roaming around the outskirts of the kingdom, people were spreading rumors that it might be the one that killed Prince Vance.

      But he’s alive… I spent a great deal of time perusing the book titles. I lifted the bottom of my dress, tired of it dragging around me, and my thoughts continued.

      Prince Vance is alive and wants to marry me. I rolled my eyes. It was so ridiculous. Did he truly believe that I would just marry him and be happy with it?

      I don’t want to marry him. Although nobody in my family or close friends knew, I did want to get married one day and have a family. But…. I wasn’t some damsel in distress, sitting around doing nothing, waiting for a man to scoop me up. There was no way I could ever see myself doing that, and behaving as Trini would. And there was no way I could see myself marrying this Wolf stranger, even if he was a prince. I didn’t know him, and I had no reason to trust him.

      Besides, if I married, that would end my contract as a forest ranger… not because forest rangers had a no-marriage rule, but I wouldn’t want to work while raising a family.

      It was getting dark, and my stomach growled. But worse than the hunger was the dress constricting my breathing. I was starting to get lightheaded from the lack of air in my lungs.

      Should I get my belongings and change? I wondered, thinking about my small bag of things I left at the front door. Where would I go, though? Prince Vance never told me where my room was.

      Where is he? I wondered. Should I get something to eat? Did Wolf make his own food? And where was I sleeping? Where did Wolf sleep?

      I need to find his room, I told myself, but the book spines seemed to call out to me, begging me to read them. It had been years since I sat and read a book. The idea of it truly sounded cozy and peaceful. Before I knew it, I pulled out a few books, recipe books and fairy tales. I peeked over my shoulder, making sure nobody watched me, then browsed through them.

      I would never admit to anyone, but I loved fairy tales. I’d loved them ever since I was a little girl… but I pretended not to. Being called a tomboy, then teased for liking girly things, gave me such emotional and mental whiplash, I kept all my interests a secret.

      I flipped through the baking book, knowing I should sneak around and find the enchanted rose. But my interest was piqued.

      Chocolate hazelnut cookies… That sounded delicious.

      Cheesecake with cherry toppings… Could I make this one day? My imagination was stimulated, and though I was cold from the icy breeze, and lightheaded from the tight dress, I wouldn’t mind staying in the library forever.

      A roll of thunder from outside finally roused me from my curiosity.

      I should find that rose, I thought, shutting the books and returning them to their places. As I wandered the halls, more questions bounced around in my mind: What am I to do here as prisoner? Is this truly a life sentence?

      I stepped outside of the mansion, biting my lower lip as the cold enveloped me. Thunder started clapping across the skies and lightning struck in the distance. Tonight I should’ve been out patrolling, protecting Silver Maple, and looking for the beast. Hopefully Mad and the rest of my brothers could fill in until  I returned… because I had no intention of staying here forever.

      I sat on the steps of the front entrance and stared at the heavy clouds. I liked the way they looked, especially when the lightning lit them up.

      Thunder rumbled all around and I forgot how much I loved the sound of it. I loved being outside, in nature. I truly felt at home out here.

      As I sat there, my hair blowing gently in the evening breeze, I realized it had been a while since I had down time. It had been a while since I didn’t have any obligations, really. I was either doing chores around the house, cooking meals, running errands for the family, hunting, or patrolling as a forest ranger. I hardly slept, and even that morning I’d been up early to do chores before coming with father and Mad to this forsaken mansion.

      I yawned as I enjoyed the peaceful sounds of nature, the chilly wind, and distant smell of rain. For once I was doing, well, nothing.

      It was… nice.

      

      After I sat there a while, Wolf strolled from the side of the mansion, the gardens, where we’d been talking earlier. The overgrown rose bushes began blowing in the wind as the storm rolled towards us, but Wolf paid his garden no attention.

      In fact, he was looking straight ahead, as if something was bothering him. He was wet, muddy, and disheveled, like he’d been running or doing some sort of exercise. His shirt, that had been clean and white earlier, was now dirty and streaked with mud. There were even a few tears, like it had snagged on branches. His cheeks were warm and his tanned skin glistened with sweat.

      If I was like other girls, I’d admit he really was quite handsome. But I was not like other girls. I just wanted to kill the beast and prove that I was a very capable forest ranger, maybe even the best.

      I stood, still not trusting the prince, and Wolf put up his hands. “Are you going to point something sharp at me?”

      I frowned. “No.”

      He looked me up and down, and I blushed. “What is it?”

      “Nothing.” He brushed past me, and I made a face.

      “Where were you? You smell like you were running through every lake and pine tree in these woods.”

      “Maybe I was.”

      I followed him as he picked up my bag and headed up the stairs. It was hard not to notice the outline of his back muscles with the damp shirt clinging to him.

      “You must be wondering where you sleep,” he said, then looked back at me, his golden eyes dark in the waning light. “Are you hungry?”

      I was starving, but I shrugged.

      “There are rules, with you staying here and all,” he said, glancing back at me. “Don’t go past the lake or any of the rivers.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there’s a hungry beast out there and the farther you step from this house, the closer you are to it.”

      Perfect. That’s what I wanted. But… I was supposed to obey this man, as his prisoner, right? I could see myself sneaking out easily in the night to hunt the beast down… Wolf would have no idea…

      “I suggest you stay out of the east wing. It’s destroyed and the floors are water damaged, so you could fall right through.”

      “Who destroyed it?” We continued to climb the steps.

      “I’m sure you can figure that out on your own, forest ranger.”

      I frowned.

      “All meals are ready at the same time each day,” he continued. “You can grab food from the kitchen, but we’ll have dinner together in the dining room at the same hour each night. I have a servant who does the laundry and makes all the meals. She also cleans the rooms once a week, but you are not allowed to speak with or meet her.”

      “Why not?”

      At this, Wolf stopped and faced me. “Because I said so, alright?”

      “You’re a recluse.”

      “And you’ve got the mouth of a Cinnamon. You’re like all the others in your family.”

      “Am not.”

      He raised an eyebrow and kept walking. After we reached the top of the stairs, there was a spacious sitting area, with clean, plush rugs and a fireplace. There were double doors on either end of the sitting area, with one long wall between the two.

      “You’re here.” He walked to one end and opened the double doors, revealing a beautiful suite. It was definitely made for the lady of the house. It was spacious, with comfy seats around and a cozy looking bed. Plush rugs covered the ground.

      “Where’s your room?” I asked.

      He pointed to the double doors on the opposite end. “Over there.”

      I stepped into my bedroom and frowned. There was a door inside, which obviously connected my bedroom to his. My anger welled up.

      “Why are our rooms connected?” I grabbed my bag from Wolf. “I’m not sleeping in here.”

      “It’s the only part of the house that’s been reconstructed,” he said, matter-of-factly. “If you stay in any of the other rooms, you’ll probably freeze during the night.”

      “I’d rather freeze than sleep in a room that you have easy access to.” My face was so hot from anger and hatred, I was sure it burned hotter than the fireplace crackling in the cozy sitting area.

      Wolf shrugged. “Fine.”

      “Fine?”

      “I’m not switching bedrooms, so if you want to find some other forsaken part of this mansion, that’s up to you.” He started towards his room, but I wasn’t done talking.

      “How long?” I asked, my fists clenched.

      Wolf turned. “What do you mean?”

      “How long is this imprisonment? Do you really mean for it to be a lifetime?”

      He hesitated, and I wondered if he even reconsidered. Then he nodded. “Yes, Mal. A lifetime, or until you are willing to help me.”

      I didn’t want to ask about how I could help him because I knew the answer. He wanted me to marry him, which I was not going to do. I grit my teeth so hard, it hurt my jaw.

      “Fine.” I stormed out, all thoughts of hunger gone. I needed to get out of the mansion, and get some air.

      Wolf was infuriating. Did he really expect me to sit around doing nothing? Did he really expect me to jump at the first opportunity of marriage?

      Trini would, I thought, rolling my eyes as I stepped outside. I left my bag by the door again and stormed into the woods. Already a light rain began to fall, but I could care less. I just wanted some space to clear my thoughts and especially my anger.

      I hate Wolf. There were so many unanswered questions and I knew… I just knew he was hiding something from me.

      Just steal the enchanted rose, I told myself. That seemed like the first logical step to getting out of this massive, lonely mansion.

      Thunder cracked across the sky, followed by a downpour of rain. It felt good, even in the cold. I stood in the forest, basking in the rain, feeling each drip falling down my face. It was like ice on my hot, angry body. I wouldn’t be surprised if I was steaming from my frustration.

      I’ll figure this out, I thought. I would figure out a way to steal the enchanted rose, find and kill the beast, and free myself from this strange imprisonment by Wolf, Prince Vance. Somehow…
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      I watched Mal return from the woods to the mansion, soaking wet. She went to the east wing, the destroyed part of the mansion, and I had no doubt it’d be a cold night for her.

      Stubborn girl, I thought as I prepared myself for dinner. She didn’t come to dinner, just as I assumed. She seemed set on hating and avoiding me, which I didn’t blame her. If I were in her place, I’d avoid my captor too.

      But she had to be hungry, so I left the pot of food in the kitchen and went up to my room. Of course I couldn’t relax though. I paced back and forth, wondering if she was alright. Was she cold? Did she decide to try and sleep in one of the destroyed bedrooms of the east wing? Or, maybe, she found the servant’s old quarters and tried to sleep there?

      Rain continued to pour outside and I kept trying to convince myself that I didn’t care for her comfort or wellbeing, but I wasn’t that heartless.

      Just when I decided I should go to the east wing to check on her, there was a light knock on my door.

      At first I thought I was fooling myself. But then I saw the crack of light beneath the door and the shadows moved.

      It was a knock. I looked around my room, making sure it was organized. Everything was where it should be, but there was still that enchanted rose sitting out on my nightstand.

      I gently picked up the rose, always fascinated by the luminescent look of it. Rose petals were normally red and soft like velvet, but these rose petals practically glowed. It was just too bad there were so few petals left. I moved slower than I would’ve liked, afraid that handling the enchanted rose too hard might shake off one of the petals, then put it under the bed. The bed skirt hid it perfectly.

      “Wolf?” The light knock sounded from outside the room again.

      I opened the door, finding Mal standing there, her hair wet, her dress soaking. Her lower lip quivered and she held her arms, shivering. How long had she been in that wet dress?

      She sighed and held the bridge of her nose. “Look, I don’t trust you, but I need help.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Alright… what is it?”

      “My blasted sister tied this dress too tight and I can’t get it off.” At that, her cheeks heated up. “I would cut the back with my knife in a heartbeat, but it belongs to Trini and she would kill me if I did that.”

      I froze and stared at her. Mal wanted me to… untie the back of her dress? For whatever reason, that made me hot all over.

      “Um…”

      “You don’t have to. I’ll suffer the consequences if I ruin her dress. I just…” Mal sighed. “If I’m also being honest, I didn’t pack anymore dresses. This is the only one I have right now, even if it’s borrowed, and… it is really pretty.” She looked down at it, defeated. There was something more in her tone when she called the dress pretty. It almost sounded like… she was loathe to admit such a thing.

      “Sure, I can help you.” I said it before I changed my mind. Mal turned around right there, in the hallway, in front of my bedroom. Then she moved her hair to the side, and seeing the bare back of her neck sent the weirdest sensation through me.

      Focus, Wolf, I told myself and tried to find where the strings started.

      “It’s kind of dark in this hallway. Can we go by the fire?” I asked.

      Mal nodded and led the way, stopping in front of the fireplace, in the cozy area outside our rooms. Now I could see that there were holes on either side of the dress back, and one string was fastened and tied from one side to the other. Usually there was one long string, like with shoes or boots, that one could untie the top and loosen the rest. But this was not like that.

      No wonder she couldn’t figure it out, I thought, then knelt and started at the bottom first.

      Mal held perfectly still, as if moving might put us in some kind of an awkward predicament, if we weren’t already in an awkward predicament. But though she tried to hold still, she shivered uncontrollably.

      I glanced at the clock. It had been several hours since she returned from the woods. I couldn’t help but admire her determination to not come to me for help for so long.

      “Here, I have a towel,” I said, leaving the room before Mal could object. I returned from my bedroom with a clean white towel and draped it around her shoulders. She bit her shaky lower lip.

      “Thank you,” she muttered.

      “Who is Trini?” I asked as I started untying the back of her dress.

      Silence. Mal was obviously debating on whether or not to share this information with me. After a moment stretched out, she said, “Trini is my oldest sister.”

      “Are you two close?”

      She shook her head almost immediately. “She’s probably the kind of girl you were looking for.”

      “How do you know what kind of girl I’m looking for?”

      “You want the type that swoons at the first sight of a man, who practically jumps into your arms begging for you to protect and care for her. Am I right?”

      I made a face as I got to the halfway point of the dress. “No.”

      “Well that’s certainly what you expected of me,” she muttered.

      I frowned. “You don’t know what I expect of you.” If only she knew that I had no interest in forming an attachment with her… If only she knew I just needed a kiss and marriage contract… If only she knew all of it would be with no strings attached. No feelings. No romance.

      “Do you have any siblings you’re close to?” I asked, steering the topic back to her family. “Your father mentioned that he has seven daughters and six sons.”

      Mal pulled the towel tighter around her, then briefly explained that her cousins, Lady Tara’s children, were like siblings to her now. She spoke slowly, as if choosing her words carefully. Then she said, “I’m closest to my brother Mad, and my older sister, Beth.”

      “And your father?”

      “I love my father,” she said, though her voice trailed off, as if she wanted to add more but held herself back.

      I thought about mocking her, and saying something about her family of Cinnamons, but I held my tongue. There was no use making her upset when we were actually having a decent conversation.

      “What made you want to become a forest ranger?” I asked, taking my sweet time as I neared the top of the dress.

      She must have caught onto me, because she turned her head to glance at where I was.

      “What business is it of yours?” Mal asked, then her shoulder twitched as my fingers grazed her neck.

      “Sorry,” I said under my breath, but my skin was tingling where I touched her. And it was hard not to touch her, as the top knots were triple tied.

      “Maybe we should just cut that one.” Mal suddenly stepped away, her cheeks rosy. Was the skin contact affecting her too? “Thank you, and good night.”

      “Wait–” I dug my hands into my pocket. “You must be hungry. At least let me get you something to eat.” It was so unlike me to do something for anyone. In fact, I hadn’t been around people for more than a year, and now I just felt so inexperienced, so awkward.

      She clutched the white towel around her, staring at me for a moment. Then she nodded. “Thank you, Wolf.”

      “I’ll bring it up here,” I said, stepping back and nearly tripping over an ottoman.

      The corner of her lip turned up, but she tipped her head and hurried to the room opposite mine. My heart raced for no good reason. I shook my head as I hurried to the kitchen. Why was I being so clumsy and distracted?

      Focus, I told myself again. Mal was here for two purposes, and two purposes only: to kiss me, and to marry me. But there was no denying that we both felt something just then…

      I ran my fingers through my hair then leaned on the counter in the kitchen.

      It was strange. Usually any emotion roused the wolf inside of me. Shouldn’t I be irritated at the attraction I felt towards Mal?

      Instead, the wolf was silent. How long had it been since it had gone quiet? It was… odd. Maybe even peaceful…

      I sighed, then prepared a bowl of soup and grabbed some rolls for Mal.

      She is nothing to me, I thought as I climbed the stairs. I placed the food on the ottoman in front of the fireplace, then added more wood to it. Lightning illuminated the room a few times while thunder rolled across the sky.

      The door to Mal’s room slowly opened and she emerged, wearing a white night gown and long white stockings. Her red hair was loosely braided and she played with it as she sat before the fire, still shivering.

      My jaw tensed. I’d seen men die from cold weather during the Pirate Wars, and her blue lips and pale cheeks resembled that sort of chill.

      “Here,” I said, handing her the tray of food. She looked at it with distrust, but hunger must have taken over her because she gave in and quickly took it from me, her fingers trembling. She ate, while the rain and crackling fireplace filled the silence between us.

      “Your father and brothers mourned you, you know,” Mal said after a while. It was hard to think about my family, especially my brothers. Dawson, my older brother, the Crown Prince of Alpenglow Kingdom, was always the serious, well-behaved brother. I looked up to him more than he would ever know. Jax, my younger brother, and–as far as I heard–the newest king of an Incandescent Kingdom, Aquagleam, was the one who saved us all from the Pirate Wars.

      I was the useless brother, the one with a temper. And the last I saw of my brothers ended on poor terms. We won the Pirate Wars but I retreated to my mansion. I didn’t even celebrate or meet up with them.

      Then Lady Tara showed up…

      “Wolf?”

      I blinked into the fireplace and then looked at Mal. She had finished her food and held her arms, still shivering.

      “They’re better off without me,” I said.

      “It doesn’t sound like it,” Mal said. “The memorial was posted throughout the entire kingdom, and they spoke highly of you.”

      “Well, they have an image to maintain.” I frowned, not able to help myself. “Or you Cinnamons will exploit any perceived weakness in the royal family.”

      This time, she frowned back. “Has it not occurred to you that I’m not exploiting your weakness?”

      “Because you don’t even know what they are. We just met.”

      She was shaking uncontrollably, and a lump formed in my throat.

      “You need to get warmed up,” I said, standing and putting a blanket around her shoulders. She didn’t stop me, but her eyebrows were still creased.

      “Not all Carmines are out to get the throne,” she said. “I could care less about it.”

      I chuckled bitterly. “If that’s the case, then you wouldn’t be looking for that enchanted rose.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I do care about my family though, Wolf.”

      I folded my arms, knowing that Mal wasn’t going to warm up unless she had more warmth… human warmth.

      “Look, I don’t want to do this, but you do need to get warmed up,” I said, motioning to her shaking body. “If you come close to me–”

      “I’m a forest ranger. I know that having a low body temperature can kill me, but I’d rather die than snuggle with you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re so stubborn, Mal.”

      She glared at me for a moment, and though she sat next to the fire, it seemed to do no good. After fighting whatever battle seemed to wage in her mind, she sighed.

      “Don’t you dare even try to cuddle,” she said, moving and sitting next to me. I propped up pillows against the sofa. The soft, plush rug was like a cushion beneath us. Our arms touched and I put a blanket over our legs. Mal was like a statue, doing everything she could to stay close to me but not get too close.

      After a moment of her shivering uncontrollably, I bit my lower lip and looked at her.

      “It’s not really working–” I started to say and Mal sighed again.

      “Fine.” She gave me a look before taking a breath and snuggling into me. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders as she rested her head on my chest, drawing her body closer to mine.

      This was not at all how I expected our first night together to go. In fact, I didn’t even think there would be a first night together… But, honestly, it was kind of nice.

      The fireplace crackled while rain poured against the panes, making a pattering noise. Thunder rolled in the distance and lightning flashed through the windows.

      “Why are you hiding from your family?” Mal asked, after a while. She smelled so good, like maple and fresh mountain air.

      I rested my head against the front side of the sofa. Did I dare tell her about her aunt?

      “It’s better this way.”

      “Why?”

      I’m a danger to them… to everyone… Then why was I sitting there, with a beautiful woman in my arms? I should’ve been keeping my distance from her. The wolf could come out at anytime. Lady Tara had turned me into a weapon.

      “Nobody likes to be around someone who’s angry all the time.”

      She covered her mouth as she yawned, her eyes slowly closing. Was she… going to fall asleep? Right here? Right now? It seemed strange that a forest ranger, who was always on guard, would choose to let her guard down, and so soon…

      And sleeping was such a vulnerable thing to do. Did she trust me enough to let herself sleep here? Next to me? I didn’t believe it. Surely she was up to something… Because she made it quite clear earlier, especially when she pointed her dagger at me, that she didn’t trust me.

      “Why are you always angry, Wolf?” she asked, her voice quiet, half awake.

      I wasn’t about to answer that. I stared into the fire, listening to the way the wood split, and watched the way it charred and burned.

      “Wolf?” She glanced up at me with her big teal blue eyes. Why were her eyelashes so long? And why was her face so pretty?

      I averted my gaze in haste, looking back at the fire.

      “You’re not shivering anymore,” I said instead.

      “But I still feel cold.” Much to my surprise, she snuggled even closer, her eyelids shutting. Part of me believed she was faking this. There was no way a forest ranger would let themselves be so vulnerable. Furthermore, Mal hated me. How could she go from loathing everything about me to suddenly cuddling up into me?

      But then again, she was a woman… and I’d heard that women could be very complicated with their emotions. They could even say one thing but mean something entirely different.

      I listened to her steady breaths and slowly felt the weight of her head resting entirely on me.

      I’m not a damsel in distress. Those were the words she told me when we first met.

      Well she sure seems like it now. I looked down at her face, her closed eyes, her peaceful expression. Her thick red braid fell in front of her, and I had to swallow hard, confused at the emotions coursing through me.

      But the strangest thing about it all was that the wolf inside, the curse that threatened to shift me into a wolf at any chance, was dead quiet.

      Where did it go? I wondered, reaching through my heart, feeling. The curse was definitely still there. The magic was cold and angry, but the wolf didn’t force itself out… which was odd. I’d been fighting it alone for so long, battling it to keep quiet, to stop forcing its way out.

      And then, with Mal, it was like the wolf didn’t even exist.

      I frowned. For all my self-control training and discipline, could one person really help me? I shook my head to myself and closed my eyes, exhausted from shifting into a wolf earlier in the day.

      She can’t help me control my temper… It’s something I have to do alone, I thought, then my fists clenched a little. But the wolf is silent when she’s around, and that’s more than I’ve ever been able to do alone…
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      Too easy.

      As soon as I heard Wolf’s steady breaths, I moved a little, just to see what he’d do. His breathing paused, but then relaxed and the sound of his steady breaths meant that the man was out, dead asleep.

      Was it really this easy to get the man to trust me? Did he really believe I would just fall asleep in his arms, trusting him?

      I didn’t like playing the part of a damsel in distress, but it definitely worked. I smiled to myself. Now all I had to do was get out of his hold and sneak into his room. His arm held my shoulder, but I slowly eased it off. His hand brushed my hip and I made a face, my heart skipping a beat.

      Keep it together, Mal! There was no denying that Wolf–Prince Vance–was quite handsome. But I told myself it didn’t matter. Being attracted to someone didn’t mean anything.

      And there were so many unanswered questions. Why did he just… disappear? Why didn’t he want to see his family? Didn’t he feel his duty to the people of Alpenglow Kingdom? And what did he do to Aunt Tara?

      The sooner I steal that rose, the better, I thought, slowly pulling away from him. He moved a little, but remained asleep.

      Perfect.

      Now free of him, I walked as softly as possible, treading the plush rugs as they were quiet to step on, and got into the hallway. I specifically chose the socks I wore because they were thick enough to make no noise on the wooden floor. The door to his room was closed, but upon trying the handle, I found it unlocked.

      The rain pattering on the panes, accompanied by a howling wind, should cover any noise I made, but I was careful anyway.

      Wolf’s room was immaculate. It was organized, clean, and smelled rather fresh. The door to his balcony was open, letting in a crisp breeze. A little water from the rain had gotten in, but nothing too bad.

      I licked my lips, surveying the room for the enchanted rose. There was really nothing out of the ordinary, and much to my surprise, the items in the room weren’t very fancy. They weren’t fancy, but they were still nice. The bed was very large, with the coziest looking blankets, a thought which made my cheeks warm.

      There was a desk, wardrobe, and a large mirror. A door went into the master bath, but the rose couldn’t be in there, could it?

      A sword hung on the wall, as well as beautiful paintings of Alpenglow. If the rose wasn’t out in plain sight… My eyes went to the bedskirt. It seemed like the sort of place a man would hide something. They weren’t very creative… at least the men I knew.

      I hurried to the bed, lifted the skirt, and smiled to myself.

      The enchanted rose. I had to get this to Aunt Tara, wherever she was.

      The enchanted rose is all I need to set myself free. Those were the words in Aunt Tara’s diary. So what did she need me to do? Did she need me to destroy it? To just get it out of Prince Vance’s hands?

      The thing glowed like nothing I’d seen before. It was beautiful, but rather sparse. Was the enchanted rose dying? I started to touch one of the petals, finding it hanging by a thread.

      Just as I pulled off the dangling petal, thinking that pruning was good for it, arms wrapped around me, holding me in a grasp.

      “What are you doing? Don’t touch that!”

      I held the rose, but kicked and tried to break free. “Let go of me!”

      Wolf had my arms locked to my side, his own arms wrapped around my chest.

      “Give that back!” he exclaimed, grabbing the rose from my reach. But I held tight and, because he pulled the stem, my fingers clutched the bulb.

      Immediately, Wolf released me and fell to the ground on all fours, clutching his side in pain. He was sweating and panting, something one would expect from extreme exertion. But holding me couldn’t have done that, could it?

      “Give it to me, now!” He looked up, his golden eyes gleaming in the darkness. The way he bore his teeth made it look like he had two fangs, even if they were just two teeth that were slightly longer than the others.

      “Where’s my aunt?” I said, stepping back, my knuckles white on the rose stem.

      Wolf pressed a hand against his forehead, letting out a groan that sounded almost like an animal. “Mal, give me the rose.” His voice suddenly came out low, angry, and hateful.

      “What does it do? Where have you trapped my aunt?”

      “She trapped herself!” Wolf jumped up so fast, I barely had time to react. He pinned my wrists against the wall, and growled at me. “She did this to me and to her!”

      “Let go of me!”

      He did let go, as soon as he snatched the rose from my hand. He stepped back, as if drunk, and leaned against his table, panting.

      “What did you do to her?” I asked again, also panting from the adrenaline coursing through me. The thought crossed my mind that my dagger was hidden in my sock, should I need it.

      “Don’t steal this again,” Wolf said, his voice almost… exhausted.

      “I need it–my aunt needs it.”

      He shook his head, and wiped his forehead, then placed the rose on the table. With his back towards me, I could tell he was sweating profusely, his shirt starting to cling to him.

      “What is the rose to you?” I asked, fingers slightly trembling at the angry man before me.

      “Mal.” He let out a deep breath, and the way he said my name made my stomach squeeze. It sounded so desperate, so pleading. Wolf turned his face so his eyes met mine, but his knuckles turned white as he grasped the edge of the table. “Your aunt… she cursed me.”

      “What?” The diary had said something about poison.

      “If you destroy this rose, then I’ll die.”

      It suddenly felt like my throat was constricted. I gaped, looking for words, looking for a question, but nothing came. Guilt gnawed at my insides. “No, she couldn’t have–”

      “Mal, she’s a Carmine.”

      That said it all. The Carmines were always out to get the royal family, even if I wasn’t… that was just our reputation. And as much as I wanted to deny it, I knew Wolf spoke the truth. Aunt Tara was always conniving a way to get to the throne. I could recall many late nights that she spoke with my parents, trying to convince them to join her. My parents never did join her, but they told my siblings and I not to believe everything Aunt Tara said.

      “Get out,” Wolf said, now standing. He was so tall, so big, and anger seemed to emanate off his body. “Don’t ever try to steal the rose again.”

      “But my aunt–”

      “She’s trying to kill me, and it appears you are too. So get. out.” He emphasized the words, his hands balled into fists.

      “I wasn’t trying to hurt you–”

      “Get out!” He started walking towards me, but I needed no more warnings. I hurried out, and the door slammed behind me. I heard locks clicking, then Wolf growled. No, it sounded more like a frustrated cry. There was a loud thud, and then another, as if things were being turned over.

      My eyes went wide.

      I need to get away from here. I hurried to my room, locked the door, and then placing barriers between the door that connected my room to Wolf’s room.

      There was a final thud from the other room, then silence. My heart was racing as I pressed my ear against the wall, listening. What was he doing now?

      The only sound was the rain outside.

      I stood there, for what felt like, hours. Then a wolf howled in the distance outside. I pressed my hands against my heart and sat, listening to the wolf in the pouring rain.

      Is that the beast? Surely it was, or how else would Wolf know the beast’s location?

      But as important as finding the beast was, it didn’t feel important at the moment. My insides raged with guilt, anger, and disgust.

      My aunt cursed Prince Vance. And, if he was honest and true, then destroying that rose would kill him. Then where was Aunt Tara? And what did the prince do to her?

      She did this to her and me! That’s what Wolf told me… so what, exactly, did she do? Was she connected to the rose somehow?

      I shook my head and dug my hands through my hair.

      I hate magic… And I hated that my aunt, a woman I called family, was out and about hurting people, especially the royal family. Why couldn’t she just get over the fact that our family no longer ruled the kingdom?

      And now the prince is suffering. Had he left his room? I didn’t hear anyone charge down the hallway… Perhaps he was on his balcony?

      I bit my lower lip and hugged my knees, seeing the rose in my head as if I was holding it.

      It’s dying. There were so few petals left… which meant…

      Prince Vance is dying. I didn’t know everything about this situation, but I knew that I had done something terribly, terribly wrong. I had pulled off one of the petals, probably stealing away something from Wolf…

      His life… I could see him, falling to the ground in pain, sweat pouring from his skin… I hurt him. I wasn’t heartless, and I took a deep breath to clear my thoughts. I needed to apologize to him. I hated the idea of apologizing to Wolf, but I knew it was the right thing to do.

      And perhaps… If  I apologized, he would give me answers, like where Aunt Tara was being trapped, or how to help break his curse.

      It dawned on me. Is this why he’s avoiding his family?

      No… there was something missing. If his life was connected to the rose, wouldn’t he want to spend time with his family? Or get their help to break the curse?

      The wolf howled again, and I rested my head against the wall, staring up at the window. Rain continued to pour down the panes.

      As much as I wanted to find and kill that beast, I knew there were more pressing matters at hand. Because even if I happened to get the beast tonight, it would not solve the mystery of Wolf’s curse and my missing aunt.

      Yet despite my concern for my aunt, there was no denying I was more concerned for Wolf.

      It’s because I hurt him, I convinced myself. There were no budding feelings or butterflies I felt for him, even though snuggling with him earlier was quite cozy.

      I shook my head at my betraying thoughts. I did not have feelings for him. There was no romance here, not at all…
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      I woke up early and started chopping wood. I was exhausted from a night of running around as a wolf, yet I needed something to do to clear my thoughts.

      Mal found the rose–easily. And she knew it would kill me. At least she had some look of sorrow on her face when she found out what it did to me. But I didn’t trust her. Maybe that sorry look was part of her disguise.

      After all, I totally fell for her damsel in distress facade. I really thought she let her guard down and fell asleep next to me. And, in my naive state, I fell asleep. I let my guard down. I was completely wrong about Mal. She was more dangerous than I thought.

      I woke up just a minute or two after she slipped away from me, and not a hair too soon. When I saw her with the enchanted rose in her hands, I almost had a heart attack. Then she had the audacity to pull a petal off!

      What was she thinking?

      She acted like she had no clue what the rose did, but I couldn’t trust her. She could be lying.

      The noise of the splitting wood was comforting and distracting. A gentle breeze went through the aspens, blowing the little leaves in the wind, making whispering noises.

      Today I’ll tell her, I thought. Because the sooner we kissed and married, the sooner we could divorce, and then she could get out of here and away from me. If she wanted to go after her aunt, then so be it. That was her business. But our business would be over.

      The cracking and tearing sound of the wood continued to echo through the crisp morning air. The skies were still heavy and dark, and no doubt the storm would keep going, but I would get the chopped wood under cover before it rained.

      “Wolf?”

      I chopped another piece of wood. Could a man not have some time alone?

      Just tell her! I urged myself.

      “Wolf?” Mal stepped from behind me, watching as I chopped through another log. I looked up and did a double take. I didn’t mean to, but today she wore her forest ranger uniform: a brown tunic, green vest, leggings, and green cloak. Her hair was down and wavy after a night in the braid, and her eyes were so striking in the morning light. It was hard not to stare.

      I put the ax over my shoulder and faced her.

      She was armed, with small knife hanging from her belt.

      “Where are you going?” I asked, motioning to the weapons.

      “I was going to take a walk through the woods but…” She bit her lower lip before saying, “I decided to take this just in case. I feel safer with a weapon.”

      I placed another log on the chopping block, and Mal stepped forward. “Wolf? I wanted to talk to you… about last night.”

      Of course she did.

      “What about it?” I let the ax fall, and the splitting noise, again, was dramatic as ever.

      “About your curse. I…” She sighed. “I know my aunt was–is–rebellious against the royal family and…”

      I picked up another log and placed it. I avoided looking at her, my insides a mixture of emotions. For a moment, I felt the wolf inside, ready to eat at my annoyance. But, then, for whatever reason, it became quiet around Mal.

      “Did my aunt really poison you?” She fidgeted with her sleeve. Her breath lingered in the morning air. “I mean… and then you were cursed so your life is in that enchanted rose?”

      I let the ax fall again, then looked up at her. “Yes.”

      “And when all the petals fall, you will…” Her voice faded away.

      I nodded and wiped sweat from my forehead. “Yes.” I wouldn’t die completely. My human self would die, and the wolf would take over. And who knew what violence the beast would wage? I’d managed to contain it, but even last night I was going crazy.

      I was so mad that Mal ripped a petal off, and all I wanted to do was kill something. The first thing I came across was a rabbit. The unlucky fellow…

      I shuddered. Remembering moments while in my wolf shape was like remembering a nightmare. Before I grabbed another log, Mal stepped forward. “Wolf, please listen. I’m sorry.”

      “A Cinnamon… apologizing?” I raised an eyebrow. “This must be part of your disguise, just like your damsel in distress disguise last night.”

      Her cheeks warmed. “I am sorry, Wolf. I didn’t know that you were connected to the rose. I thought it would help my aunt. And… I do want to help you.”

      This was the perfect opportunity to tell her how she fit into this puzzle, and how she could break my curse. But before I could speak, Mal swallowed hard. “If I help you break your curse, will you tell me where my aunt is, and show me where the beast is–the giant wolf?”

      My eyes narrowed. Was that all the girl cared about? “What’s in it for you?” I asked.

      “That’s none of your business,” she said. “Do we have a deal?”

      “No.” I shook my head and let the ax down on another log. Little did she know that I was the beast…

      But if she helps break my curse, then there will be no beast. So, again, what was in it for her if she killed me?

      Mal rubbed her forehead and looked away. “Wolf, you’re the only one who knows where the beast is. It’s fast, and difficult to track.”

      I started throwing the logs into an old wheelbarrow. They made loud echoing noises as they fell into the metal barrow.

      “I think I’ve learned my lesson,” I said, glancing at her. “You can’t trust any Cinnamons.”

      Mal’s eyes darkened. “I’ve asked you before not to call me that.” She huffed, adding, “Fine.” She started to march away, and I called after her. “Don’t go anywhere near the outskirts, Mal–”

      “You seem to care an awful lot about where I am,” she said, looking back at me.

      “Because you are my prisoner.” I raised an eyebrow and she rolled her eyes.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll stay in the grounds.” She whipped her hair behind her back and stormed off.

      I stopped throwing the logs into the barrow and watched her until she disappeared into the forest. It was strange… sometimes she seemed like a normal person, who needed other people. Like last night, when she cuddled up next to me. But then there were other times, like now, where she was just so independent, and alright with being alone.

      What girl wandered the woods alone?

      Mal. I couldn’t help shaking my head to myself. She was definitely one of a kind.

      And I didn’t tell her what I need from her… How long would I draw it out?

      Until tonight… Tonight I’d ask her to kiss and marry me, with a divorce on the horizon, of course.

      

      But, somehow, we avoided each other for the next couple of days. I went about my usual chores of chopping logs, restocking the piles of wood in the bedrooms, preparing the mansion for the winter months, and other mundane tasks.

      Sometimes I caught sight of Mal going to the east wing. I didn’t know what she did there, but she was probably just avoiding me.

      Finally, after almost a week of avoiding each other, she came to supper with me. We ate in silence. When I would look at her, she’d look away and pretend to stare at paintings, but when she looked at me, I did the same thing. It was awkward, really.

      Even though I ate food normally, it felt like every chew was the loudest thing in the world. Mal finished first and stared at her plate.

      “What is the name of the servant who makes this food?” she asked.

      “I like to keep my servant’s lives private.”

      “Why?”

      If she asked me “why” one more time, I was going to explode.

      “She’s just a servant.”

      “So it’s a woman…” Mal eyed me. “Is she your secret mistress?”

      “What? No.” I shook my head. “Why do you assume the worst about me?”

      “Why do you assume the worst about me?” She glared.

      “Because you’re a Cinnamon, and you’re all the same. I wouldn’t be surprised if you tried to sneak into my bedroom to cut my throat one of these nights.”

      Mal gasped. “I would never!” She stood and grabbed her dishes. “You’re so… infuriating, Wolf.” Shaking her head, she went to the kitchen and placed her dishes down. Much to my surprise, she rolled up her sleeves and started washing her own dishes.

      “The servant does that,” I said as I put my dishes on the counter.

      “Well, then I’ll make her job a little easier.” Her arms were tanned and she scrubbed vigorously.

      I leaned against the counter and folded my arms, watching her, admiring the way her hair fell on either side of her face. I had the weirdest urge to tuck her hair behind her ear, and I swallowed hard.

      What in the world, Wolf?

      “Where have you been lately, anyway?” I asked.

      “Can a prisoner not go about their own business?”

      “Actually, no. Usually prisoners are kept in prison cells, so you should be grateful to have freedom to roam.”

      She sighed, looked into space, then returned her attention to the dishes. “I went to the library.” She rinsed her dishes off then moved to grab mine. I held them back.

      “I can do them.”

      She looked from me to the dishes, then dried off her hands and moved to the side. I hardly ever washed dishes. Usually I rinsed and left them in the sink for Greta, but I knew I had to keep talking to Mal.

      Because, tonight, I had to ask her to marry me. Just the thought made my stomach tight with nervousness.

      “And did you find something interesting to read in the library?” I asked.

      Mal leaned against the counter and it took a great deal of self-control to not just… stare at her. She was wildly beautiful, as much as I didn’t want to admit it.

      She shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Mal was proving difficult to converse with. “If you’re going to spend time in the library, at least let me fix it up.”

      “Excuse me?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “I’ll replace the windows sometime.”

      For a moment, Mal was quiet. I finished rinsing my dishes and started drying them. When I looked at her, she stared at me. “What are you trying to do?” she asked, her tone full of hate. “What games are you playing, Wolf?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not playing games. But you Cinnamons are good at that.” I really shouldn’t have stirred the pot, but I truly hated Lady Tara with every fiber of my being. And there was no doubt that all the Carmines were like her… even Mal.

      Except… I started to think about how she apologized the other day. Then I swallowed hard, recommitting to my opinion. She’s just like the other Carmines.

      “You’re not really trying to be nice to me,” she said. “I mean, you can’t be.” She pulled away from the counter and looked up at me. For whatever reason, we were standing way too close to each other. I placed the dishes away and put my hands on the counter, on either side of Mal, keeping her rooted to the spot. She looked up, her eyes wide.

      My own eyes dove to her lips.

      Just a kiss, and marriage… Come on Wolf! I was so close to breaking my curse.

      Her own eyes lowered to my lips, and, for a moment, hope began to stir in me. Was it this easy to kiss a girl? Just offer some nice things, and she’d let me steal a kiss?

      I leaned in, expecting resistance, but Mal was frozen in place. I paused. Was she playing the part so she could knife me or something? I glanced down, finding her hands holding the counter too, her knuckles white. Was I scaring her?

      “Will you marry me?” I asked, my voice quiet, our faces close. I knew we didn’t know each other, so all of this would mean nothing, but still… my insides were going crazy.

      Mal swallowed and met my eyes. “So that’s what all of this is about?”

      “All of what?”

      “You being nice, offering to fix up the library… you’re just trying to get me to marry you.” With those words, she shoved me away. I didn’t expect her to be so strong and I stumbled back. “No, Wolf.” She glared, her cheeks rosy. “I will not marry you. I will not marry you now, tomorrow, or ever.”

      With those words she stormed out the kitchen door, slamming it behind her. My face was hot, and I began to feel the anger stirring within, the wolf threatening to come out.

      Oh no… Mal was probably going into the woods to be alone. But she shouldn’t be out there while I was in my wolf form…

      And, much to my chagrin, I shifted… and it was too late. I fought the animal instincts, drawing all my strength to maintain some self-control in my wolf form. Because if I didn’t, Mal was in danger… of me.
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      I reached the river, the spot where Wolf told me I couldn’t cross. I stared at the water, though it was dark and the moon was covered by clouds. Though I couldn’t see it, the sound of the cool, calm river brought some peace to my racing heart.

      He almost kissed me. I rubbed my forehead and shook my head.

      What an idiot. Him and me. I just stood there, as if anticipating him to kiss me. But why? I didn’t like him, and I certainly didn’t want any kind of relationship with him. Everything about him was suspicious and untrustworthy.

      Then why did I just stand there? Right before our lips touched, he asked me to marry him. I rolled my eyes and crossed the river, disobeying whatever rules Wolf put in place. He never said there were consequences anyways. Besides, I could take care of myself well, and I’d be back soon.

      I just wanted some fresh air, away from the mansion, away from him.

      It didn’t take long before I felt more like myself, more like Mal, the forest ranger. Though I enjoyed reading and organizing the library by picking up books and putting them where they belonged, being cooped up in the library had not been good for me.

      I needed to be outside more. I thrived in the outdoors.

      Usually I’d wash clothes at home outside my home, or patrol the woods and outskirts of the village during work, but what could I do here? Should I try to take more walks during the day? Could I find an activity to do outside?

      The thought passed through my mind that the mansion had a garden. I’d walked through it once, finding it completely overgrown. One could barely make out the pathways.

      But it seems beautiful. It painfully reminded me of the garden that my family used to have. In fact, Wolf’s mansion in general reminded me of the days that my family was wealthy. I used to spend hours in the library, reading.

      And though I tried to do that earlier, I wasn’t comfortable. The broken window let in an icy draft, and the fireplace mantle was broken in so that I couldn’t start a fire, even if I wanted to.

      I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair.

      This really is a prison… And I’d only been here for… how long?

      Why does Wolf want to get married? I wondered. Was he lonely? Was he hoping that, once married, he could return to his family?

      It’s just suspicious, I thought. I tried to recall any gossip about Prince Vance. Was he ever betrothed? Did he court someone before? No matter how hard I tried to recall any rumors about him, I came up with nothing.

      Trini would know. She knew all the gossip, and because we were once part of the wealthier, nobility class, she fully expected that one day she’d marry one of the princes. She preferred Dawson, because he was the Crown Prince, but when Prince Jax became the hero of the wars, she changed her mind and preferred Jax.

      Nobody ever really talked about Vance. Or maybe they did, but I never paid any attention.

      A twig snapped and I stopped in my tracks, looking around and listening. My hair stood on end as my heart rate accelerated.

      I’m not alone. I held my breath, aching to hear what might have caused the noise.

      Behind you. The voice in my head was barely a whisper. I turned around. And though I couldn’t see the creature yet, I knew it was monstrous, and unnatural. The smell of rotting flesh suffocated the air. The heavy sound of breathing drowned out any nocturnal chirpings.

      I watched as the shadow behind me grew taller and taller, until a giant black bear stood before me. It was incredibly tall, several heads taller than me. Though the moon was covered, there was just enough light to see that the bear’s chin was wet…

      Blood.

      Immediately I drew my knife, the blue curved blade that Mad had given to me.

      This is the beast. It was not a black wolf with golden eyes, but was exactly as Wolf described: a large black bear with red eyes and blood dripping from its mouth. It raised its head into the night and let out a roar.

      I’d heard the roar from far, but up close it made my entire body shake.

      What is this?

      With my adrenaline pumping, I stepped backwards, knowing I should run. The bear got on all fours and advanced.

      Run Mal! I told myself, turning around and sprinting through the woods. I didn’t know where I was going, but I knew I had to move quickly.

      Wolf was right. This is the beast. But if I killed this beast, would the council count it? Or did they only want the giant wolf?

      My foot caught hold of a root and I stumbled to the ground. But I wasn’t afraid. I threw my knife but, much to my surprise, the bear dodged it. The bear then swiped its paw at me. I rolled to the side, my hair getting muddy and wet.

      The bear roared and our chase began. I retrieved my dagger then ran as fast as I could. The bear advanced on me.

      A surprisingly hot feeling sliced across my side and I was pounded against a tree, my head nearly hitting the trunk. The whiplash caused some disorientation, but I turned around, my dagger ready.

      My side ached, but luckily the bear’s claws had scratched the thick leather armor that was fitted beneath my vest.

      I looked up at the bear. “Where’s the wolf?” I exclaimed. “Where’s the beast?”

      The bear rose again to its full height, towering over me like a wave. Then it roared, and something about it went straight to my bones. I’d never been afraid, but this time, my heart failed me. There was something unnatural, other-worldly about this beast.

      And it was going to kill me.

      Just as the bear lunged at me, something else happened. Another black form buried itself straight in the bear’s side, knocking it over. The two went rolling, growling, swiping, biting, attacking.

      The wolf… I stumbled back, falling, and both beasts immediately looked at me.

      There are two beasts… Taking a shaky breath, I stood, knife in hand. The bear wanted to move towards me, but the wolf bit into its side.

      I have to kill the wolf… It had been my goal from the beginning. Killing the wolf would make me a captain of the forest rangers. It would prove, once and for all, that I was more than capable of holding my own. It might even prove I was the best forest ranger the kingdom had ever seen.

      But there was no way I could attack the wolf now. Not when it was so entangled with the monstrous bear. The wolf stood about my height, and though it was a big wolf, it paled in comparison to the bear.

      The black bear roared, and swiped the wolf with its large claw. The wolf winced as it was knocked against a tree.

      The bear came towards me again, but the wolf recovered and stood in front of me. Another thought dawned on me. This was the perfect opportunity to stab the wolf, to end its life and its terrifying reign.

      But I can’t. I was frozen, watching the wolf bleed from its side.

      I can’t kill something that has protected me. I owed the wolf.

      Running at full speed towards me, the bear was faster than I expected. But, again, the wolf guarded me. It ran at full speed towards the bear and they clashed, the sounds of gnashing teeth and growling filling the night air.

      The wolf managed to bite the bear’s wrist, injuring it, and the bear recoiled for a minute. But only for a minute, because it returned its attention to me. It seemed dead set on killing me. The wolf protected me again, and as both animals finally had some distance, they were both panting and bleeding.

      I stood there, not sure what to do. Something told me I should side with the wolf and attack the bear, but I just couldn’t do that… Especially when I’d been dead set on killing the wolf.

      I looked at the wolf, its golden eyes glistening. It gave me a look, then motioned with its head for me to leave.

      The bear roared again, then still hesitated to attack me, eyeing the wolf with distrust. Moonlight broke through the clouds and then something happened.

      The wolf shook its head and then started… transforming. The fur seemed to disappear in thin air, the legs and arms got shorter, and then before I knew it, a man stood before me.

      But it wasn’t just any man.

      I gaped, and almost screamed. The bear roared, turning its attention to attack him.

      It’s Wolf.

      He clutched his side while looking at me. “Mal, get out of here! Now!”

      The bear ran towards Wolf, and he transformed in the nick of time.

      This time I didn’t hesitate. I ran. I ran as fast as I could, my thoughts racing as quick as my feet.

      Wolf… It’s Wolf. He’s the beast…

      But how?

      The thought crossed my mind, one where he said, “She did this to her and me!”

      It felt like my heart was shattering… because I had so many duties, so many desires, but I didn’t know what to do.

      I want to kill the beast to become a captain.

      But I can’t kill Wolf…

      And what did my aunt do to him?

      I ran up the stairs of the mansion and slammed the front doors behind me. My breaths came out shallow and I clutched my chest, closing my eyes.

      Though I wanted to become a captain, nothing could compare with the horror, curiosity, and guilt that I felt.

      What did you do to Wolf, Aunt Tara?
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      As I dragged myself up the mansion steps, I clutched my side, where Tara dug her claws in.

      I told Mal not to go that far, I told myself, but I was too tired to get angry. Even the wolf inside me seemed tired from the battle with the black bear.

      Gritting my teeth, I reached for the door handle and, instead, it opened on its own.

      Mal stood there, her eyes wide, her breaths light.

      “Wolf.” Her tone was full of emotions: compassion, guilt, remorse…

      I fully intended on taking care of myself, but exhaustion, fatigue, and pain took over my senses. I collapsed on the ground, and the last thing I felt was Mal’s arms, wrapped around my waist as she pulled me inside.

      

      She smelled so good, like the woods and flowers. I blinked awake, finding her face over mine. Mal seemed to be concentrating, but when her eyes met mine, she gasped and pulled back, her hand over her chest.

      “You scared me, Wolf.” She wiped her forehead.

      I looked for a window to see the time. When I did see the window, it was still dark outside. I then looked at my surroundings. We were on the plush rug in the living space between mine and Mal’s room. The ranger sat cross legged next to me, wearing her long white nightgown again, and clean white socks. I was half undressed, and the lower part of me felt sticky and muddy from my pants. They always got dirty and torn up when I transformed. My back and neck were propped up against some pillows.

      “Are you alright?” Mal pressed a cool cloth against my forehead. “You probably want to go bathe. I tried to clean your wound as much as I could.”

      My shirt was off and Mal leaned over me to check the wound at my side. As much as I wanted to see what damage Tara had done this time, I couldn’t help looking at Mal.

      “I told you not to go beyond the river.”

      Her cheeks warmed. “I know.” She started unwrapping the bandage around my torso. “And I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.” Before I could say something, she added, “I know you risked your life for me, Wolf. That bear–that unnatural bear–would’ve killed me if you hadn’t shown up.”

      She went quiet as she checked the wound, then leaned back, satisfied. Her teal blue eyes pierced into mine. “So you’re the beast, aren’t you?”

      “No, she’s the beast.”

      Mal pursed her lips, then let out a small sigh and handed me a glass of water. I drank, watching Mal’s expression. It changed from irritated to grateful to relieved to troubled. “You keep saying that but…” Her voice went quiet as she added, “Aunt Tara can’t possibly be that monster…”

      “Don’t be so surprised. It’s her.” I tried to sit up, but winced at the pain in my side. Mal gently pushed against my chest.

      “No, don’t move. Not yet, at least. The bleeding just barely stopped.”

      I closed my eyes, knowing I probably lost a lot of blood, as lightheadedness overcame me for a second. Then a weird, hot sensation ran through my body from my chest, where Mal had put her hand to keep me down. Her long hair fell on either side of her as she withdrew and stoked the fireplace.

      “How did it happen?” she asked, her profile stunning against the fire behind her.

      Did I dare tell her?

      She looked at me. “Please, Wolf. Will you tell me? I want to know the truth, even if it proves to me that my aunt has done something wrong.”

      I ran my fingers through my damp hair. How long had I passed out for? My hair was still slightly wet so it couldn’t have been longer than an hour.

      “She came here,” I finally said, and Mal continued to stare at the fire. “Lady Tara came after the Pirate Wars. Disguised as an old woman. She poisoned me, so I forced her to drink her cursed drink.”

      “And she became… that monster?” Mal drew her knees to her chest.

      “The curse only enhances what you already are inside.” I hesitated before saying, “She intended to make me into a weapon, to kill my brothers and father.”

      “I don’t understand though. Can you shift at will?” Mal asked. “Because you shifted when we were in the forest.”

      “I shouldn’t be able to shift at will, but I’ve had a year to practice some self mastery.” I closed my eyes, feeling the defeat I always felt when I couldn’t fight the angry animal inside of me.

      “So you only shift when… when what happens?” Mal asked.

      “I shift when I’m angry.” I took a short breath. “That’s how it’s supposed to work, but I’ve been fighting it.”

      When she looked at me, her eyes were full of such pity, it almost made me mad again. But I was too exhausted, and the wolf inside was quiet.

      “So she’s become that monster because…” Mal sighed, a frown crossing her face, “Because that’s who my aunt really is.” She then pulled away from the fire to kneel next to me. “So that rose… she put your life into it somehow?”

      “Not exactly…” It was weird. This curse, this secret, was mine and mine alone to bear for so long, that saying the words aloud was almost… freeing. “I’m almost out of time.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When the last petal falls, I sort of die… because the wolf will take over.”

      Mal gasped. “How do you break your curse?”

      At this, I couldn’t help blushing. “Tara said it’s simple.”

      Mal nodded, as if eager to know, as if eager to help. I wasn’t sure she’d be so willing to help once she found out the truth.

      “I have to…” I held the bridge of my nose for a second, too embarrassed to say the words aloud. I did anyway. “Well… a woman must kiss and marry me.”

      The forest ranger’s cheeks immediately darkened. “Oh.” The unspoken words lingered in the air, as she figured it all out: this was why I tried to kiss her. This was why I asked her to marry me…

      “So…” Mal sat back, folding her arms. “If you’re kissed by a woman, and she agrees to marry you, then you’ll… remain a human forever?”

      I nodded. “The curse will be broken.”

      “Then you’ll never transform into a wolf again?” I could now see why she’d ask the question. She was a forest ranger, hunting down the beastly wolf–me. If she broke my curse, then technically she did rid the forest of the beast.

      Although, I still would argue that Tara was the real beast.

      “Right.”

      Mal drummed her fingers against her arm and bit her lower lip. “Well then it’s settled.”

      “What is?”

      “I’ll do it,” she said, as if we were going over a business transaction. “I’ll kiss you, and agree to marry you. We can always divorce after the curse is broken, right? Nobody needs to know.” She was so practical, so matter-of-fact, I couldn’t help nodding.

      “Sure.”

      Mal sat up and pulled her hair away from her face. “Alright then. Should we get it over with?”

      I was baffled. She really would kiss and marry me to break my curse? Of course there was a lot in it for her too… if she got rid of the wolf beast, she’d be promoted to a forest ranger captain.

      “Sure.” I repeated myself as a weird sensation ran through my stomach. I sat up, suddenly feeling vulnerable without a shirt on, and almost… nervous. How long had it been since I last kissed a girl?

      Mal swallowed and drew closer to me, gently skimming her fingers along my jawline and tipping my chin up towards her. Her body was warm, even if it didn’t touch mine. She seemed intent on not touching, which I was grateful for.

      I honestly didn’t want to feel anything with this kiss. I just wanted to get it over with so we could all move on with our lives. But I knew better.

      Her eyebrows creased and she looked at my lips, as if concentrating.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, feeling both awkward and silly.

      She frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I promise I take good care of myself.” I rolled my eyes. “Do I smell funny? Do you want me to go get cleaned up–”

      “No, no. Let’s just get this over with.” She took a short breath, then almost squeezed her eyes shut as she leaned in, bringing her face closer to mine. I thought she’d give me a simple kiss, but instead, she practically pecked me. I didn’t even feel anything.

      She was so quick, and when she drew away, she gasped a little, as if she’d been holding her breath.

      I frowned. “Do you even know what a kiss is–”

      “Wasn’t that enough?”

      “You call that a kiss?” I almost wanted to laugh. “Come on Mal. I thought that with having a boyfriend and all, you’d know how to kiss. Unless he’s just as terrible at it.”

      “I don’t have a boyfriend,” Mal exclaimed, her cheeks heating up.

      “Well you’re blushing, so that says a lot.”

      But her cheeks heated up even more as she avoided eye contact. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

      “That guy with you, the forest ranger.”

      “Tom?” She scowled. “Ugh, no.” But the rosy color on her cheeks spoke volumes. There was definitely something between the two.

      “You kissed him, haven’t you?”

      “Wolf.” She huffed and sat back. “Isn’t something supposed to happen once you’ve received your kiss?”

      “Yes, if it’s a kiss,” I said. “Which, I don’t even know what you just did.”

      “Well have you kissed anyone before?” Mal asked, folding her arms and frowning at me.

      “Of course I have.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course you have.”

      “Come on.” I held out my hand and she rolled her eyes again. “Let’s try again.”

      Mal looked away, embarrassment and anger plain on her face.

      “Look, I’m sure you do know what you’re doing,” I said and she shook her head, more to herself than to me. “But can we try again. Please?”

      “Only if you promise not to mock me,” she said.

      “Promise.”

      Mal knelt in front of me again, so her face was slightly above mine. I looked up at her, heat suddenly coursing through my body.

      Mountains, she’s so beautiful. Our eyes met and locked, sending an electric feeling through me. I gently wove my fingers into her hair, pulling her face to mine. Her eyes slowly closed as our faces turned… and then, gently, our lips touched.

      It was almost… sweet. Sentimental. Cherishing.

      Mal took a small breath, her eyes still closed. But, then they fluttered open and she pulled back a little.

      “Did it work?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. I stared into her eyes, fire growing within me. I hadn’t felt the emotion in so long, and it seemed to burn the wolf, replacing the coldness and anger with warmth, peace, and calm.

      I shook my head, my hands still in her soft hair.

      “Maybe we should try again?” She started to say but I was already leaning in. And then our lips were pressing against each other, over and over again.

      Mal withdrew a little, as if hesitant, but I whispered, “Another… just in case…” And she slowly wrapped her arms around me, kissing me back in a way I knew only she could.

      From what I knew of Mal, she was a girl with a fiery passion. And when she went for something, she was all in.

      For whatever reason, I found myself craving something I shouldn’t: her. Her kisses were full of longing, desire, passion… but could it possibly be for me?

      My arms wrapped around her, and the whole world disappeared for a moment. Her body was warm against mine, and she seemed to fit just perfectly withme. How long had it been since I’d been this close to a person, to opening myself to someone, to loving someone?

      Loving someone?

      I suddenly pulled away, breathless. Loving someone was the last thing I needed.

      Mal’s cheeks heated up immediately as she withdrew her hands and covered her lips. She was panting and searching for words. She swiped her hair back–the hair I’d just been touching–and asked, her voice breathy, “Did it work?”

      I looked down at myself. I didn’t feel one bit different. “I don’t know.”

      “I guess we wait and see…” She knew, as well as I, that the marriage part still loomed ahead of us. Mal took a breath, glanced at the window as if checking the time, and withdrew more from me. Part of me longed to bridge the distance. “Maybe we can um… discuss things tomorrow…” she said, her words choppy. “When it’s not so… late.”

      She felt something too… Was it bad that excited me? Was it bad I secretly liked that our kiss had affected her? Because it definitely affected me. I couldn’t even look at her the same way now. She was beautiful, strong, everything I ever wanted.

      But I shouldn’t want her. I was a beast, capable of hurting her.

      “Will you be alright…” Her voice trailed off as she motioned to my wound. I attempted to stand, but hunched over a little, taking a sharp breath. Mal took my arm and helped me to my room. The contact of her hand on my arm was intoxicating.

      Once we reached my room, she hurried back to the door. “Good night, Wolf,” she said, her cheeks still rosy as she started to close my bedroom door. “And…” She swallowed. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For saving me.” Mal offered a little smile, then tipped her head and left. All I could think about was how beautiful that little smile was. Could I make her smile more?

      I shook my head. I was a fool… I was a fool for falling in love with her.
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      What just happened?

      I locked my bedroom door and leaned against it, my heart racing.

      I just kissed Wolf. And I liked it. I’d been kissed once before, and it was horrible. But this… this was something different. Something amazing. The way he kissed me was gentle, yet full of something else. What was that something else?

      Longing? Passion? Desire? Kissing him made me feel beautiful, and that stung. I’d always considered myself as the least attractive of my sisters.

      Especially with my flaming red hair and big teal-blue eyes, how would anyone be attracted to me?

      But Wolf made me feel like… maybe someone was alright with accepting all of me: my forest ranger, tough girl side, but also the side of me that needed someone, and that needed love.

      Love? I drew in a shaky breath and rubbed my forehead. What was I thinking? There was no way I was falling for the man. I still didn’t even know him!

      But he saved my life tonight. Though he was cursed to the shape of a wolf, he saved me.

      And my aunt was going to kill me… Did she even recognize me? Or did the curse completely take over her? How much time did my aunt have until the curse took over her? Could I help her?

      Should I help her? She cursed Wolf, and I knew, deep down, it was wrong. Aunt Tara had always been after the throne.

      A combination of guilt and obligation made my stomach twist in a million knots. I sighed and crawled into bed, but sleep didn’t come. An endless amount of questions went through my mind:

      Will marrying Wolf really break the curse? And once the curse was broken, I could report to the forest rangers and tell them that I was ready to be promoted. But just the thought of the promotion to the rank of a captain felt hollow and sad. That was confusing too. Wasn’t that what I wanted?

      My questions continued. Should I try to find a way to break Aunt Tara’s curse? She definitely seemed more dangerous than Wolf.

      She almost killed me! But I couldn’t report that to the forest rangers or they would, no doubt, go after and kill her right away.

      And what becomes of Wolf and me now? That was the question that repeated itself over and over again. There was no way I could look at him the same again. He was too handsome, too appealing, and his kisses were too good for me to deny my attraction to him.

      But physical attraction was fatal, and I wasn’t some shallow girl who would fall for him after a kiss.

      I swallowed hard and stared at the bedroom ceiling.

      I will not fall for Wolf. There were a hundred reasons why I shouldn’t, and the biggest was that he had a temper. Even he admitted that he couldn’t control his beast form, because of his anger. I did not want a relationship with a hotheaded person. I got quite enough of that from my ill-tempered brothers.

      And that’s not even the worst of it. I sighed to myself, memories resurfacing of times my brothers got drunk. It was good Axel and Luca didn’t live at home anymore. They were violent and aggressive on a normal basis, but alcohol only made it worse.

      So that means no falling for Wolf. That was definitely the biggest reason. The other reasons were valid, like: I didn’t want to be part of the royal family, I wasn’t a shallow girl who fell in love after one kiss, and so forth.

      But even as I repeated the reasons to not fall in love with Wolf, I could hear his whisper in my mind. His voice had been low, full of longing, between our kisses:  “Another… just in case…” And it was so wrong of me, but I had been more than happy to give another kiss… just in case.

      

      I awoke early the next morning, grabbed breakfast from the kitchen, strolled around the woods for a while–but didn’t cross the river, then settled in the library. The air was turning chillier, and a draft came in from the broken window, so I went to my room to grab a blanket.

      On the way there, I made a mental checklist of how I could fix up the library.

      Over the last couple of days I picked up all the fallen books and dusted all the chairs and carpet, but the library still needed work. The window needed repair, and until I could fix the broken mantle, the library would have no fireplace.

      When I got to my room, I noticed the door open to Wolf’s bedroom. My cheeks warmed just thinking of the previous night, and the marriage that loomed ahead of us. Was he thinking about the previous night and our first kiss–or, kisses? Or our upcoming marriage? Realizing I’d been standing outside my door, staring at his room, I hurried inside and grabbed a fluffy blanket from one of the sofas.

      What’s Wolf doing today? I thought. Was he alright, especially after the injury from last night?

      There’s more than just a physical injury from last night, I thought, shaking my head to myself. Was he feeling as awkward and confused inside as myself?

      When I left the bedroom, I glanced down the hallway again, finding his room door still open. Why would he leave it open when he knew I had tried to steal his rose?

      Then the strangest thought dawned on me: He knows I’m not going to try and steal it again. Because once the petals fell off that rose, it was all over for Wolf.

      He trusts me. The thought came at me with full force and I blinked a couple of times to register the strange fluttering in my stomach.

      No, that can’t be it. He can’t really trust me. He just knows there’s a lot in this for me too, I told myself. He didn’t trust me because he felt something for me. He just trusted me because I wanted the beast gone as much as he did.

      I swallowed hard and hurried to the library. When I arrived, the door was open.

      Did I leave it open? I peeked in, and my fingers started tingling.

      Wolf stood inside, arms folded, back towards me, as he stared at the broken mantle. He looked so…

      I cleared my throat, dispelling the thought and making my presence known, before entering.

      He turned, and my whole body felt weird, like I was melting. Wolf wore all black again, but he was cleaned up, and his rugged looks were really quite charming. His stubble had grown a little, but his dark hair was clean and combed.

      My cheeks darkened as I thought of the way my fingers ran through them the previous night.

      He started blushing too, and the awkwardness of the whole situation made me laugh to myself. I couldn’t help it. If Trini or anyone else saw this, they would be dying, because I certainly was dying.

      “Sorry, I can leave,” I started to say, but Wolf stepped forward, his golden eyes shining.

      “No, I’m sorry. I was just checking out the damage and…” His voice trailed off as his eyebrows creased. “Is something funny?”

      I could feel my ears turning red as my blush deepened. “Um. No. Well…” I let out a breath. “I mean… It’s just…” I rubbed my hot forehead. “I just don’t even know what to say.”

      The corner of his lip turned up as he nodded and looked away. I still never saw him smile before, and I wondered what that would look like on his serious face. He dug his hands into his pocket and bit his lower lip.

      My eyes widened as more emotions came flooding into me. I kissed those lips last night… a lot…

      “Um, well…” I took a breath, clutching the blanket. “Maybe I’ll take a walk.”

      “No, please stay.” He sounded so… different today. I’d heard gentleness in his voice, but this was a whole other level of it.

      “I’m not really the best company when there are books around,” I started to say and Wolf shrugged, rubbing the back of his head.

      “Well… I was just examining these things to get them fixed.” He motioned to the window and fireplace. “It seems you’ve organized the place and it looks better already.”

      I placed my cozy blanket on the couch and stood behind it, as if it was a barrier between Wolf and me. It was hard to look into his golden eyes without my stomach doing a hundred flips inside of me. The back of my neck grew hot with my long hair down, despite the cold air coming in from the broken window.

      I knew we should be talking about our marriage, not about fixing up the library.

      Because once we were married, none of this would even matter. I’d go back to my life as a forest ranger, and he didn’t have to do any of this… I mean, he didn’t have to fix the library for me in the first place but…

      But why is he doing this?

      I blinked to dispel the thought that Wolf might actually like me, or that he might want me to stay after we were married.

      “I sent my servant to get a marriage officiator from town,” Wolf said, bringing up the topic we were both avoiding.

      I nodded, but my voice felt tiny. “Great.”

      He looked away, out the window. His side profile was exceptional, and that jawline…

      “Do you know when he’ll get here?” I asked, attempting to pull my attention away from his good looks.

      “Within the next two days.” Wolf folded his arms.

      “Alright… great.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say. We stared at each other for a few seconds, the energy between us stronger than anything I’d ever felt.

      I looked away, memories burning in my mind from the previous night.

      “I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable last night,” Wolf said, breaking the silence, and finally bringing it up.

      “Oh no… you didn’t.” My cheeks heated up again.

      He studied me, then, much to my surprise and anxiousness, sat on one of the sofas. He motioned, as if inviting me to sit too. A pile of books were on the table next to the sofa, the one where I'd rested my blanket. Would he see the books I chose?

      How embarrassing… As if I wasn’t embarrassed enough…

      Wolf sat up, almost awkward, and I realized he didn’t seem very comfortable because of the injury on his side. More memories surfaced, of me taking off his shirt, seeing his muscled chest…

      Mountains I need to stop. I lifted my chin and sat, putting the blanket over my legs and feet.

      “I was just curious…” Wolf attempted to lean forward and rest his elbows on his knees, but he cringed a little and sat back. He ended up sitting against the sofa, placing his arm on the shoulder of it.

      Seeing his arm there brought a memory of our first night together, when he placed his arm around my shoulders.

      Ugh, just stop Mal. I focused. I’m not falling in love with Wolf. I’m not falling in love with Wolf. There was no reason for me to. Not now, not ever.

      “I was curious about what you said last night.”

      “What did I say?” I frowned. We hadn’t exchanged very many words last night because we were definitely exchanging something else…

      Kisses. I fought another blush.

      “You said you kissed someone before.”

      “No, I said someone kissed me before,” I corrected, then stood, not wanting to have this discussion. I didn’t owe Wolf any information about my life or past.

      He stood too. “I’m just curious Mal… who was it?”

      “I’m sure you can guess.” I folded my blanket in haste and put it over the sofa again. Then I grabbed my pile of books to return them to the shelf, before Wolf saw what I was actually interested in.

      Wolf shrugged. “I have no idea, honestly. Was it a childhood crush, maybe?”

      He followed me and I rushed, hoping he wouldn’t see the book titles or where they went.

      “Why do you need to know?” I asked.

      He leaned against the bookshelf, watching me. “I’m just curious.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to punch him.”

      “What?” I looked at him. “Excuse me?”

      “Whoever gave you your first kiss deserves to be punched for giving you the worst example ever. Oh, and he should be punched especially if he forced it on you.”

      I laughed out loud. “Are you serious?”

      Wolf raised an eyebrow, his golden eyes shining. “You think I’m not?”

      “No, no…” I shook my head. “I’d punch him myself but… he’s got the upperhand in the situation we’re in.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…” I shook my head, not believing I was actually telling Wolf this. “He’s my superior.”

      “Wait… you work with him?” Now Wolf looked… angry.

      I nodded, sliding a book into the shelf, self conscious of the tower of books I’d pulled out. Why did I pull out this many books earlier? My overzealousness definitely got the best of me.

      “Who is it? Which ranger?” Wolf drew closer to me, taking one of the books from my hand to slide it into a spot I couldn’t reach. Then he folded his arms and leaned against the bookshelf. “Wait, I know who it is. It’s that ranger you were with the night we met.”

      I frowned and he made almost a growling noise.

      “I knew it. I should’ve punched him that night. I wanted to, but I turned into a wolf and a punch in my wolf form probably would’ve killed him.” His fists tightened. “Although that wouldn’t be so bad–”

      “Wolf!” I looked at him, hating and loving how close he stood to me. He smelled so good and fresh, like the woods and pine trees. When I couldn’t handle the eye contact, especially the heat in his golden eyes, I returned my attention to the books. “It was my fault. I should’ve been more aggressive. I should’ve pushed him away, but I was so timid at the time. I was such a pushover, that I didn’t stand up for myself.”

      “Were you a forest ranger then?”

      I shook my head. “I was still in training and there was one evening he caught me alone at the post. Usually Mad was with me, but he was gone that night and…” I sighed, tracing the golden lettering of the word “Fairy Tales” on the front cover of the book. A cold breeze wafted in and I shuddered. “I’m stronger now. I don’t let him push me around or… force himself on me.” It was partly true, but I still hesitated to say things against Tom, for fear that he’d give me another bad mark on my record.

      When I looked up, Wolf was still gazing at me with intensity in his eyes. But the intensity wasn’t directed at me. It was almost as if his hatred for Tom alone would kill the man.

      I swallowed. “Look, it’s really fine. Last night proved to me that not all kisses are bad–” I blushed, cutting my words off short. “I mean…”

      Wolf spared me any embarrassment by taking the top book from my pile and placing it on the shelf where it belonged. “Some kisses are good,” he said, shrugging, then glanced at me. “Last night was definitely the best though.”

      My knees started shaking while a million emotions flooded through me. Wolf shouldn’t be saying these words. And I shouldn’t like them.

      “How would you know if they were the best?” I challenged him. “Have you kissed anyone before?”

      He nodded. “A couple of girls, yes.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes.

      “It was never serious though.”

      “Last night wasn’t serious,” I said, and he raised an eyebrow as he took another book from my hands.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      I huffed, my face so hot that I couldn’t even handle it anymore. Why was he teasing the situation? Before I could say something, he held up one of the baking books. “Do you like to bake, Mal?”

      I grabbed the book and shoved it back onto the shelf. Wolf retrieved it, saying, “Wrong spot.” He still didn’t smile, but his eyes… they said so much more!

      I swallowed hard. “I’m not a baker, Wolf.”

      “Fairy tales?” He took the next book. I had one left in my hand and I groaned to myself. It was a Romantic Fairy Tales book. I hurried to find the place it belonged, frowning when it went on a higher shelf.

      Wolf took it from my hands, his eyes glazing over the title, then he put it in its spot. “Seems you like romantic stuff too.” A lump formed in my throat. What if Wolf saw beyond my forest ranger, tough girl facade? I grit my teeth.

      “If you’re not a baker, then why did you have so many baking books?” Wolf asked.

      “Why does it matter to you?”

      “I’m honestly just curious.”

      “Well you’ve been a little too curious today.” I walked back to the couch to retrieve the blanket and return to my room. There was no reason for Wolf and me to have any conversation.

      Yet… deep down it was kind of… nice. Nobody had ever really been interested in me, or even my interests.

      “I’ll tell you why I’m interested in baking if you tell me something about yourself,” I said, turning around, my blanket in hand.

      Wolf placed his hand on the handle of the dagger at his waist. “Alright, that’s fair.” He shrugged. “What do you want to know?”

      I faltered. What did I want to know about Wolf? It seemed the less I knew about him, the better. Because all of this was just a sort of contract, a deal. There should be no strings, no emotions attached.

      “What happened to your mansion? Why is it destroyed like this?” I motioned to the window and fallen mantle.

      Wolf hesitated before pacing in front of me. “The night Lady Tara cursed me, I forced her to drink her poison too and…” He sighed. “We both turned into beasts. We fought like beasts… it was bloody and nearly killed some of my servants. We destroyed half the mansion and after we were both nearly dead, we had to come to an agreement. And that agreement is that we’d never fight in our beast form again.”

      I gaped. “But last night…”

      “I know.” Wolf looked out the window and instinctively touched the wound at his side. “I broke our oath…”

      “To protect me,” I added, my breaths shallow.

      “She has stayed on the outskirts of the mansion but…” His golden eyes looked dark. “She’ll probably come for me in her beast form. It’s just a matter of time.”

      My hair stood on end. “Wolf…” It was all my fault. “I’m so sorry–”

      “Don’t be sorry. It was going to happen sooner or later.” He sighed and shook his head. “After the battle of the beasts–that’s what people call it–, I went deep into the mountains, hiding with the enchanted rose, until I could figure out some control over this curse. And only after I could figure out the whole wolf shifting thing, did I dare return. My servants were gone and the whole kingdom thought I was dead.” Wolf swallowed, then said, “It’s better this way.” He folded his arms and approached me. “Well, let’s hear about your baking now…”

      “Oh…” I stared at my boots. “I’m not a baker.”

      “You said that already. I want to know why you look at baking books, especially if you claim to not be a baker.”

      I bit my lower lip before saying, “My mother never let me in the kitchen. She said it was below our status, and, well…” I played with the edge of the blanket. “I would hide outside the kitchen door and watch the bakers knead dough and make cookies and…” I sighed. “I wanted to help them so badly. I wanted to learn, and feel the dough and shape the cookies.” Now I was blushing. “Everytime the smell of cookies came from the oven it just made everything better.” My face reddened even more. “I mean… it sometimes felt like the world was a little better. I mean, it probably wasn’t but…” My voice trailed off.

      Wolf watched me, and though he still didn’t smile, he seemed… amused. “That’s too bad your mother didn’t let you in the kitchen.” He looked out the window again. The mountains were stunning in the distance, and the pine trees made a gorgeous contrast against them. “My mother took my siblings and I to the kitchen often. She had a sweet tooth, and was good friends with the cooks and bakers. They really loved her, and so they spoiled us…” He chuckled, but the smile, again, never quite reached his eyes. “I miss her often.”

      I nodded. His mother had died from the Crimson Cough during one of the Fall Festivals before the Pirate Wars. His little sister, the princess, had also drowned many years prior, in the lake outside the castle. She was only eight years old. I’d been eight at the time too, and was sad with the rest of the kingdom as we mourned her loss. Everyone in the family showed some sadness for the royal family… everyone except Aunt Tara. She wanted to throw a party… Just that thought alone made my stomach tighten. How could I free a woman who rejoiced over the death of a child? Everything about that was… evil.

      This wasn’t the first time I questioned my loyalty and obligations to my family, and the thought nagged at the back of my mind: Something must be done about Aunt Tara… but what?

      “Why don’t you bake here, then?” Wolf asked, interrupting my thoughts, and then his cheeks turned a rosy color. “I mean, we still have a few days before the marriage officiator shows up. If you want, I can show you a few tips and tricks. Like I said, we spent a great deal of time in the kitchen growing up…”

      I hadn’t even thought about exploring the world of baking during my captivity, and I tipped my head. “Do you know how to bake, Wolf?”

      He nodded. “Don’t look so surprised.”

      I bit my lower lip, not sure if I should agree to spending time with Wolf. I had decided earlier that he was off limits. The whole temper thing did not sit well with me, and besides, once the curse was removed, I could go to the rangers and become a captain.

      But despite all my internal arguments, I found myself nodding. “I suppose we could. It’ll help pass the time.”

      Wolf nodded. “It will.” He started to leave the library. “Meet me in the kitchen tonight.”

      My heart pattered like rain on a window. “Alright.”

      Wolf bowed, then left the library. I stared at the door for a moment after he left. What did I just agree to? I thought, and the next thought scared me more than the first. Why am I looking forward to it?
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      Greta was gone, as she’d left to get the marriage officiator. I was worried about her, especially with Lady Tara out there in her beast form, but Greta reassured me that her son, who was older than myself, would escort her to town.

      With Greta gone, I put myself in charge of making meals. I’d made many meals for myself before, but the thought of also making a meal for Mal made me slightly anxious. I wasn’t really the best cook, though I did learn a lot from spending time in the kitchen growing up.

      I made a stew my mother and the cooks at the castle would make often, then sat on the counter and read a book while the thing simmered for hours.

      I read to distract myself, more than anything, from my nerves. As the skies darkened, I kept glancing towards the kitchen door, wondering when Mal would show up. Just thinking about her, about our kiss… it was so confusing. And I wasn’t going to lie about it. I really did like it, and I was really beginning to like Mal.

      Our conversation in the library was refreshing. I intended on learning more about her, but she took the time to learn more about me. To be able to share about myself, past, and history was freeing. I hadn’t spoken to anyone about the battle of the beasts, my curse, family, or anything since Lady Tara knocked on my door.

      The kitchen door slowly opened and Mal entered. My breath hitched and I almost dropped the book in my hands.

      She wore a red velvet dress. It was one of the dresses that Greta bought and put in Mal’s wardrobe. I didn’t know anything about dress sizes, colors, styles, or anything, but after Lord Rufus left, Greta said she’d take care of Mal’s wardrobe before she arrived. I was just that sure that Mal would come in her father’s place.

      Mal smiled when she saw me, then it disappeared as she looked down at herself. “Oh it’s too much, isn’t it?” She blushed. “Trini always told me to avoid wearing red. She says the color, combined with my hair, makes me look like a tomato–”

      “No, no.” I stood, and the book did fall to the floor with a thud.

      Mal knelt to pick it up, but I grabbed it first. “No, you look great Mal. I just…” I tossed the book on the counter and dug my hands in my pocket. “I guess I’m just used to seeing you in your uniform.”

      “Well I didn’t pack enough clothes, so I hope it’s alright that I’m borrowing this dress.”

      “You can have it,” I said, trying to turn my attention to stirring the stew, but I couldn’t stop looking at her. She was stunning. The dress fit her perfectly, and only emphasized the striking color of her hair.

      “Did you cook that?” Mal asked, stepping next to me and smelling the stew. Her presence beside me made my skin tingle. “That smells delicious.” She looked me up and down, and I realized I was still wearing an apron around my waist. I rubbed my forehead. This was not at all how I intended to be when Mal came in.

      “What were you reading?” she asked, reaching for the book I’d been studying. I tried to stop her, but she was faster, turning around and raising her eyebrows as she read the front cover. “Fairy tales?”

      I blushed. This was most definitely not how I expected this night to go.

      “It was one of the books you had in your pile,” I admitted.

      Mal chewed on the inside of her cheek, as if thinking, then asked, “Did you like it?”

      I shrugged. “It’s not what I’d personally pick.”

      “Then why was it in your library?”

      “I just had someone design, decorate, and fill the house.” I shrugged. “I never chose anything for myself.”

      Mal flipped through the pages. “Was there any story that stood out to you?”

      I shrugged. “I prefer real life stories over fairy tales.”

      She placed the book back on the counter and touched the gold lettering before looking at me. “That’s fair.”

      “I guess I was trying to understand why you like fairy tales,” I said, making bowls of stew for us both.

      Mal took her bowl to the island counter in the middle of the kitchen and sat on one of the tall stools. I joined her.

      “It’s embarrassing,” she finally said after staring at her bowl. A wave of self consciousness came over me. Would she like the food?

      “Why?”

      “It’ll ruin the image you have of me.” Mal blew on her spoonful of meat and potatoes.

      “What image do I have of you?” It was hard not to be amused by Mal. She seemed to assume plenty of things about me. I waited, eager to hear her answer, but also to know if she enjoyed my cooking.

      “That I’m a brave forest ranger… almost the best, if I wasn’t a woman.”

      “Who said the best forest ranger can’t be a woman?”

      “Everyone.” She sighed. “Anyway, this is delicious.”

      My shoulders relaxed and I let out a quiet breath.

      Whew…

      We ate in silence for a while, and even I had to admit to myself that the stew was pretty good. The meat was so tender it seemed to melt in my mouth. The vegetables were perfectly seasoned so they weren’t bland, but full of savory flavor.

      After my first bowl, I pushed it away and looked at Mal. She sat straight and ate properly, her long hair flowing down her back.

      “After we eat, I can teach you how to bake bread or cookies… or whatever you want,” I said.

      Mal’s eyes met mine and they seemed to lighten up. I’d never seen someone’s eyes grow so bright, and it did something to my heart.

      But I ignored whatever thoughts and emotions ran through me because we dove into a discussion of what to bake. My mother had been the best breadmaker I ever knew. Her buttery soft rolls and hearty wheat breads always outdid even the best cooks and bakers in the castle kitchen.

      But I had never gained her talent. So Mal and I decided on baking some oatmeal chocolate chunk cookies.

      I pulled out ingredients as Mal finished her food, and then flipped through Greta’s recipe book in the kitchen. Greta didn’t make sweets, as I asked her not to. I couldn’t even remember the last time I had dessert.

      Mal fumbled with tying an apron behind her back, and I stepped in to help her. Our fingers grazed and I couldn’t help from making a face at how wild it made me feel inside.

      “Thanks,” Mal said after I tied the back, and then we started baking together. We didn’t exchange very many words, because I spent most of the time explaining things to her: how to use measuring cups, the order of steps, and directing her to do some of the tasks.

      While she chopped some chocolate bars, I creamed the butter and sugar. We worked together to roll the dough into balls and once the sheets were in the oven, the kitchen began to smell sweet.

      Mal started humming to herself as she cleaned up the counters, and when I looked at her, she was so focused, she didn’t even glance back at me.

      “Sounds nice,” I said, standing next to her and she froze.

      “What sounds nice?”

      “The song you’re humming.”

      She laughed. “Oh, was I humming? I sometimes do that when I’m…” Her smile disappeared and I couldn’t help but nudge her. She looked up and shook her head. “Sorry, Wolf. I haven’t hummed in years. I think it’s just…”

      Her eyes poured into mine, reminding me of the kiss. Was it bad I ached for another kiss? I looked at her lips and she slowly finished her words. “I only hum when I’m enjoying myself…”

      “So you’re enjoying yourself now?” I couldn’t help but draw closer to her, my fingers moving on their own accord to gently skim her jawline.

      The corners of her lips turned up, and she began to lean in. Was Mal wanting a kiss as much as I did? My heart raced. And just as I was about to lean in, there was a crashing noise outside the kitchen.

      We jumped apart and Mal immediately reached inside her boot to grab a dagger. Whatever moment that had drawn us together now ended, and she looked like a deer, her entire body alert to any movement or suspicious behavior.

      “Sounds like it came from the front room,” I said, having reached for my own dagger.

      “Do you think it’s Aunt Tara?” Mal asked, her cheeks rosy from our almost-kiss.

      “I don’t know, but you should stay here.”

      “No, I’m coming.” As if to prove her point, she raced out before me, her apron still on. I followed, then grabbed her waist back into the hallway before we reached the main room.

      “It’s not your aunt,” I whispered, feeling my wolf senses awakening. It was weird how quiet the wolf inside was when I spent time with Mal. But now, with danger in the mansion, I almost felt… overprotective of her, and the wolf wanted to come out to protect her. It had never been that way before. Was Mal somehow altering the curse so I had more control over it?

      “Wait here.” I started to go, but Mal pulled my arm.

      “Are you kidding me? I can hold my own.”

      “Fine.”

      In the foyer walked a group of men, ranging in ages from nineteen years to forty years old. I scowled. It was one of the old forest thug groups. Most of these groups had dispersed because of the Pirate Wars, but some of them banded together again.

      The groups were composed of citizens of Alpenglow Kingdom, but they liked to make trouble with travelers. They mostly stole from rich people, and Dawson had worked hard to put an end to the groups. But they showed up every so often.

      Mal’s jaw tensed, and I had no doubt she knew about these groups. Forest rangers and protector programs were started by my father because of men like these.

      “I can take them all,” she whispered and I placed my finger to my lips. They walked about the front room, laughing, knocking things over, and stuffing valuable items in bags.

      “The place don’t look very haunted to me,” laughed one of the men.

      “Smells like food,” said another, sniffing the air.

      “That’s odd, it does smell kind of sweet in here, don’t it?” said another. They all began sniffing the air, and the youngest in the group made a nervous comment.

      “Maybe it is haunted.”

      “By a ghost that bakes?” said another, and whacked the boy on the back. “Come on. Someone’s here.”

      They followed their noses, which meant they were coming straight to the hallway Mal and I were hiding. Usually the wolf would come out at this point, but, instead, I felt calm. Just having Mal next to me made the wolf inside quiet, almost content.

      Was this a result of the kiss, or was I just a calmer person around Mal?

      Before I could think too much about it, Mal ran out of the hallway, her dagger in hand.

      “Mal–wait!” I followed, then held back, curious to watch what she intended to do.

      When she emerged into the foyer, the men turned and laughed. “Well look who we have here,” said one of the men, stepping towards Mal.

      My blood boiled at the way he looked at her.

      “I’ll give you one option, and one option only,” she said, her chin lifted and her voice clear. “Leave.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or suffer the consequences.” She was smiling, completely at ease. How? I had never seen someone so confident in a dangerous situation.

      “And who might you be?” asked another of the forest thugs.

      “I’m the ghost that keeps this house.”

      “She looks real,” said the youngest of the group.

      Mal played with her dagger. “I’ll give you thirty seconds.”

      “Ha! Let’s get this ghost,” said one of the guys and they all charged Mal. I was about to run out and help her, but she moved quickly. It reminded me of her first day here, when she whipped out her dagger and pointed it at me.

      This time, however, she blocked the attack of one man, then whipped around and punched the gut of another. I held back a smile. She was amusing and rather… cute to watch.

      “Get her!” said the leader of the group, but Mal knew exactly what she was doing. She ducked to avoid a punch, then, being so close to the ground, tripped another one of her attackers.

      She really doesn’t need my help, I thought, watching the men falling over and punching each other as she dodged their attacks and used their lack of skill to her advantage.

      And before I knew it, every one of the forest thugs was on the ground. Mal had somehow managed to punch, shove, or trip each one so they fell to the floor.

      “Don’t make me use my knife,” she said, holding up the blue blade. “If you don’t leave now, you will regret it.”

      The men didn’t need anymore warnings. They went scrambling out the front door, screaming, whooping, and shouting curses behind them.

      Mal stood still, watching them, and once they disappeared, she broke into giggles. I folded my arms, impressed and intrigued at the same time. Watching her giggle made my heart patter.

      Mountains she’s cute. She grabbed my arm and squeezed it. “Did you see that Wolf?”

      “I did. It was very impressive.”

      She laughed. “Come on, you have to admit it was funny.” Then she gasped. “The cookies! They’re in the oven still!” We raced to the kitchen, and just in time. I pulled out the cookies, and they were baked to perfection.

      They baked so the insides were chewy, but the outside had a little crisp. Mal sat on the counter with a cookie in her hand and I watched as she took a bite. She closed her eyes for a moment, savoring the taste of the cookie. I tried one myself and nodded. Everything about it was perfect.

      “Remind me next time not to make you cross,” I said.

      She smiled and stared at her cookie, obviously proud of herself.

      “That was truly impressive, Mal. I’ve never seen a woman do what you just did.”

      “Thanks.” We smiled at each other for longer than normal, then she touched the recipe book sitting on the counter.

      “Alright, I’ll tell you what I love about fairy tales. Do you want to know?” Mal asked.

      “Of course.” I couldn’t stop staring at her, just amazed at everything she did, everything she was: smart, brave, beautiful, strong…

      “I love the happy endings. Where love triumphs over all, and the hero saves the day.” She frowned. “Except the damsel in distress. I will never be a damsel in distress.”

      “What’s wrong with a man looking out for and protecting his lady?” I asked, leaning on the counter and taking a bite of the cookie. It really was the best cookie I’d ever tasted. Maybe because Mal was there and helped make them.

      She shrugged. “I can take care of myself…” Then a blush spread up her cheeks. “Except last night. That was an exception.”

      “So does that make me an exception?” I teased.

      Mal held back a smile and studied her cookie a little too much. “I suppose.”

      “Good, because I’m not interested in being a side character in your story.” I was full on flirting with her now. She slid off the counter and smiled to herself.

      “Oh, you’re most certainly not a side character, Wolf,” she said, softly, but I could still hear her. We cleaned up in a content silence, and then parted in the hallway between our rooms.

      “Thanks again for teaching me to bake cookies,” Mal said, her back against her bedroom door. She pursed her lips, then added, “Are you worried about my aunt breaking in and attacking you?”

      I shrugged. “Not really. Are you?”

      She hesitated before nodding.

      “There are racks on the window in your room, so the only way she could get in is from that door.” I pointed to the one she leaned against.

      “Oh, that’s good.”

      I looked towards the stairs. “The house isn’t completely secure, but if you lock and bolt your door, I imagine it’d be hard for her to get in.” A daring thought came to mind and I braved myself to say it. “You can also keep the door between our rooms unlocked. I’ll come and protect you if she does happen to get in.”

      “I’m not a damsel in distress.” Mal’s eyes narrowed at me, but they were shining.

      “No, you’re not.” I tipped my head. “Unless you’re with me. Then you can make an exception.”

      She bit her lower lip, thinking, then nodded. “I’ll unlock it… and move the drawers and table I stuffed in front of it.”

      Amusement filled me at the way she was so insistent on barricading me out of her life.

      Mal lifted a finger. “But don’t even think about–”

      “I won’t.” I held up my hands. “I’m a man of honor, don’t forget it.”

      She relaxed. “Good night, Wolf.”

      “Good night.” I stood there, and she did too. I knew I was supposed to go into my room, but desire within me grew. I was falling incredibly fast for this woman before me.

      I glanced at her lips, and she looked at mine. A million thoughts raced through my mind:

      We should still get to know each other…

      But I just want to kiss her again. Just once…

      I really shouldn’t fall for Mal. It’s too dangerous…

      “Good night,” Mal said again, her voice barely a whisper. With those words, she slid into her room, locking and bolting the door behind her.

      I stood there, frozen, my heart racing. The entire night replayed in my mind: eating dinner, making cookies, almost kissing, scaring away the thugs, and now this…

      I stumbled into my room, locking and bolting my own door. Absentmindedly, I went to the door separating my room from Mal’s. I unlocked it, hoping that I wouldn’t have to use it to save Mal.

      But it was just a matter of time before Lady Tara showed up here, at the mansion. And when she did, I would do whatever it took to protect Mal.

      I walked to my balcony, feeling the chilly night air. This situation was becoming more than I thought it would. Tomorrow the marriage officiator would come, and then my curse would break.

      And then Mal will leave… I hated the thought of that more than anything else in the world, but I knew it would happen, whether I wanted it to or not.
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      After a night like that, I couldn’t sleep. No matter how much I tossed and turned, my heart kept pattering just thinking about him. Wolf.

      I knew I shouldn’t like him, and I attempted to come up with all the reasons I shouldn’t like him… but I felt like I was uncovering treasure. On the outside he seemed so grumpy, broody, and serious, but inside… he was curious, sweet, and thoughtful.

      Every interaction between us continued to play in my mind, as if I were there in the moment again, looking into his golden eyes, stealing glances at him, and feeling giddy at any of his touches.

      And he almost smiled. Almost! I could see it coming on his face when we fought the thugs together, but then it disappeared so quickly. How could I get him to really smile?

      I glanced at the window, noticing the metal rack outside of it. There was no way the large bear could fit through those. Wolf had taken precautions to keep me safe.

      Sure, I was his prisoner but at the same time, he treated me better than any prisoner I’d ever heard of.

      And we’re getting married tomorrow. The officiator would come, seal the deal, and then Wolf’s curse would break. I would be promoted to the rank of a captain, and I’d figure out what to do about my aunt.

      I should’ve been excited about the promotion. I could leave as soon as tomorrow!

      But the excitement never came. Instead, longing filled my chest. Wolf and I would promptly sign divorce papers, then part ways, never to see one another again.

      It made my heart ache.

      But it shouldn’t. This was the plan all along, and I took a slow, deep breath. Stick to the plan, Mal. But even if I stuck to the plan, could I enjoy the last few moments with Wolf before the marriage officiator came?

      I nodded to myself, finally feeling the excitement and giddiness return. Sure. Just a few more moments…

      

      When I walked into the library, the next morning, something was different. It was… warm? I looked around, noticing the broken window panes had been replaced, and the mantle was fixed. The debris was taken out, and a new one built, but a fire was going and the library, for once, truly felt cozy.

      I gaped. When did Wolf do all of this?

      After a few minutes, Wolf walked in, his sleeves rolled up, his hair tousled, and a bucket of paint in his hand.

      “Good morning, Mal,” he said, and bowed before brushing past me. When I continued to stare, dumbfounded, he asked, “Do you like it?”

      “When did you have time to do all of this?”

      “I couldn’t sleep so I worked on it last night.”

      “Have you been up all night?”

      He covered his mouth as he yawned and nodded. “Actually, yes.”

      “Why couldn’t you sleep?” I couldn’t help my heart from racing, aching to admit that I couldn’t sleep either.

      He shrugged. “Just thinking.”

      “May I ask about what?” I shouldn’t have been so persistent, but I was dying to know.

      Wolf looked at me, and the corner of his lip turned up. “I think you know.”

      “I don’t…” My voice faltered, and I sat on the couch, watching as Wolf started painting the mantle.

      Was he thinking about me? Because I was definitely thinking about him.

      “I don’t know what time Greta will be back with the marriage officiator.”

      “Greta?”

      Wolf froze. “Oh… I guess you know her name now. Well, anyway, yes. Greta.” He cleared his throat. “Have you been to the lake before? I thought we could take a walk today. It’s nice and the leaves are starting to change color.”

      I thought about my aunt, in her beast form, out there in the wild. But I dismissed the thought. She wouldn’t come after us in the day, right?

      “Would you be interested in coming with me?” Wolf paused, paintbrush still in hand, as he looked my way. I nodded.

      “Sure, that sounds nice.”

      The corner of his lip turned up again and he returned to painting. I picked up a book and pretended to read, but I couldn’t help stealing glances at him. What would it take to get a smile out of him? I sighed to myself. I’d figure it out… if I could get one smile from him before we parted, it would make this whole thing worth it.

      

      Wolf and I went to the lake on foot, so I wore my forest ranger uniform. It was much easier to move in, and it was freshly washed and dried from the previous day. We walked in silence for a while, but I didn’t mind. I loved listening to the sounds of nature: the babbling creeks, chirping birds, and rustling leaves.

      It was a steady incline hike until we broke through the pines and the lake shone a deep blue color under the overcast skies.

      “This is my favorite place,” Wolf said, walking onto the pebbly shores. I stared at the tall mountains rising above the lake, their fierce orange color contrasting the evergreen pines.

      “My family used to come camping out here.” Wolf dug his hands in his pockets as we walked side by side on the shores.

      “What would you do?”

      “Mostly fish and swim.” Wolf glanced at me. “Do you know how to swim?”

      “Of course. I’m not supposed to, but when I was younger, I’d sneak out of embroidery lessons to swim in the fountain with my brothers.” I smiled at the memory, then frowned. Mother had always been so displeased when she found out.

      “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but… was your family once part of the wealthy class?” His eyebrows creased. “If you were, why didn’t I see you at dances?”

      I blushed. “We were very wealthy, but then the pirates…” I sighed. “And the Crimson Cough and, well, we lost everything.”

      Wolf was quiet, and I realized I hadn’t answered his second question. The wealthier families could afford the time and means to attend balls and events hosted by the royal family. It was one of the ways the princes could meet girls in the kingdom, with the potential for marriage to one of them.

      “I never went to the balls…” I licked my lips. “Because I’d hide in the forests. I attended one dance, and it was horrible, so I hid. My mother always got mad at me.”

      “What happened at the dance you attended?” A cool breeze made me feel less hot and embarrassed thinking of the past.

      I swallowed hard. “Well… it’s embarrassing.”

      “Did that idiot Tom have anything to do with it?”

      I blushed. “No. It was just a guy who flirted with my sisters all the time. And it was my first time at a dance, so he tried flirting with me and, well… I was bad at it.”

      “So he scared you away?”

      “Not exactly. He asked me to dance. I really tried to learn with my sisters prior to the event but…” I rubbed my forehead. “I kept stepping on his toes and I tried to learn the pattern but it seems I have two left feet.” I quickly defended myself. “But who needs dances anyway? I can shoot an arrow dead center on a target.”

      Wolf chuckled, amused. I looked at him in haste, but there was no smile. “Oh I know your skill with the bow and arrow. You pointed it straight at me for a few minutes, at least.” He stopped at a dry spot of ground and sat. I joined him. “So after that dance you vowed never to attend again?”

      “No. I was embarrassed after dancing with that guy, but I didn’t want to give up. My mother always wanted me to be a proper lady.” I sighed. “I went to a couple more dances after that but… my sisters wouldn’t stop teasing me. Especially Trini.” I shrugged. “I gave up after that. I didn’t want to be humiliated anymore. And after our mother died and things went downhill, I pursued the path of a forest ranger. I like being alone anyways.”

      “I like being alone too,” Wolf said, but even as he said those words, they seemed as hollow as mine.

      The hair on my skin stood on end and I sat up, alarmed.

      “I sense something too,” Wolf grabbed my hand and we both stood, looking around. My heart pumped wildly, both because he was holding my hand and because something was definitely not right. It felt like we were being watched.

      I scanned the trees, then the lake, and the mountains. Everything seemed calm.

      “It’s her,” Wolf said, his jaw tensing. I looked where his eyes gazed, and my stomach knotted.

      In the shadow of the pines rose a dark form. In daylight, the sheer size of the black beast made my knees weak. A million thoughts raced through my mind:

      I could throw the dagger at her right now.

      But that beast is my aunt! I can’t kill her.

      But Aunt Tara tried to kill Wolf, and the rest of his family…

      “Wolf…” I squeezed his hand, as if pleading with him to make a decision for me.

      The bear roared into the air, bits of flesh and debris flying out of its mouth, then it pounded its paws on the ground, ready to charge us. The red eyes were so unnatural, it made me squeamish inside.

      “She doesn’t know how to swim,” Wolf said, quietly. And then it dawned on me. Wolf wouldn’t willingly attack the beast… even though it tried to attack us. Why was that? He only attacked the beast when it tried to kill me. Didn’t he hate my aunt for poisoning him? Why didn’t he attack her, then?

      Or maybe I’m missing something…

      “Come on!” Wolf turned around and we ran into the water, the bear charging us from behind. It splashed into the water, but stopped, roaring at us as we swam into the deep water. Wolf swam backwards, watching the bear. He growled.

      The bear watched us for a while, roaring and throwing a fit, but once it looked like the size of an ant, it finally turned and walked back into the pine forest.

      “Are you alright, Mal?”

      “Yes. You?”

      “Sort of.”

      I glanced at him. He looked awfully pale. “Wolf?”

      “It’s my side. I think the wound reopened.”

      “Oh no…” It meant he was bleeding again. “We’re almost to the shore.” I had to stay calm, as forest rangers always did. “You can rest when we get there, alright?”

      He nodded, his breaths beginning to sound ragged. The icy water caused us both to shiver, and with each stroke of my arms and kick of my legs, I hoped Wolf wouldn’t just sink under.

      We swam in silence until our feet touched the pebbly shore. I threw my body under Wolf’s arm and he leaned on me for support. As soon as I helped him sit against a tree, I began to unbutton his vest, then his tunic and shirt.

      Blood. I took a small breath in and did my best to tend to it. It was hard with wet clothes, but, soon, the bleeding stopped.

      Wolf’s eyes were half closed, his head down.

      “Wolf?” I tapped his chin. He was probably exhausted from staying up all night, and then having this injury again.

      He slowly raised his face to look at me. I had to make a decision. I glanced at the mid morning sun and took a breath. The marriage officiator was probably at the mansion by now.

      He’ll just have to wait.

      “Just rest, alright? I’ll keep watch.”

      Wolf nodded, then took my arm. “You should rest too.”

      “The bear though. She could walk around this lake and find us.”

      The prince let out a shaky breath as he slumped and fell on his side.

      “Wolf!” I knelt next to him, cradling his head. Wolf, half awake, rested his head on my lap. And the next thing I knew, he fell asleep.

      I stared, baffled. Did Wolf really just fall asleep on me?

      I slowly rested against the tree behind me, scanning the area for the beast. But the water gently lapped on the shore, and Wolf’s breaths were steady and calm.

      My eyes fell onto his face.

      Mountains he’s handsome. The strong jawline, soft angled nose, tanned skin. Even the stubble on his chin and face… how could any girl resist him? I slowly ran my fingers through his dark hair, remembering the time we kissed.

      Wolf stirred and I pulled my hand away in haste.

      Keep yourself together, Mal. How could I though?

      “Mal?” Wolf slowly opened his eyes, and looked at me. His face was so close… too close.

      “You should rest, Wolf.”

      “If I ask you to dance, would you say yes?”

      “You’re drunk with sleep.”

      “Would you say yes?”

      I shrugged. “Sure, if it gets you to rest.”

      Wolf’s eyes slowly closed as his arm moved over his injury. “Can I rest on you?” he asked, his voice sounding more exhausted than I’d ever heard him.

      “Sure.”

      He readjusted so he lied on his back, between my legs, his head resting on my chest. He smelled so good, like pine and sage, it was hard not to rest my chin on his head.

      “Why don’t you attack the beast?” I mused aloud.

      Wolf shifted. “She’s a woman, Mal.” He was quiet, his steady breaths taking over again. “I would never hurt a woman. Not again…”

      Again? I frowned. Was there something Wolf was hiding? The full weight of his body fell on me and I rested against the tree once more, giving myself permission to wrap my arms around Wolf’s neck and rest my hands on his chest. He was fast asleep.

      As the afternoon heat started, we dried off, and Wolf continued to sleep. My mind wouldn’t rest though.

      Wolf wants to dance with me, I thought. He made me feel more like a woman, and more beautiful than anyone else I knew.

      And he’s hiding something. Did he hurt a woman in the past? Why? And what did he mean? Was it physical, emotional, or mental pain that he caused her?

      I shuddered, remembering the moment I committed to not fall for Wolf. Anger and tempers were things I absolutely couldn’t deal with. That was my dealbreaker.

      Right.

      But Wolf was showing me, again and again, that maybe there was more to his story than I knew. And perhaps, under his angry facade, his heart truly was made of gold.
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      I woke up to see Mal looking around. Part of me loathed to get up, meaning her arms wouldn’t be wrapped around me, or my head wouldn’t rest on her anymore.

      But I slowly rose, and she leaned back. Wait… she had been leaning into me?

      “Are you alright?” she asked, drawing her legs to herself and helping me sit up. The pain in my side stung, but not as much as the stirring of confusion within me.

      Mal watched over me. It was honestly… sweet.

      “We should probably get back,” Mal said. She stood and helped me up, her grip around my forearm surprisingly strong. She nodded. “The marriage officiator is probably there, so we can… you know… get this all over with.”

      “Right.” I attempted to walk, but hunched over a little, wincing. My tunic and vest were open, and when I looked at the wound, I shook my head.

      “Is it still bleeding?” Mal stood in front of me, moving my shirt away and examining the wound. She was so pretty, I couldn’t help just looking at her. “Wolf?” She met my eyes and then a smile crept up her lips. “What are you staring at?”

      I couldn’t help myself. “You.”

      A blush started up her cheeks. “Well you better start staring at something else, or your eyes will burn.”

      “Don’t worry Cinnamon, I think I can handle it.”

      She ripped a dry section of cloth off her tunic and roughly pressed it against my side.

      “Ouch!”

      “Don’t call me Cinnamon,” she said, the small smile still on her face as she pulled away. Then she put my arm around her shoulders and gave me a look. “Come on. The sooner we get back, the sooner your curse is over.”

      It was a nice thought, but, at the same time, I didn’t want to get back too soon. Because once we were married, Mal would be on her merry way and I’d probably never see her again.

      We stumbled back in silence, with the near-autumn breeze blowing by, and the rivers rushing along. The closer we got to the mansion, the heavier the feeling in my gut. I couldn’t help stealing glances at Mal, wondering what was going through her mind.

      She acted as though she was in a rush. And maybe she was. Because when my curse was broken, she could return to her village of Silver Maple and become a forest ranger captain.

      And I’ll live alone. That was what I always wanted anyway, right? I was a lone wolf. I’d always been a lone wolf. And ever since the Pirate Wars, I knew I didn’t deserve to be around people. Not after what happened…

      When we reached the mansion, we opened the front doors and practically fell inside. I sat on the ground, exhausted, and Mal sat to catch her breath. Her cheeks were rosy from the effort of helping me, and she wiped sweat off her forehead.

      “Wolf? Is that you?” A woman’s voice came from the living area, which I never used.

      “Yes, we’re here. Is the officiator here?” I asked.

      “He’s here, yes.” The woman appeared, her back hunched and her gray hair pulled in a low bun behind her head. She was followed by a tall, white-haired man. When he saw me, he gaped, as though he couldn’t believe it.

      “Prince Vance? Greta told me it was you and to keep it a secret but… I didn’t believe her.” He took a breath. “The whole kingdom believes you’re dead, your highness.”

      “Yes, I know. What was your name?” I held out my hand, and he shook it, a frown on his face.

      “Peter, your highness.” He made a face. “Are you wounded, sir?”

      “Yes, but we can take care of it later. This is Mal. We’re getting married.”

      Mal visibly blushed, but nodded to the man. He eyed us suspiciously.

      “Can we do it now?” I asked, still sitting on the ground.

      “Oh. Um…” The man looked from me to Mal to Greta. The old woman shrugged, as if to say, “Why not?”

      “Prince Vance, everyone believes you’re dead–”

      “I know.”

      “If you’ve been hiding this whole time—”

      “Let’s just get on with it,” I growled, and Mal gave me a look. The wolf inside of me, the feelings I had felt for so long, always became so silent with Mal around. And with that look, the anger and hatred almost immediately shut up. What was she doing to me?

      “I mean, your highness. I report all marriages–”

      “I summoned you here to marry us, so let’s get it over with,” I repeated. We were so close to breaking my wretched curse.

      The man bowed, knelt, and pulled out a book from the bag at his side. He went over some things, said some fancy words, then looked at Mal.

      “Do you, Mallory Carmine, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

      She glanced at me, and hesitated for the briefest moment. It was as if the seriousness of our situation finally weighed on her, and she was questioning whether this would work or not. I raised an eyebrow and she looked to Peter in haste. “Yes.”

      Peter then asked me the same question, and I quickly answered, “Yes.”

      “With the power given to me from the king of Alpenglow himself, I pronounce you husband and wife, legally wedded…” I didn’t hear the rest of his words because my mind went spinning.

      I’m married.

      To Mal.

      She probably didn’t hear the rest of the words because she watched me, her eyes wide. Even Greta watched, her hands pressed together.

      Peter finished the words and turned his attention to me, suspicion in his gaze.

      “Did it work?” Mal’s voice was quiet.

      “Please?” Greta’s palms turned white from the way she pressed them so hard.

      I looked down at myself, expecting to feel… different. But nothing happened, and I felt the same. The wound still ached and stung, my heart was pounding, and my nerves were pulsing.

      “Wolf?”

      I stood. “I need space.” I hurried upstairs, practically sprinting to my room, unlocking the door, and finding the enchanted rose on the table.

      It looked exactly the same, with a few petals left. My stomach knotted. Shouldn’t the rose be restored? Or was this a one-time use sort of a rose?

      My fists clenched and I wanted to scream as the irritation and anger I felt triggered the wolf inside. I froze.

      The wolf is still inside of me. I slammed my fist on the table.

      The curse isn’t broken. Why didn’t it work?

      “Wolf!” Mal stopped at the door, her expression desperate. “Did it work?”

      I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to control my temper. But I was going to lose it, I just knew it.

      Lady Tara lied to me. I kicked the chair and Mal stepped back, shaking her head.

      “But you said,” she started to say. “You said it would work, Wolf…”

      “She lied.” I leaned on the table, my knuckles turning white.

      “She lied?” Mal continued to shake her head, the disappointment, disgust, and anger plain on her face.

      “Get out,” I told Mal.

      “But Wolf…”

      “Get out.” I turned to her. “Once I turn into a wolf, you’re not safe, so get out.”

      She looked like she was going to cry. “Wolf, Peter said that he is going to send the marriage document to the recorder at the castle.” Her cheeks began to turn red as she looked panicked. “The marriage will be recorded, and, no doubt, your father will know about it, and the rest of the kingdom, eventually.”

      This was not how I wanted things to go. I completely forgot that the officiator had an obligation and duty to send the record to the castle. I could already see the castle recorder noticing my name, and telling my father right away.

      I hadn’t planned on ever seeing my family again. But if they knew I was alive, there was no doubt they’d come looking for me. I was so unworthy of seeing them, of being a prince.

      “Mal, take the officiator and Greta and get out of here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, leave.” I looked into her eyes and it seemed like time stood still. Only for a moment though. She was beautiful, and her expression of worry and disappointment would stay in my mind forever.

      “Give me time to figure out what I missed.” I could feel the wolf dying to break free. “Visit your family and come back in two weeks.”

      “But Wolf… Everyone will know by then.” She looked almost… panicked. “What about your family? What about my family?”

      I rubbed my forehead, anger pulsing through my veins. I hated Tara with every fiber of my being.

      “Let me help,” Mal said, stepping into my room. My jaw tensed.

      “Mal, I’m not well–I’m going to shift into a wolf any second now.”

      “You won’t hurt me.”

      “You don’t know that–”

      “You haven’t hurt me in the past. You’ve protected me, and helped me. So let me help you.”

      “You’ve already done enough. You’ve agreed to help break my curse by kissing and marrying me.” The word “kissing” made my cheeks warm.

      She sighed. “Wolf, becoming a captain means everything to me, so I want to do whatever it takes to end this curse of yours, once and for all.”

      Everything? It felt like she slapped me across the face. If becoming a captain meant everything to her, it meant that I was nothing to her.

      “Let me return to my family, tell them the news of our marriage, and then use my brother’s help to find my aunt. She will tell me the truth, I’m sure of it.”

      “No, she’s too dangerous.”

      “What other choice do we have?” Mal shook her head. “Let’s just keep up this facade, because…” She took a short breath in. “I’m afraid that if people find out about my aunt and what they did to you–before your curse is broken–then they’ll kill her.”

      As they should, I thought.

      “If we keep up this facade, you’ll be expected to come to the castle and meet my father and brother,” I said. “And the whole kingdom will find out about… us.”

      Saying “us” felt so wrong and so right at the same time. Then I shook my head. “What are we talking about? I can’t go and see my family–that’s what Lady Tara wanted. She wants me at the castle so I will transform and kill everyone there.”

      “But that won’t happen if I’m with you.” Mal eyed me.

      So she noticed. She noticed that I was calmer around her, more controlled…

      Mal swallowed hard and wiped her forehead. “Let’s just keep up this marriage facade until your curse is broken, that way you won’t be confined, and I can figure out a way to help my aunt too.”

      “So you’re covering for your aunt?” I frowned. “Sounds like a typical Cinnamon.”

      “Wolf!” Mal approached and grabbed the front of my tunic, her knuckles white. “I’m not a Cinnamon. Aunt Tara is family though, and so I’m trying to save her out of obligation to my family, not because I care about the throne. What will it take for you to learn that?”

      I looked down at her, standing so close to me, her eyes vivid and angry.

      “You should go,” I said, my voice quiet, my eyes diving to her ruby lips.

      Mal realized how close she was to me, and her expression faltered for a moment. Her own eyes fell on my lips, and before either of us thought any longer of what could happen, we both leaned in to kiss. At the last moment, she pulled away.

      “Wolf, I can’t… I shouldn’t…” She looked down. “I mean… I shouldn’t want you.”

      So she did want me? My heart was pounding.

      “Why not?”

      “You’re the prince. I’m a forest ranger, and… I’ve always wanted to be a forest ranger.”

      “So?” I cupped her chin, lifting it so she faced me again. “I think I’m in love with you,” I admitted, my words coming out in barely a whisper.

      She nodded, closing her eyes to feel my fingers stroke her jawline. “I know, and I think I’m falling in love with you… but…”

      “But what?” I leaned my forehead against hers and she practically melted into me, wrapping her arms around my neck and holding me close.

      “But I shouldn’t. You don’t really like girls like me…”

      “I never said that.” The wolf inside had gone completely quiet, much to my surprise and relief. Mal really did tame the animal in me.

      “Maybe you didn’t, but you’ll learn that you don’t really like me and… I’m just better off a forest ranger.” As if making up her mind, she pulled away and looked down, avoiding eye contact. “Let’s just stick to the plan. We’ll stay apart for two weeks, figure out how to break the curse, and then go from there.”

      “I’m going to miss you.” I tucked a piece of hair behind her ear.

      She licked her lips and nodded. “But the space will be good for both of us.” And before I could even say goodbye, Mal took a shaky breath, turned, and left. It was so abrupt after a tender moment, it felt like my heart had been ripped open and I stood there, bleeding.

      I wanted to go after her, but as soon as she disappeared, my anger and hatred returned.

      Lady Tara did this to me… She lied to me, telling me “how” to break my curse, and when I followed her steps, it was all wrong. I hated her, because her lies brought Mal into this, and now the feelings were personal.

      I watched as Mal rode out of the mansion grounds and disappeared into the forest. My heart raced, a million emotions making it feel like it would explode. I shifted into the wolf and fought hard to steer away from the direction Mal went. I was so conflicted inside.

      I love Mal. But she didn’t love me. In the end, becoming a forest ranger was more important to her than me.

      She’s right, I thought. Two weeks apart would give us both enough time to sort through our feelings and realize that we didn’t truly love each other, and a relationship between us really wouldn’t work.

      I splashed across a river and let out a howl.

      Who was I kidding? Two weeks was not enough time to get over someone like Mal, which meant there was one direction for me to go: I’d have to prove to her that I was worthy of her. And that made me hate myself even more, because no matter what, my past, my character, and my temper would always make me unworthy of her.
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      As soon as I stepped through the door of my home, the knots and dread in my stomach only amplified. I already felt guilty for indulging in hugging Wolf before leaving, especially when I wasn’t exactly sure what I felt or thought about us. It took a great deal of self-control to convince myself that I didn’t really want him, and that becoming a forest ranger captain was my ultimate goal.

      But it felt like I ripped my own heart out before I left Wolf. I shouldn’t have almost kissed him, or wrapped my arms around him, because then he admitted he was falling in love.

      With me? With me! Of all people, he liked me! And I had to rush away because it terrified me that he felt so strongly towards me. Especially when I wasn’t sure what I thought or felt towards him. I was undeniably attracted to him, but just the thought of his temper scared me… even if he’d never thrown a temper at me.

      My family rejoiced in seeing me, but when I shared the news of my marriage, they were in an uproar.

      “It’s not fair!” Trini exclaimed. “Why does Mal get to marry first–and to the prince, of all people?” She was furious.

      My brothers, especially Axel and Luca, were overprotective, much to my surprise. “Did he force you into that?” they asked. “We’ll knock him senseless if he did!”

      I had to calm them down, make them promise not to share a word I told them, and then told them everything–keeping out the details of mine and Wolf’s kisses, of course.

      “Ugh! It’s not fair! Mal even got her first kiss from the prince!” Trini threw a fit and left the room, Beth and Maria trailing after her. Trini didn’t need to know it was not my first kiss, but I let it rest.

      Father kept rubbing his forehead and shaking his head. I sat next to him and took his hand. “It’s alright,” I told him. “I’m alright. Wolf hasn’t hurt me… but Aunt Tara…”

      “She’s alive!” My cousins rejoiced, but I hushed them.

      “And she’s a criminal,” I said, “And if we don’t figure out how to break both of the curses, Wolf will die, and she’ll end up in prison.”

      Ben smiled and it made my skin crawl, but he didn’t say anything.

      Mad sighed. “We need to find Aunt Tara.”

      “I just don’t know if she’ll ever shift into her human form again,” I said. “The curse enhances what a person is inside and Wolf…” I couldn’t believe I was saying the words aloud. “Wolf has had some self-control, so he’s able to stay in his human form most of the time. But Aunt Tara almost killed me.”

      The room went silent. I had told them all about the night I stormed out, and Aunt Tara came after me, so there was no denying the truth.

      Aunt Tara truly was the monster.

      “Does the prince know how to break Aunt Tara’s curse?” Mad asked.

      I paused. Did he? He didn’t even know how to break his own curse, and now we were married!

      “I don’t know if he knows–he didn’t even know how to break his own curse. Aunt Tara lied to him.”

      “Does he like you?” Ben asked, and my cheeks heated up, remembering how Wolf told me himself that he was falling in love with me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Is he in love with you?” My cousin was full-on smiling, and it made my stomach knot.

      “I don’t know. This whole thing is fake, don’t you know? We were just trying to break his curse.”

      “Your face says otherwise.” Ben winked. “So the wolf does like you, huh? That’s surprising considering you’re the least girly in this family, but we’ll take it.”

      “What are you getting at?” I frowned at him.

      “I’m thinking… you get close to Wolf. Pretend to like him. Gain his trust, then ask him how to free mother from her curse.”

      “Or you could go after the bloody beast and ask your mother yourself,” I said, anger welling up in me. Ben was always so annoying.

      Axel and Luca sat back, folding their arms. “Ben is right, Mal. If Aunt Tara can’t shift back into her human form, then you’re her last chance.”

      “But what about Wolf? He doesn’t deserve to be cursed the rest of his life. How will we break his curse?” I shook my head and let out a frustrated sigh.

      “But Tara is family,” father said, his voice quiet. He hadn’t said much the entire time I shared everything, but then I turned to him.

      “And a criminal.”

      “Family is everything.” Father sighed. “I know she’s not the best example, but Mal, can you do this for us?”

      I’d never heard my father take Aunt Tara’s side. He always told us to be careful about her, and he refused to leave any of us alone with her, for fear she’d try to get her rebellious ideas into our heads. My stomach knotted.

      I’d always been loyal to my family, even to the point of becoming a forest ranger to help support us financially. Despite Trini always pestering me and my brothers teasing me, I still did everything for my family. I didn’t complain when we took in our cousins, even though they bullied me too, and I tried to have a good attitude about, well, everything.

      But this… this was different. Aunt Tara had intentionally hurt Wolf.

      “Wolf has taken you prisoner,” father said, “And somehow managed to convince you to marry him. I feel as though you have been manipulated, Mal.”

      “I have not–”

      Father cut me off. “And I don’t like any of this fake marriage scheme, but I think we should try to save my sister. When the curse is broken, we can get her the help she needs.”

      “But what about Wolf?” I clenched my jaw so hard that it hurt. Why was my family being like this all of a sudden? Did they have ulterior motives?

      “You don’t really care for him, do you?” my father asked.

      “No. Yes. I mean…”

      “You heard what he did in the Pirate Wars, didn’t you?” Ben asked. “Or did he keep that a secret from you?”

      My stomach sank. Wolf had mentioned something… how he wouldn’t hurt a woman again…

      “What happened?” I asked, my throat dry.

      “I heard about it from someone who was on board when it happened,” Ben said. “Prince–well, Captain Vance at the time–came across a pirate ship that was part of the Pirate Lord Altun’s fleet.”

      I shuddered. Altun was the most feared pirate of all the pirates, with a fleet of at least a hundred ships.

      “It was a typical pirate ship ready to engage in battle, but Vance soon discovered there was something different about that ship.”

      “What was different?” My voice was quiet.

      “There were women on board the ship. Families. Even children.”

      My stomach started knotting even more. Vance wouldn’t hurt children, would he? Would he?

      “Instead of showing mercy, Captain Vance blew the ship to pieces and left the survivors stranded in the middle of the ocean.”

      “That’s not what I heard–” Mad started to say, but Ben cut him off.

      “I heard it straight from someone who saw it with his own eyes.” Ben turned to me, the reflection of the fireplace dancing in his dark eyes. “He left them behind to drown, Mal. Vance is a murderer. It’s why he ran away as soon as he came back from the wars. My mother, Lady Tara, is doing all of us a favor by ridding the kingdom of him.”

      I was frozen in place. Wolf. Vance. The prince… a murderer?

      He wouldn’t hurt women and children, would he? My blood ran cold through my veins as I could think of no other explanation to why the prince was always so haunted and angry. He hated himself because of what he did to those people, because of the murders he committed.

      I had no voice, nothing to say. How could he? My fingers clenched the edge of my seat.

      “He hated pirates, and so it didn’t affect him to rid the seas of the offspring and spouses of pirates.”

      “But…” My head was spinning. To think I was falling in love with him, a murderer!

      “Mal, please… we have to help my mother,” Ben said. “You said that enchanted rose is the ticking clock for Wolf, right? Well let’s stall. And when he’s a wolf forever, he’ll need to be killed because he’ll be a monster. It’s for the better of this kingdom. He’s dangerous, but you’re the only one who can woo him while defending yourself if needed.”

      Ben was right. I wasn’t like other girls. I could knife Wolf if he ever tried to hurt me.

      But I wasn’t a murderer. How could I knowingly stall time so Wolf’s curse could take over, killing him?

      “Mal, will you find out the information from Vance?” father asked, breaking the silence, as I couldn’t find words to speak.

      I slowly nodded, then swallowed hard. “Y-yes, father.”

      “Enjoy being with us for the next two weeks,” father said. “And then he’ll miss you even more once you return.”

      I would never admit it aloud, but I missed Wolf and being with him. Except, I shouldn’t miss him. Nor should I ever want him.

      He’s a murderer, I thought. And that was the last straw. I had started to tolerate and maybe even think that his temper wasn’t so bad.

      But murder? That was something I absolutely would not tolerate, especially the murder of children. I shuddered.

      He is truly evil. I will never love Wolf, I decided. There was no question about it. But I would pretend to like him, in the hopes that we could figure out how to break Aunt Tara’s curse.

      Wolf–the human, at least–would die as I stalled to break Aunt Tara’s curse. And then, when Wolf remained a beast, I would kill him.

      And then I’ll become a forest ranger captain… Just like I always wanted. I excused myself from my family, needing some time alone. But my cousins followed me and for the next two weeks, I didn’t have any alone time. In fact, I returned to my duties: patrolling Silver Maple, avoiding Tom, hunting elk, doing laundry, and dealing with Trini’s bad attitude.

      It was exhausting and part of me longed to go back to the solitude of the mansion. Yet, at the same time, I dreaded it. Going back to the mansion meant dealing with Wolf, the murderer, and pretending to like him.

      That thought in itself made my stomach sick.
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      It was a late night, but my nerves were getting the best of me and I had to leave the mansion. Mal would return the following morning, and boy did we make a mess by getting married.

      Just a few days after our marriage, a messenger came from the castle to check out the mansion and see if what the marriage officiator had recorded was true. The messenger had a letter from my brother, Dawson, in case I was still alive.

      It was a short letter, with Dawson saying he would come as soon as he heard word back from me. I wrote a letter back to Dawson, telling him I’d come to the castle soon, and I had much to tell him.

      But I dreaded going to the castle. Though I spent more than a year fighting this curse, I didn’t even know what I would say to Dawson. I was so, so ashamed of our last interaction.

      In our last interaction, I’d never been so angry at Dawson for supporting Jax’s undercover operations. I wanted to strike the pirates out in the open, and end the wars once and for all.

      But Jax didn’t want to. He said he was about to learn the secret behind Lord Altun’s armies, and why they were so strong and invincible. Jax and I almost got into a physical fight because I was angry and impatient that he wasn’t doing enough to end the Pirate Wars. I told him he was wasting time.

      We were all so mad at each other, and then I never saw them again. I retreated from them and hid.

      And here I was, retreating again, hoping that shifting and running through the forest late at night would hide my problems. But it didn’t. What would I tell Mal tomorrow?

      We’re going to the castle so you can meet my brother and father, I thought. I didn’t want to let her go… not yet. Not when I was falling for her the hardest I’d ever fallen for anybody.

      But I knew I shouldn’t fall for her… not when I was so unworthy of her. She deserved so much better than me. Who could love someone with a past like mine?

      I ran through the forest, joined by Snow, Midnight, and Goldie.

      “Where are you off to?” Midnight asked. “The beast is around here, tonight. Be careful.”

      I stopped, panting, and turned to the three wolves. Goldie jumped on me to grab my ear. I growled and he only bit harder. “Where is the beast?” I asked.

      “She was up by the lake, last we checked,” Snow said, then bore her teeth. “She’s also been spending time around the villages. The humans better be careful…”

      “I need to talk to her.”

      “No!” Both Midnight and Snow exclaimed.

      “She smells of death,” Midnight said. “And has become more and more unnatural. It’s best to stay away.”

      “She lied to me about my curse.” Anger coursed through my veins at my hatred of Lady Tara.

      The wolves looked at each other, then me. “Be careful,” Snow said, then gave Goldie the look. He jumped off me and followed his parents.

      I watched them wander off, then went straight for the lake.

      Let’s end this, I thought. Once and for all.

      

      The black bear stood on all fours, with water halfway up its legs. She must’ve been looking for fish or something, but she turned as soon as I approached.

      I reached out my mind to hers, finding it muddled, black, and dark. Where was Lady Tara? Only after stretching my mind, really trying to search for her, did I feel her presence.

      “There you are,” I said, my body frozen in place as I concentrated on communicating with her. “The bear is taking over you, isn’t it? You’re losing.”

      “As are you,” she snapped back. “The rose is dying. Tell me, prince, how many petals are left?”

      I shuddered. There were two petals left. When Mal left, I checked the enchanted rose to find it dying faster than I expected.

      She laughed. “You’re running out of time.”

      “And you’re running out of self-control. Even now you’re dying to the beast… because that’s what you truly are.” It was weird to communicate with Lady Tara in my mind, but stare at the black beast before me. I didn’t move a muscle, nor did she, as we concentrated on the connection in our minds.

      “Ha! You, dear prince, are the beast. You made me–an innocent woman–drink the poison!”

      “You deserved it, and you’re far from innocent.”

      “As are you.” The bear smiled, and I shuddered at its bloody teeth.

      “You lied about how I can break my curse,” I said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I kissed and married a girl–”

      “Wait. Who? Who would do such a thing for you?”

      My desire to get even grew in me. “Your niece, actually. I’m married to Mallory Carmine.”

      She gasped. “No! She would not marry you!”

      “She kissed me too. A lot.”

      It was strange to see the beast make such a disgusted face. “Well she’ll learn the truth!”

      “But it didn’t work.” I growled at this. “You lied to me, Tara! Tell me how to break the curse!”

      “I told you!” We screamed at each other in our minds. “True love's kiss and marriage will break the curse!”

      My whole body tensed. I had missed something… something very crucial.

      True love…

      Lady Tara seemed to have noticed this at the same time. She threw her head up and laughed while I pawed the ground in frustration.

      “She married you, but she doesn’t love you!”

      I just wanted to punch the bear, but I kept in place.

      “What will you do now?” She laughed. “Because once that enchanted rose dies, you die. And if Mal is still around, the wolf will, no doubt, kill her.”

      My head reeled in circles. This meant… I had to get Mal to fall in love with me before I ran out of time. It meant… I had no other choice.

      And this made everything real for me. I did love her. I loved everything about Mal, but could I get her to love me back? Could I prove to her that I was worthy of her?

      “I’ll make you a deal,” said Tara. “If Mal doesn’t fall in love with you by the time that enchanted rose dies, bring me water from the castle. And I will do all in my power to find another way to break your curse.”

      “I don’t have time! And you said it yourself before–there is no other way to break the curse.”

      Lady Tara smiled. “There are other witches and sorcerers in the Incandescent Kingdoms who are far more powerful than myself, dear prince. I’m sure I can find someone to help.”

      My stomach knotted. “You’re lying. You’re always lying.”

      “I wouldn’t lie about it.” She glared. “But you are desperate for time. If that rose dies, you die. And if my awkward little niece doesn’t fall in love with you, then you will forever remain the beast that you are, and every person you’ve ever been angry at your life will be hunted down… by you.”

      “What?” I gaped. I knew Lady Tara had turned me into a weapon with this curse, but I didn’t know I’d hunt down people.

      “Ha! I forgot to tell you that little bit, didn’t I?” She edged closer to my frozen body. “You will be angry first at the woman you convinced to marry you. Your anger will consume you and you will probably start by killing Mal, since she didn’t break your curse. Then you’ll make your way to the castle and kill your brother. Maybe even your father.”

      “You don’t know anything about my relationship with them–”

      “I know that you ran away from them as soon as the war was over. I know that you had a big argument with your brothers–”

      “How do you know that?” I was so mad, I just wanted to scream.

      “I have my sources.” She edged away from the water, starting to make her way to the forest. “So you make a choice, Vance. Get me the water from the castle, and I’ll help you. Or waste your time trying to get my niece to fall for you.”

      “I. hate. you,” I said, my claws digging into the earth beneath me, as though I were clenching my fists.

      “I know, and the feelings are mutual.”

      “I’ll never ever help you break your curse.” With those words, I stormed away. Lady Tara had ruined my life, and had made things worse for me. If I didn’t break this curse, I would kill Mal, Dawson, my father, and maybe even go so far as hunting my other brother down to kill him too.

      Hopelessness filled me. What was I supposed to do?

      Mal. I had to somehow steal her heart. But how could I do that when she was so set on not liking me?

      The idea was overwhelming. Perhaps, after all, the least I could do was say goodbye… because soon, very soon, the enchanted rose would die. And I would die with it, because there was no good reason for Mallory Carmine to fall in love with me, a beast.
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      The sun shone in the sky above as I made my way up the mansion steps. A combination of anxiety and longing swirled within me.

      Part of me was incredibly relieved to be back–to get away from the bullying, mocking, and lack of appreciation from my family. The idea of being alone, in the quiet solitude of the mansion was welcoming.

      But then the other part of me dreaded being here. It meant I had to pretend to like Wolf, when, in reality, I knew who he really was: a monster and a murderer.

      I shuddered, squaring my shoulders and readjusting my bag. This time I brought my bow and arrow, as I missed having them. But before I pushed the doors open, they opened on their own, and Wolf stood there. For a moment, we just stared at each other.

      He looked nice. He was cleaned up and his dark hair was made, but there were bags under his eyes, like he hadn’t slept in a while.

      My voice choked in my throat and I had to clear it before saying, “Wolf? Are you alright?”

      I’m already doing horrible at this facade, I thought. Trini’s words echoed in my ears as she told me I would do a terrible job at getting Wolf to like me. She even asked if she could go in my place–probably because she wanted to marry a prince and return to having wealth. Her shallow nature never ceased to disgust me. Even when I explained that the prince was a murderer, she could care less.

      No wonder people didn’t like the Carmine family.

      “I’m fine, thanks. And you?” Wolf stooped down to grab my bag. “Come in, please. I have a lot to tell you.” He sounded so different than the first time we met. He was more polite, more well-mannered, and he didn’t frown all the time like he used to.

      “I’m… glad to be back,” I said, forcing the words out, along with a fake smile.

      Come on Mal, I thought, trying to think of how I could be flirty. The sooner I got the information from him of how to break Aunt Tara’s curse, the sooner this would all be over.

      I reached for his arm and held it as he placed the bag by the stairs. “Would it be alright if we talked a little?” he asked, his eyes glancing at my hand on his arm.

      “Of course.”

      “Let’s go outside. I just need some air.”

      “Me too.” I was wearing the same dress I wore the first time I arrived. The dagger was in my boot again, and my throat felt tight.

      “Did it go well with your family?” Wolf asked, turning towards the overgrown gardens.

      “Sort of. I mean…” I sighed. I wasn’t about to admit to Wolf that even I thought the Carmines were self-centered. “It went well,” I said, forcing another smile. “I was happy to see my father and siblings. I even got to patrol as a forest ranger most nights.”

      “That’s nice… and you enjoyed it?” He was studying me as we passed the rose bushes.

      “Of course.” I was lying through my teeth. I missed being here, and the nights patrolling scared me more than I wanted to admit, especially after two encounters with the beast. “How about you? You said you had things to tell me.”

      “Right.”

      We sat on a bench and Wolf turned to me. “Just a few days after our marriage–”

      Our eyes met and I couldn’t help blushing. How embarrassing! We married and the curse wasn’t even broken! We were so naive, thinking it would be simple.

      “A messenger came from the castle. I told Dawson I’ll come to the castle as soon as I can. That means… you’re coming too. If you’re alright with that.”

      I hesitated and he added, “If you want to. We don’t have to. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable… Dawson and my father know nothing about my curse and I don’t want to tell them.”

      “Then what is the purpose of faking this relationship?” I asked, frowning.

      “To pretend that all is well. Look, I plan on seeing my father and brother one more time, and then coming right back. Your aunt intends for me to kill them and… my time is running out.”

      I swallowed hard. “Wait… You mean… You want to tell them goodbye?”

      He nodded. “They won’t know that though.”

      My heart sank for him. “Why don’t you tell them about the curse?”

      “Because I already know I’ll get angry and frustrated that I haven’t found a way to break the curse. And, knowing Dawson, he’ll just try to figure out a solution.” Wolf sighed. “And, of course, when I get angry, I turn into a wolf. I dread seeing my family but… when I turn into a wolf for good, I need to be away from them.”

      At this, Wolf leaned into me. “And Mal, I have to ask a favor of you.”

      “What?” I knew what he would say, but my stomach felt tight before the words came out.

      “If my time runs out, and I turn into a wolf forever, will you…” He took a short breath. “Will you shoot an arrow through me?”

      The whole world was spinning. This was so wrong on many levels.

      Aunt Tara did this to him! And I knew it was wrong. I knew I shouldn’t be helping her, but everything was so gray and so confusing.

      “Why can’t we figure out a way to break your curse?” I asked and stood. But the world around me was dizzy. Wolf stood too and grabbed my arms, steadying me. “We need to find my aunt and figure out how to break the curse.” I rubbed my forehead. “Did you find her, Wolf? You had two weeks–surely you found her…”

      “I did find her, and I don’t have options.” Wolf eyebrows angled upward. “I’m running out of time, Mal. I just need to see my family.”

      “No. I won’t accept this…” Why wouldn’t I? Even I secretly thought about killing him in his wolf form because I wanted to become a captain.

      “It’s going to be hard for me to see my family, and I just don’t know if I’ll get angry at my brother… again.” Wolf’s hands were gentle on my arms. “Will you come with me, please? I feel safer with you, Mal. It’s like the animal inside is quiet when you’re around, and that’s why I want you to come with me.”

      His eyes pleaded.

      Confusion overwhelmed me. I shouldn’t have felt pity for Wolf. He was a murderer–of women and children–and he deserved no pity. Why, then, did his words and expressions feel so genuine?

      Was it possible that, underneath it all, he truly cared about his family?

      But that doesn’t redeem him from killing innocent people…

      “What happened in the Pirate Wars?” I asked, my voice quiet.

      “What?” Wolf tipped his head. The question was irrelevant, but my curiosity burned.

      “What happened at the end… with the women and children?”

      At this, Wolf’s hands dropped and his eyebrows creased. “Why do you need to know that?”

      “Because I want to help you…”

      He shook his head, stepping back while saying, “What do you know, Mal? Did one of those Cinnamons fill your head with lies about me?”

      “No…”

      “Did a Cinnamon tell you I’m a murderer?” His eyes turned to slits. He shook his head again, as if not believing I had asked him such a question. His jaw tensed. “Believe what you want, Mal.”

      “Wait, don’t leave. I want to know the truth,” I said. “Did you kill innocent women and children, Wolf?”

      “First of all, not all of them were innocent.”

      I gasped and Wolf rolled his eyes. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “Then tell the truth!” I thought of reaching for the dagger in my boot, as if to threaten him, then remembered that I was supposed to be flirting with him. I gently took his hand, and he tensed.

      It was as if touching each other brought back every romantic memory of being together: snuggling on the first night, kissing, baking together…

      He frowned. “I have to leave.” With those words, he turned and stormed off, heading towards the forest. No doubt he was shifting into a wolf, because his past actions angered him.

      Or… did I have the story wrong? Mad interrupted Ben once, saying that’s not how the story went, but Ben was insistent on his own story.

      And when have I ever trusted Ben? Never. Guilt welled up in me. I looked down at my teal blue dress, frustrated. Why did it seem like all I ever did was hurt Wolf? Was that all I was good at doing?

      I’m a Carmine… It seemed that all of us were good at tossing hurtful words, lies, and teasings.

      I hate it. I’d always been a proud Carmine, but now I was just angry. I was tired of being a Cinnamon, of thinking the worst of others…

      I let out a whooshing breath then trudged to the garden. I knelt and began weeding, pruning, and fixing things up, grateful for the distraction. The roses were beautiful, their orange-red petals like velvet.

      I touched the petals of one, admiring its beauty. But then my heart just hurt.

      This is what started it all…

      

      When Wolf got back that evening, he was disheveled again, his hair and clothes a complete mess. We ate in silence, and when I took my dishes to the kitchen to rinse them, Wolf followed.

      But instead of talking, he placed his dishes on the counter and left out the back door.

      I need to talk to him. I needed to apologize, or, at least, learn the truth.

      After rinsing our dishes, I slipped out the back door and looked around. The path split in two, one side going to the gardens, and the other side to the back of the mansion.

      I decided to go to the gardens, and, before I had gone far, I found Wolf on the bridge. The river ran under it, and Wolf leaned over the railing, staring down at the water.

      “Wolf?” I approached cautiously. “I want to know the truth… please?”

      “Why?” He didn’t look at me. “It’s not like you care about me. You’re probably just going to spread lies about me like the rest of the Cinnamons do.”

      I sighed. “Look. Can we just make an agreement to help each other?”

      He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I’m going to die anyway.”

      Ouch. It felt like he punched my insides with those words. They were so… hopeless.

      “Stop saying that. It’s not like you.” I stood next to him and leaned over the railing. Our arms brushed against each other, sending a ripple of excitement through my body. “You’ve fought the wolf for more than a year, and look at you. You’re still human. Aunt Tara has let the beast take over her, and I don’t even know if we can get information from her.” I sighed. “You need to give yourself credit.”

      “The curse still isn’t broken though.” He buried his head in his hands. “I just want to tell my family goodbye. I didn’t do it right last time, and I want to try again.”

      “You don’t give yourself credit for that either,” I said. “You’re a kinder person than you think, Wolf.”

      He didn’t look at me, but sighed. “You don’t know that, Mal.”

      “What happened in the Pirate Wars, Wolf?”

      “You mean with the women and children?”

      “Yes.”

      “I didn’t kill them.”

      I waited, patient, which was unlike me. But Wolf seemed to struggle with speaking. He took a breath to say something, then shook his head.

      “Please?” I asked.

      He turned to face me. “Lord Altun had killed so many of my men, sunk hundreds of ships, and stole and pillaged coastal towns and ports. I was so, so sick of it. We were getting towards the end of the war. Everyone could feel it. Altun was gathering all his troops, as Jax reported to us. He wanted to wage one big battle on Alpenglow Kingdom, and take the throne. I got into a big argument with my brothers, then sailed away to find Altun myself.” Wolf paused and the running river gurgled below us. “I didn’t find him. Instead, I found one of his ships. There were men, women, and children on board.”

      “Were the women kidnapped or stolen?”

      He shook his head. “They were pirates too, loyal to Altun. The children though… they didn’t belong there. Anyone with a decent mind knew that.”

      My hair started standing on end. “So what did you do?”

      “We engaged in battle with them, just like normal. We had the upper hand, but… Mal.” He took a breath. “I’d never seen women like those pirate women. They destroyed everything that was beautiful about women. They were almost worse than the pirate men in dress, speech, and violence.” He shuddered. “I couldn’t fight a woman, let alone kill a woman.”

      “So what happened?”

      “We defended ourselves, and managed to not kill any women. We marooned the men, took the children, and left the women on the ship with just enough food to sail to Alpenglow Kingdom.” He shuddered. “But… that’s not all the story.”

      I bit my lower lip, dreading whatever else he might say.

      “As we were sailing away, the pirate ship turned around to pursue us. Somehow they managed to hide some of their cannon balls, and, well, they attacked us again.” Wolf swallowed. “I couldn’t just let them sink my ship, so we fired back. Their ship was blown to pieces, and the women abandoned their ship.”

      “Did you leave them?”

      Wolf hesitated before saying, “Sort of.”

      “What do you mean, sort of?” My heart ached hearing the story of Wolf being placed in a most difficult position.

      “I offered some of them passage to an island, separate from the men, but they cursed me and said they’d never board my ship. Some of the women climbed aboard and surrendered.” Wolf made a face. “But the curses of those women in the water as we sailed away… it haunts me.”

      We stood in silence, a chilly air settling around us. Each of our breaths hung in the air.

      “Is that the story you were told?” Wolf asked, after a while.

      I shook my head and he visibly tensed. Without giving myself a chance to think too much about the whole flirting thing, I looped my arm through his and rested my head on his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry Wolf.”

      More silence ensued, and the moonlight broke through the clouds, pouring on the world around us.

      “I don’t like to call myself a murderer.” Wolf looked down. “But I suppose that’s the word that spread anyway.” He started to pull away, but I gently took his arms, facing him.

      When I looked up into his golden eyes, my heart pattered.

      Mountains, how am I supposed to do this? Now that I knew the truth–that Wolf really didn’t try to kill innocent people–I couldn’t help myself from feeling attracted to him. Again.

      “I was mad, Mal,” Wolf said, looking away. His side profile in the moonlight was exceptional. “I was so, so tired of the Pirate Wars. When we sailed away, I was so angry about it all, that my actions seemed justified to me. Those women deserved to drown in the middle of the ocean… they were pirates–Altun’s pirates at that–and it wasn’t hard to tell that they treated their children poorly. But it wasn’t long after we left them that guilt sank in and I was so ashamed of myself.” His frame trembled a little, and my heart broke just seeing how much this weighed on Wolf.

      “And that shame turned into more anger… anger that I took with me even after the war ended.” He shook his head. “I’ve shared too much.” His eyes turned to me. “Why are you still here anyway, Mal? I’m planning to leave to the castle tomorrow, but…” He glanced at my hands. “I don’t expect you to come with me. I wouldn’t be surprised if you were disgusted with me now.” It was as if he begged me to reassure him that he wasn’t worthless to me.

      I paused, which seemed to push him away further. “Good night, Mal–”

      Stop taking so long, I told myself, then grabbed Wolf’s shirt, stood on the tips of my toes, and kissed him. It was hard not to feel my pounding heart, or the heat beneath Wolf’s shirt.

      He looked into my eyes, his eyebrows creasing for a moment. “What is that supposed to mean, Mal?”

      I offered a small smile. “I’m practicing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “For tomorrow, when we see everyone at the castle.”

      His eyes shone in the moonlight and he raised an eyebrow. “Practicing?”

      “Yes, because the first time I kissed you was really bad.”

      “The second time wasn’t so bad,” he said, the corner of his lip turning up. I ached to see a real smile.

      “I don’t judge you,” I said, gently touching his cheek. “You were placed in a difficult situation, Wolf.”

      “But any real man would’ve known better than to leave those women stranded.”

      “Sometimes women can be mean and dangerous,” I said.

      “Like you?” The tease in his voice made my stomach do all sorts of flips.

      “No.” I laughed. “Well… maybe… sometimes.”

      “After seeing you scare those forest thugs away, I don’t think I want to get on your bad side.”

      Why won’t he smile?

      I laughed at his words. “Then you should be grateful you’re on my good side.”

      “I am?” He winked, which sent my head reeling. I’d never seen Wolf wink at me before and it was so… cute.

      “For now.” I took his hand and squeezed it. I was shocked at how easy it was to flirt with Wolf. His thumb stroked my hand, which made me giddy from head to toe.

      What is happening?

      “I don’t think I’ll ever be worthy of you,” Wolf said, suddenly pulling his hand away. “I just don’t think my actions can ever be forgiven.”

      “I forgive you,” I said. “Now that I know the whole story, I can understand why you did what you did. Have you ever shared the story with anyone else besides your crew?”

      “You’re the first person I’ve ever told.” His jaw tensed at this, as though he was thinking of something. I had no doubt he thought of his family. His brothers would’ve been able to understand him better than I, but I could tell Wolf was so deeply ashamed and guilty because of this experience.

      “What about the children? Are they safe?”

      He nodded. “I took them to an orphanage and visited them once before coming out here to this mansion. They were doing really well.”

      “See? You can’t be so hard on yourself,” I said. “Your past doesn’t define you. It’s what you do now that matters.”

      The corner of his lips turned up when I said those words, and a look of peace crossed his face. I’d never seen Wolf like this before. He gazed on me for much longer than was normal, then cleared his throat and looked away.

      “It’s getting late. We should probably get to sleep since we have an early morning.”

      My legs were trembling from nervousness at the way he looked at me. Nobody had ever looked at me like that before.

      He offered his arm and we made our way inside. “Thank you, by the way, for what you did to the gardens,” he said.

      “I just weeded and pruned a little.”

      “I know, but it looks really nice already.”

      “Thanks.” We stopped at my door and Wolf lifted my hand to kiss it. My stomach went crazy doing all sorts of somersaults.

      “Good night, Mal.”

      “Good night.”

      He bowed and went down the hallway to his room. I watched him before I stumbled into my room, my head in a daze.

      How in the world am I supposed to do this? I thought, clutching my heart. I was falling so hard for Wolf, and I wasn’t supposed to. This whole thing was a fake so I could learn how to break Aunt Tara’s curse. But nothing about us–Wolf and me–felt fake. And that was bad… very bad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          

      

    

    







            Wolf

          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t believe I told her the story… the entire story. I’d never told anyone in my entire life. I heard rumors about the incident floating around after the Pirate Wars, and some people openly shunned or shamed me in public, but I never told the whole story.

      The main thing, for me, was that those children were safe. I could still remember visiting the orphanage on my way to the mansion, and looking inside the courtyard, where the children played. They looked so happy, so free.

      It gave me some peace of mind. But, in the end, it seemed that no matter how much good I did, I still had done something evil. I left those women abandoned in the middle of the ocean. Being marooned was one thing, because marooned folks could usually get help… eventually.

      But being stuck in the middle of the ocean was another thing.

      I shuddered as I stood on my balcony, unable to sleep.

      “You filthy pirate!”

      “Bloody prince!”

      “Murderer!” Their curses and angry words played over and over in my mind. It made my heart hurt, and my blood cold.

      I’m a terrible person. I really was a beast.

      Then a new voice came in, one that was sweet and calm. “You can’t be so hard on yourself.” It was Mal’s voice. “Your past doesn’t define you. It’s what you do now that matters.”

      I sighed. If only things were that easy. If only I really could start fresh.

      I’m a monster now. Literally. But the wolf inside of me didn’t threaten to surface and force me to shift into a beast tonight, even as my anger was directed at myself.

      Because Mal is here. When she was here, I was better… and I wanted to be better.

      I ran my hand through my hair, thinking about how she kissed me again tonight.

      I could definitely get used to that. The tiniest spark of hope lit up in me. Was it possible that Mal could… like me? Was it possible that she wasn’t just pretending, as we planned?

      I’m just practicing, she told me earlier. But that smile… it was so real, so genuine!

      I shook my head. What am I thinking? I was so foolishly in love with her that I would think any gesture of hers meant she liked me.

      But then again, I was also desperate for her help to break my curse. I was too embarrassed to tell her that true love would break the curse, so I had to  focus on accepting my fate.

      I have to accept defeat. Since the moment I drank the poison, my fate was to turn into a wolf. I glanced at the enchanted rose, with two petals hanging by a thread.

      Despite telling myself I would die within the next month or so, and the wolf would take over, I couldn’t help feeling the hope still ignited within. Mal said she forgave me, but could I forgive myself? Because until I did that, I couldn’t see a future with her. I was too angry and bitter.

      Not with Mal though.

      I sighed, telling myself to stay focused on my defeat. In the end, Lady Tara won. And I would forever hate her for it.

      

      Mal and I didn’t exchange much words as we strapped our bags on our horses, mounted, and set off into the sunrise. We rode the entire morning and stopped only for a brief midday meal. It was hard not to steal glances at Mal as we rode.

      She looked so fearless, confident, and peaceful, her red hair blowing behind her and her cheeks and nose pink from the cold wind.

      As we drew closer to the deep forests surrounding the castle, the leafy canopy blocked out the sun and the pathways grew dense with ferns and roots. The horses trotted at a steady pace. I led the way, with Mal following close behind.

      “Wolf!” Mal suddenly brought her horse next to mine. “Something is here.”

      I looked around. “How do you–” Before I could finish, she whipped out her bow and arrow, pointing it into the seeming unknown, and let an arrow fly.

      The whizzing sound was followed by a cry. “She just shot me!”

      “Attack!” someone else cried.

      I drew my sword, but Mal was faster. She shot one arrow after the next as a group of men surrounded us. Her aim never missed, always hitting the shoulder of each attacker. I dismounted and the combat began.

      I was so used to being in pirate fights, that I had no problem sparring with one of the forest thugs. I frowned.

      These are the same men who tried to sneak into the mansion. Perhaps they were waiting for an opportunity to get revenge.

      “Get the girl!” someone kept screaming, adding. “She’s out of arrows! Get her!” The men gained up on Mal, and my anger fumed.

      “Get away from her!”

      But Mal knew how to care for herself. She had already whipped out her curvy dagger, and fought multiple men at once.

      I charged into the circle, standing next to Mal and fighting off the thugs. I was so angry, that I moved faster than I ever moved in my entire life. I’d never fought like this, not even in the Pirate Wars.

      “Let’s get out of here!” said one, blocking a hit from me, then turning and running away.

      “He’s mad!”

      “Hurry up, let’s go!”

      I growled after them. “That’s right! Don’t you ever touch Mal again!”

      “Well, technically none of them touched me,” a humorous voice said from behind. Mal played with her dagger and smiled up at me when I faced her. “Thanks anyways, Wolf. I’m glad I’m on your good side too.”

      Before I could reply, she kissed my cheek and went to her horse.

      I stood there, in a dreamlike state, for a few seconds.

      “You coming, Wolf?” Mal mounted her horse and put her dagger back into her boot. She smiled at me, as if knowing what sort of effect she had on me.

      This is ridiculous. Not only was I foolishly in love with her, but anything she did to me sent me into a trance.

      “Yes.” I mounted my horse. “Sorry about your arrows. We have more at the castle.”

      “I’d appreciate it.” She still smiled, and I couldn’t help but admit to myself that I loved her smile.

      “You’re a good fighter,” I said.

      “And you are too.” She looked around, to make sure all the thugs were gone, then faced me. “Do you think they followed us?”

      I shrugged. “It’s been more than two weeks since we scared them away but… you never know.”

      “Hmm.” Mal pursed her lips. “One of my duties as a forest ranger was to keep the paths clear of forest thugs like those guys.” She looked around. “I wonder who patrols these parts as a forest ranger.” Then she frowned.

      “Is something wrong?”

      She hesitated before answering. “No. I just… I just had a thought of who is responsible for patrolling these parts.”

      “Who?”

      “Tom.”

      I made a face. “Well let’s hope we see him so I can punch his stupid face.”

      Mal laughed. “I wouldn’t stop you.” She shrugged. “But maybe it isn’t Tom. Maybe it’s one of my brothers. They’re never on duty because they spend all their time–and money–on drinks at Silver Maple.”

      “Then why are they still forest rangers?”

      Mal shrugged. “I ask myself that question all the time. I had to work so, so hard to become a forest ranger, like pass all these tests, get letters of recommendations, and so forth. And all they did was sign up.”

      My jaw tensed. “Well that doesn’t seem fair.”

      “It’s not.” Mal’s shoulders dropped. “But… if I can become a captain, then I can change things, you know?”

      A gloom settled over us. The only way for Mal to become a captain was to kill me… which she would do, if we didn’t actually fall in love.

      “You’ll be the best forest ranger captain in all the Incandescent Kingdoms,” I said, then spurred my horse forward, not wanting to pursue the conversation… because we both knew how it would end.

      “Wolf,” Mal caught up to me. “Surely there must be another way to break your curse.”

      “Trust me, if there was, it’d be broken by now,” I said. Much to my surprise, Mal reached out and squeezed my hand, as if reassuring me that she hadn’t given up on finding a way, then let go and fell into step behind me.

      My cheeks burned.

      Should I hope? I asked myself. My skin tingled where she touched me.

      I’m an idiot but I have no choice… I chose to hope that Mal really did like me, and that maybe, just maybe, she would be the one to break my curse.
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      By the time we reached the castle, it was dark. I was exhausted from a long day of riding, but I knew our adventures were just beginning.

      As soon as we arrived, servants took our horses, and Wolf and I were ushered into the throne room. I stood back as the king of Alpenglow, Wolf’s father, embraced his son. Tears streamed down the king’s cheeks and my heart beat out of nervousness and excitement for Wolf to reunite with his family.

      “Where’s Dawson?” Wolf asked, quickly wiping his eyes and clearing his throat.

      My insides swirled. I’d never seen Wolf emotional… in fact, he had never seemed capable of that but now… it made me like him even more.

      Like him? I clutched the skirt of my dress, telling myself to focus.

      This is all fake, remember Mal? None of it is real. This is a fake relationship.

      “He’s at the port, but he’ll be back soon,” the king said, then turned his attention to me. At first, he just gaped, and I knew what was running through his head.

      She’s a Carmine.

      It only took a few seconds, though, for the king to recover and he embraced me with open arms.

      “Bless your heart, Mallory. I’m so happy to meet you.” I felt sick to my stomach at his words. Here was the king–the king of Alpenglow Kingdom–thinking that I was madly in love with his son. If only he knew this was all a fake.

      “You have so much to tell us, son,” said the king, holding Wolf’s arm and my arm. Wolf took my hand, and I knew this was all part of the show. He had explained, during our midday meal, what his fake story to his father would be: after the Pirate Wars, he retreated to his mansion, but then the beasts attacked, and he ran away. He was wounded, and lost some of his memories, but then I found him near Silver Maple, and being with me helped his memories slowly return. So we fell in love and married.

      Wolf started to explain this fake story to his father, when the door to the throne room opened and a tall young man entered. I immediately recognized him as the Crown Prince, Dawson. He had dark hair and tanned skin, much like Wolf, but instead of golden eyes, Dawson had striking green eyes.

      For a moment, the two stood and stared at each other. Then Dawson’s eyes lit up and he embraced his brother.

      “Wolf,” he said, his voice choking with emotion. “I’m so glad you’re alive.” They patted each other’s backs hard, then broke away as the king briefly explained the situation and introduced me. Dawson put his hand on Wolf’s shoulder, as though he still couldn’t believe Wolf was real. Then the Crown Prince turned to me. “And you… welcome to the family, Mallory.”

      “You can call me Mal.” My voice sounded squeaky and full of guilt as we gave each other a light hug. Dawson was too kind, too generous to me, especially when he didn’t even know me.

      This is all a lie, all fake. My insides screamed at me, but I forced a smile and grabbed Wolf’s hand again. I was sure my hands were clammy and sweaty from nervousness, but when Wolf squeezed my hand. I knew we were in this together.

      We all went to dinner, where Wolf explained the whole story again… the fake story, of course. The king listened intently, while Dawson kept glancing at me.

      He doesn’t trust me, I thought. And why should he trust me? I was a  Carmine, after all. My family would do anything to get the throne, even if I wanted nothing to do with it.

      “So how did you find Wolf, again?” Dawson asked, turning the attention to me.

      I rehearsed the fake story that Wolf and I pieced together on the way here. “He was living in the woods, alone. No memories. I found him while patrolling outside Silver Maple. I’m a forest ranger.” I didn’t have to add the last part, but saying something true helped me to dispel the unpleasant feelings of the untrue things. “We started meeting up often, and just talking to each other helped him remember everything.” I smiled. “It was easy to fall in love with him.”

      A glance at Wolf made me realize he was blushing. And that caused me to blush.

      I’m such an idiot. Why did I say more than was necessary?

      Both the king and Dawson gaped, as if they couldn’t believe my words. Me, a Carmine, really in love with a member of the royal family?

      “He proposed not more than a month ago, and we decided to get married.” I cleared my throat. “It wasn’t til recently, too, that we discovered he’s the prince and… anyway.” I forced a smile, feeling stupid. “Here we are.”

      “Here you are, indeed,” the king mused, rubbing his silver beard.

      Dawson didn’t look one bit convinced. He sat back in his chair and folded his arms, and when I glanced at him, he pretended to smile.

      I knew better. He was definitely on to me.

      “I want to return to the mansion as soon as possible though,” Wolf said. “Winter will be upon us and I want a comfortable home for Mal and me to live in.”

      “You don’t want to stay here for the winter?” the king asked. “I have missed you, Wolf.” His eyebrows creased a little. “And you could do much good for your people and for Dawson. He will be king soon.”

      Wolf tensed and he looked down. “Remember our last discussion, father?” His fists clenched and a brief wave of panic came over me. Was Wolf… mad? If so, was he fighting the urge to shift into a wolf? He started tapping his leg up and down, under the table. I placed my hand on it, and he stilled. His hand gently moved over mine, and my heart skipped a beat.

      “I retreated for a reason. I… I don’t wish to have any duties or obligations as a prince.”

      Here was another missing piece of Wolf’s life. Why didn’t he want to be a prince?

      “I know we had this discussion, but perhaps we should go over it again. The people of Alpenglow Kingdom need you as an example.”

      “And I need your help too,” Dawson said.

      Wolf’s knuckles turned white and I put my hand on his leg. Almost immediately, he took a quiet, deep breath and looked at his brother. “You know what happened during the wars, Dawson.”

      My throat felt tight. So Wolf felt unworthy to be a prince because of the incident with the pirate women? He then took a short breath. “Perhaps we can talk about all of this tomorrow? Mal and I are tired from a long day of travel.”

      “Of course,” the king said, standing. “You should rest, both of you.” He placed his hand on Wolf’s shoulder. “I am truly so happy to see you, son.” His words were genuine, yet full of so much sadness. Why?

      “Do you remember where your room is?” Dawson asked, then stood and folded his arms. It was almost as if he was testing Wolf.

      Wolf shrugged. “I think so.”

      “West wing, second floor,” Dawson said, then approached and hit Wolf’s arm. “I am glad to see you, Wolf.” He smiled, and that, too, was genuine. “We have a lot to catch up on.” Dawson then bowed to me, and left.

      Wolf took my hand, and we made our way through the maze of the castle… towards his room. I hadn’t thought this part through, and as we passed servants and others, self consciousness came over me.

      They all think we’re married. Because we were. But little did they know that this wasn’t actually real.

      Or is it?

      

      Wolf’s room, much like his room in the mansion, was immaculate. There was a large cozy-looking bed, plush rugs, and a large bathroom. Paintings of forests, waterfalls, and other nature scenes in Alpenglow Kingdom hung on the walls. A large, 6-point elk skull hung high above the door.

      “You can take the bed,” Wolf said, going to the fireplace and adding more wood.

      I sat on the edge of it, exhaustion overcoming me. But my curiosity still burned. “Do you think they suspect us?” I asked, my voice soft in case anyone passing tried to listen.

      “Dawson does.” Wolf didn’t hesitate to answer.

      “Is it because I’m a Carmine?”

      “Probably.” He then left to prepare himself for bed in the washroom. I waited for him, then took a turn after him. I forgot my nightgown in my bag though, so I returned to the room and searched through my bag for it.

      Wolf stood by the fire, leaning against the mantle, and staring into the flames.

      “Is something wrong?” I yawned as I began to loosen the strings at the back of my dress. After Trini tied it like a maze, forcing me to use Wolf’s help the first night at his mansion, I tied them in my own way. It was much easier to loosen on my own now. I didn’t loosen them all the way, as I would still be modest around Wolf, but waited for him to answer.

      Wolf shrugged and I stepped behind some accordion changing doors to slip into my nightgown. “Is it me?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Your father?”

      “No.”

      “Dawson?” I poked my head around the door and Wolf nodded. “What’s wrong?”

      Wolf sighed, playing with his stone necklace. “It’s complicated.”

      “What isn’t complicated at the moment?” I joked and Wolf chuckled, but the smile, as usual, never reached his eyes.

      “Remember I told you about the end of the Pirate Wars? I fought with my brothers.” He frowned. “And that was the last I saw of them before I disappeared. I didn’t even bother to meet up with them to celebrate or congratulate them at the end of the war. Even after the battle, I retreated from them.”

      I stood, barefoot, by the fireplace and put my hands out to warm.

      “Why?”

      Wolf didn’t answer for a long time, and I worried that I offended him. But then he ran his fingers through his hair and said, “I was ashamed. I was ashamed of my anger and all that had happened–with the women, fighting with my brothers, and even the battle.” His lip twitched. “I was so angry, it was like nothing could stop me from killing and attacking mercilessly.”

      My hair stood on end. I knew that the soldiers who went out to the Pirate Wars had killed pirates, but I had never really thought about it. And now, with Wolf standing before me, thinking about the Pirate Wars, I could see how experiences like that could haunt someone.

      “I’m so ashamed, Mal.” He shook his head and covered his eyes with his hands. “I know I should apologize to Dawson but… why would he ever forgive me?”

      “Wolf.” I gently took his hands into mine, forcing him to uncover his eyes. “Your brother loves you, and I know he will forgive you. You have changed, haven’t you?”

      Wolf looked down at our hands and his thumbs stroked my skin again. “I don’t know.”

      Just the simple touch sparked heat throughout the rest of my body. “Remember how the curse enhances what you are?” I swallowed hard before looking up into Wolf’s golden eyes. “You’ve been able to have some self-control. You haven’t lost yourself, like my aunt has. You’re not a beast, Wolf.”

      “It feels like it sometimes.”

      “Well don’t believe that voice. Believe that you’re good, because you are.” I nodded. “Talk to your brother tomorrow, and you’ll see. He’ll forgive you, I just know it.”

      Wolf smiled and my heart probably stopped. It was the most beautiful smile I’d ever seen.

      “Thanks Mal.” He squeezed my hands, and then looked down, as if we should separate at that moment. But I was rooted to the spot.

      He smiled. It was real, and it even reached his eyes. Mountains, how can I not love that smile?

      “Mal?”

      “What I would give to steal another smile of yours,” I mused aloud, then blushed.

      Did I really just say that out loud?

      Wolf winked. “I’ll give you another smile in exchange for a kiss.”

      I couldn’t believe myself, especially the fact that I didn’t even hesitate. I stood on the tips of my toes and leaned in to kiss him. His lips were warm, and the gentle way he put his hands on my face made me want to melt.

      “You know, we should really be kissing in front of people,” Wolf said. “That’ll convince Dawson, especially…”

      “Well one can never get enough practice, right?” I couldn’t stop staring at his smile.

      “Right.” Wolf tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “Good night, Mal. Rest well.”

      I don’t know how it happened, but my feet managed to move of their own accord and I fell into the bed, exhausted. Wolf slept on the couch, but I could not stop seeing his smile in my mind.

      If I had to give a hundred kisses for that smile, I would, I thought, knowing that I was being ridiculous. But maybe it was better to be ridiculous than to take myself too seriously.

      As I drifted to sleep, a reminder forced my eyes awake.

      What am I doing? I’m supposed to find out how to break Aunt Tara’s curse! I glanced at the back of the couch, unable to see Wolf’s body from where I rested.

      Tomorrow, I told myself. I was getting good at this whole flirting thing and Wolf was telling me more and more about his life. And the more he shared, the more he trusted me. But, at the same time, the more he shared, the more I cared.

      I covered my own eyes. I was getting too good at convincing Wolf I liked him. Too good.
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      I woke up early, unable to sleep, because all I could think about was Mal. What was she doing to me? All I wanted to do was steal another kiss.

      And she wants to steal my smiles. That thought, alone, made me smile like a fool as I prepared myself for the day. I passed the bed and glanced at Mal as I left.

      She slept peacefully, her red hair falling around her face and resting on the pillow. I swallowed hard, all sorts of thoughts entering my mind about why I liked her so much.

      She asks questions.

      She notices when I don’t seem well.

      She listens to me.

      She cares. Nobody had ever really cared about my past or my troubles. And that was partially my fault, because I didn’t open myself to others. But Mal cared, and she didn’t judge me when I shared the truth. It was crazy. How was she not scared of me?

      I closed the bedroom door softly, then locked it from the outside with a key, and made my way to the weaponry. No doubt Dawson would be up, choosing a weapon to spar or a bow and arrow to target practice. He was always dedicated to keeping himself physically fit.

      Like many others who fought in the wars, Dawson had scars across his arms and hands from getting nicked. They seemed to become more prominent over time, as I noticed them the previous night. But otherwise he remained mostly unscathed.

      I’m sure the wars still haunt him, I thought. Because they definitely haunted me.

      As I opened the doors, I wasn’t surprised to find him examining a sword. He glanced up at me and smiled. “I almost thought you were too busy sleeping in with your wife to come.”

      My cheeks heated. If only I were, I thought. I wouldn’t mind if Mal would let me sleep in with her. But I knew better.

      “Choose your weapon then,” Dawson said, twisting a sword around his wrist. We all learned tricks during the Pirate Wars, and though Dawson was quite good at playing around with his sword, we knew Jax was better.

      “How’s Jax?” I asked, absentmindedly picking out a sword and following Dawson outside. There was plenty of space to spar in the weaponry, but we always enjoyed being outside better.

      Dawson explained what I already heard: Jax was married to Princess Heilani from Sunrise Kingdom. They were the first rulers of the newest Incandescent Kingdom, Aquagleam.

      We sparred as Dawson shared more stories: how he went to Aquagleam and Jax killed Altun, once and for all. He talked about Jax getting shot twice and how Princess Filia, Heilani’s sister, was the most incredible nurse and princess he had ever met.

      “If I didn’t know better,” I said, dodging an attack. “It sounds like you have a thing for Princess Filia.”

      Dawson laughed, then his expression hardened. “Father is arranging a betrothal for me… with the princess of Fireblaze Kingdom.” That ended the conversation about Princess Filia.

      It didn’t take long to build up a sweat, and the words fell away as we focused on the fight.

      We were both equal in our skills and abilities, and since neither of us wanted to back down or give up first, the morning hours went on.

      “Come on!” Dawson did a trick Jax taught us. He hooked his sword under mine, caught it, and flipped it into the air. Before he could catch it, though, I kicked Dawson in the stomach and he fell to the ground. I caught my own sword and held it to Dawson’s neck.

      He laughed. “Why did I even think of doing Jax’s trick?”

      I chuckled and reached out a hand to help Dawson off the ground. We were both sweating, but we collapsed onto the grassy hill beside the castle. I glanced behind us.

      Is Mal awake? I wondered. And, if so, what was she doing?

      “You were always a better swordsman,” Dawson admitted.

      “But you were always a better captain.” I knew I needed to bring up our last interaction. I had to. I thought of Mal’s words the previous night, and though my stomach twisted, I cleared my throat and spoke. “Being a good captain–a good leader–is better than any swordsmanship,” I said.

      “What do you mean?” Dawson placed his sword in its scabbard.

      “You were always more patient, compassionate, and brave. That’s why you’re going to make a great king.”

      My brother glanced at me. “Thanks, Wolf.” He hesitated before saying. “It would be nice to have you here, you know. You’re one of the most honest people I know. I could use you as one of my most trusted counselors.”

      Did Dawson forget the way I treated him the last time we were together? I had poor judgment, and my temper made it even difficult for me to trust myself.

      “You know the kingdom is better off without me,” I said, examining the blade of my sword.

      “Why would you say something like that?” Dawson frowned.

      I shook my head, cursing my inability to say something. “I just… last time.” I sighed and looked out at the forests surrounding the castle. “You know you can’t trust me.”

      “Why?” Dawson sounded like Mal, always asking “why.”

      “Because I can’t keep my temper under control. You know what happened the last time…”

      “Yes, I remember that fight like it was yesterday,” Dawson said. “And I am angry at myself for engaging in it, and getting mad just because I was proud and wanted to be right.” He leaned on his knees. “I’m truly sorry, Wolf. Ever since we parted that night, I wished I could go back and change things.” He shook his head. “And then you disappeared, which only made me hate myself more.”

      I should’ve been apologizing, not Dawson. “That’s enough,” I said, but Dawson put his sword to the side and threw his hand over my shoulder, just as he did when we were young boys.

      “Now I feel like I’ve missed out on so much. You’re married, and moving into your mansion, starting a family I’ll bet.”

      “Alright, alright. Enough with your speech.” I shoved Dawson’s arm off. “Listen. I’m sorry, Dawson. I don’t expect you to forgive me. You know what happened shortly before that whole incident anyway–”

      “With the women and children?” Dawson asked.

      I nodded. “And then the fight.” I shook my own head this time. “Jax had been working so hard, putting his life on the line, and all I did was get mad at him.”

      “I did too.” Dawson pursed his lips. “I wish I hadn’t though.”

      “Me too. It’s one of my biggest regrets. And I’m sorry I just disappeared too. I didn’t think you guys would ever forgive me for my stupidity and my temper.”

      “You’re our brother.” Dawson nudged me. “Of course we forgive you–and yes, I’m speaking for Jax too.”

      I hesitated. It couldn’t be that simple, could it? Dawson really didn’t harbor any ill feelings towards me?

      As if reading my thoughts, Dawson stood and held out his hand to help me up. “Hey. Even if people spread lies about you regarding the women and children, Jax and I know the truth. We always have your back.”

      “Thanks.” We hugged before grabbing our swords and heading inside. With each step, it felt like a hundred pounds of grief, pain, and hurt fell from me.

      Forgiveness, I thought, saying the word over and over in my mind. Dawson forgave me, something I thought would be impossible. Mal forgave me. Jax forgave me–as far as I knew. How could others forgive me so easily? It was so compassionate and freeing.

      The image of the women in the water, cursing at me, came to mind.

      Others could forgive me… but would I ever be able to forgive myself?
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      I sat on the window sill reading a book from Wolf’s room when he walked in. I gawked. I couldn’t help it. He was sweaty, so his shirt clung to him.

      “Good morning,” Wolf said, taking it off as he made his way to the washroom.

      “Good morning.” I hid behind my book, my nerves flying sky high at the sight of all his tanned skin and muscles out in the open. I’d seen him without a shirt before, but still… the sight of him made my stomach go crazy.

      “Did you sleep well?” he asked from the washroom as he turned on the water to bathe. What was he doing? I had no intention of talking to him while he bathed.

      “Um. Yes. Very well.” I was out cold the entire night, and when I woke to find Wolf gone, I was shocked. I usually slept light, which made it possible for me to always be alert to danger. But I didn’t even hear Wolf wake and leave. That was alarming and wrong for any forest ranger to do, but it went to show how much I trusted Wolf.

      Much  to my relief, Wolf carried on washing, and didn’t come out to talk to me until he was done and fully clothed. His shirt was open when he emerged from the washroom, revealing his stone wolf face necklace.

      “Dawson asked if I could sit in with him for a couple of meetings this morning,” Wolf said, rolling up the sleeves of his shirt. I tried to pry my eyes away from his forearms, but I couldn’t stop looking. “Is that alright with you?” he asked.

      “Of course. You should be able to decide what you want to do today.” I played with the corner of the book page. I didn’t mean for it to sound mean, but Wolf sighed.

      “I know. It does seem dull to spend my last days as a human in meetings but… I do want to help Dawson.” He started tying up his shirt and I stood, approaching him before I missed an opportunity to flirt.

      Get the information about Aunt Tara, I told myself over and over. I examined the necklace sitting on his chest.

      “Where did you get this from?”

      “My little sister. Jax has one too, but it’s a fox. Dawson doesn’t really wear his, but it’s a bear face.”

      I touched the necklace, allowing some of my fingers to graze his chest. Wolf’s jaw tensed, and I hurried to finish tying up the front strings of his shirt.

      “Look,” I said. “You are welcome to use this time as you please, Wolf. And if sitting in meetings means helping our kingdom, spending time with your family, or serving the people, then you go to as many as you need to.”

      “Will you be alright?” His concern for me was rather sweet.

      “Of course. I know the castle has a library, and I’m not opposed to taking walks around the castle grounds.”

      “Can I escort you to the library on my way to the meetings?” Wolf asked, already extending his arm towards me.

      The next thing I knew, we walked together, our arms looped. We didn’t exchange very many words, as I mostly searched for a way to ask him about Aunt Tara’s curse.

      Instead, we somehow dove into the subject of siblings and family relationships. Wolf shared about his experience that morning and it warmed my heart.

      And it seemed that the topic of families was just my luck because we rounded a corner and my brothers and cousins stood there.

      “Mad? Axel? Luca? Ben?” My stomach tightened. What were they doing? This wasn’t part of the plan. They were supposed to let me take care of things. Unless… “Is father alright?” I asked, my alarm growing.

      “Yes, yes, he’s alright,” Mad said. “But we just have an appointment with the Crown Prince.”

      Wolf growled a little so only I could hear. What was he mad about?

      I know the answer to that. Wolf didn’t trust my family, nor any of those in the Carmine family. I wasn’t sure if I even trusted my family anymore.

      “Why?” I asked, and while Mad shifted uncomfortably, Ben piped up, smiling as though he had no cares in the world.

      “We’re here to report that the beast has moved to the forest surrounding the castle,” said Ben. A knot formed in my stomach. Wolf didn’t know that I told my family about Aunt Tara. Regret began to build up in me. Why did I tell them everything?

      Even worse, Wolf didn’t know that my family knew his secret. Dread and guilt made me wish that the earth would open and swallow me. Wolf’s shoulders tensed as he glared at Ben. I could almost read his thoughts, even if he didn’t say them aloud: Blasted Cinnamons.

      “The council has approved our request to ask the Crown Prince if we can stay within the castle grounds.” Ben shrugged. “It’ll help us find and kill the beast.”

      I just wanted to punch Ben.

      Why? Why did I ever trust my family? Because they very well knew that Wolf was the beast the forest rangers were looking for. Were they impatient with me?

      Probably. All Carmines seemed entitled and impatient.

      As if on cue, Prince Dawson walked around the corner. As soon as he saw my brothers and cousin, his eyebrows creased.

      He doesn’t trust them or any of us. But his frown quickly disappeared, as though he had learned to put a mask on his entire life.

      “Welcome rangers,” he said, shaking their hands and leading them to his meeting room.

      “The library is down this hall,” Wolf said. “I’ll be in the meetings over here with Dawson.”

      I couldn’t even meet Wolf’s eyes, my nerves getting to me. What was the grand plan of my brothers? I thought we had a plan, which was for me to get the information to free Aunt Tara.

      They always think they’re better than me. I fumed, but hid my anger with a smile.

      “Well, have fun at your meetings,” I said, then squeezed Wolf’s hand and hurried away. I walked straight to the library, went inside, but didn’t close the door.

      Instead, I listened, waiting for Wolf to enter the meeting with his brother. When the door shut, I peeked out, finding the stone hallway empty.

      And I waited again, my foot tapping impatiently on the ground.

      Come on… Where were my annoying brothers? They couldn’t wait one day for me to find out how to break Aunt Tara’s curse. How frustrating!

      After what felt like an eternity, the door at the other end of the hallway opened and I heard my brother’s voices.

      “Thank you, your highness,” they each said. I wanted to roll my eyes at the way Ben said it. It almost sounded like a sneer.

      I listened to them clambering away then emerged from the library. “Hold it right there,” I said, storming towards them. I looked around to make sure no servants or guards were around. Naturally, there were, but they didn’t bother us.

      “And just what do you think you’re doing?” I asked, my voice quiet and tight.

      “We’re hunting the beast,” Ben said plainly.

      “Get that smirk off your face,” I said. “I thought we had a plan.”

      “We do. But we’re just here to speed up the process.” Ben leaned in. “Get the information, Mal, then make sure that lover boy of yours turns into a wolf tonight.” He grinned as he tapped the handle of his sword.

      “You’re just going to… kill him?” My fists clenched.

      “He’s the beast, Mal.”

      “He is not a beast. Aunt Tara is–”

      “Don’t speak about my mother that way.” Ben and I were nose to nose.

      “Alright break it up.” Mad stepped between us. He turned to me. “Look, Helena read an old entry in Aunt Tara’s diary that if two people drink the same poison, their curses are tied… until one dies.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that there’s a possibility Prince Vance’s and Aunt Tara’s curses are linked, so if the wolf is killed, maybe it’ll automatically cancel the curse.”

      A guard passed and we all went silent. He eyed us suspiciously, then stood outside the door where Dawson and Wolf sat in meetings.

      I spoke quieter. “But you all know she cursed him, right? This isn’t fair.”

      “Do you actually have feelings for that prince?” Ben laughed. He was talking much too loud. My cheeks burned red.

      “No–”

      “Then let’s stick to the new plan. You keep wooing him, and when he shifts, you come and tell us everything.” Ben winked. “We’ll stick this right through his heart.” He tapped on the handle of his sword again.

      I felt physically ill, my stomach beginning to churn. None of this was fair, or right.

      Before I could say something, though, Mad motioned for the guys to leave. He had been watching the guard.

      “Come on guys,” he said, then nodded  to me. “Meet us at the back of the castle tonight.”

      “And you better have the answer,” Ben added.

      My knees were shaking and my fingers trembled.

      What am I to do?

      I pursed my lips and Mad patted my shoulder as he walked past. “Don’t forget the dagger,” he muttered, and I felt that there was some underlying message beneath that. When he gave me the dagger, it was to protect myself against Tom if I needed to. This time, was it to protect myself against someone else?

      Maybe Ben? I glanced at him as he walked ahead with Axel and Luca.

      I don’t trust him.

      Or maybe Mad meant I needed to protect myself against Wolf… Which, I slept the entire night in the same room with Wolf, not without worrying one bit about him hurting me. That was how much I trusted the man now.

      A lump got stuck in my throat and I wandered out of the castle, hating the entire situation. I ran my fingers through my hair and made my way to the lake. It was a hot day, serving as a reminder that autumn hadn’t quite fallen upon us yet.

      Pacing back and forth in front of the lake, I battled within myself.

      What should I do? My brothers wanted to kill Wolf… possibly tonight. But they wanted me to find out any information, from Wolf first, about Aunt Tara.

      Ben’s words echoed in my mind: Do you actually have feelings for that prince?

      Did I?

      It’s just that I’m looking out for him, I thought, just as I would look out for other people. I’d always been the protector and provider for my people at Silver Maple, so perhaps it was in my nature to care for others.

      I don’t have feelings for him. I can’t be in love with him. But even as I thought the words, I felt the giddiness in my stomach that I was lying. I shook my head to myself.

      I’m lying if I say I don’t love him. The attraction was certainly there, but was there something more than that?

      Yes. I dug deep down, thinking about all the times Wolf made me feel special, even beautiful. He treated me like I was worth something, and that I didn’t have to prove anything.

      So what does it mean? I asked myself. If I had fallen for Wolf, then, truly, what did it mean? We were already married, so was this our happily-ever-after?

      No. Not with Wolf’s curse. If I really loved him, I would help him break his curse. I would do whatever it took.

      What if it means taking Aunt Tara’s life?

      I thought about what Mad said. Aunt Tara, in her own journal, wrote that a shared curse could be broken if one of the people in that shared curse died.

      I can’t kill my aunt. I shuddered.

      But my brothers are more than willing to kill Wolf. It was the way of the Carmine family, and I hated it. Even Mad, who didn’t care for the throne, still went along with what our family had done for generations.

      I took a shaky breath, making a decision. That night, I’d meet up with my brothers at the back of the castle, just as they asked, but I would convince them to not kill Wolf. It wasn’t fair. He had never asked to be cursed.

      But something told me that this scheme of my brothers was more than just ridding Aunt Tara of her curse. It was about taking the throne… because we were Carmines, and that’s just what we did.

      Except me, I thought, and hurried back into the castle, eager for the day to pass.

      

      Night didn’t come fast enough. Wolf spent most of the day with his brother, while I was left to peruse the castle. At one point, a servant came to me, saying that the king wished to speak with me. We walked through the garden as the king asked me questions. It was his attempt to get to know me better, and I thought it was truly kind of him.

      But at dinner, Dawson asked tons of questions, as if interrogating me. He asked about my family, why I became a forest ranger, and where I picked up all my skills with weapons. It was obvious that the Crown Prince still did not trust me.

      He even looked at me like, at any moment, I might knife him, his father, or his brother.

      Finally, finally Wolf and I made our way to the bedroom.

      “I’m exhausted,” I admitted, my arm looped in his.

      “Me too,” he said.

      We stepped in and collapsed side by side on the couch. I leaned onto Wolf and rested my head on his shoulder, glancing out the window once to see the evening sun casting a golden light on the mountains. My heart lit up just seeing the beautiful view.

      The alpenglow.

      Wolf shifted to put his arm around my shoulders, and I smiled into the fire at the coziness of our arrangement.

      “Being here reminds me of another reason I left,” Wolf said.

      “And what is that?”

      “I like the quiet and peace of the forest. I like the lakes and mountains.”

      “Me too.”

      “I like having my schedule to myself.” He glanced at me, the corner of his lip turned up, as if he was about to say something else. I had a feeling of what it might be.

      I said the words aloud instead. “I like having you to myself.”

      Wolf’s smile finally appeared, making my heart pound. He was so, so handsome when he smiled. “Me too.” He squeezed my shoulders and we sat in a content quiet.

      “If I did survive the curse,” Wolf said, “I would stay here during certain seasons to help Dawson. He has such a huge load on his shoulders. Father is getting old, and Dawson could use someone to counsel with. I want to be there for him.” He sighed and shook his head. “It’s too bad this blasted curse…”

      A lump formed in my throat. “Are you sure you don’t know how to break the curse?” I asked, my voice quiet.

      He shifted, removing his arm from my shoulders, and resting his elbows on his knees. I couldn’t stop staring at his side profile.

      “I don’t know…” He shook his head, then pulled something out of his pocket. “Anyway, I’ve been wanting to give this to you.”

      I sat forward to see what Wolf held out in his hand.

      “A bracelet?” I met his golden eyes. “Why?”

      He shrugged. “Just as a thank you, I guess.”

      “For what?”

      “For getting into this mess with me. I know your job as a forest ranger is hanging on the line, and, ultimately, you will have to put the arrow through me.” He held it out. “So thank you, Mal.”

      I took the bracelet, my fingers brushing his skin. He was so warm, it made me anxious and giddy at the same time.

      I frowned. Wolf was literally thanking me–in advance–for killing him.

      This is so wrong.

      “I can’t accept this,” I said and examined the bracelet in the light of the fire. It was beautiful–almost too beautiful for someone as plain as myself. There were teal-blue gems set in gold metal. Each was connected by a link to form the bracelet. I frowned. “I can’t, Wolf. Everytime I look at it, I’ll feel guilty that I couldn’t help you break your curse.”

      Wolf turned so he faced me, then his eyes lifted to mine. “Look, Mal. Maybe you weren’t able to break my curse but… you have made me happy.” He shrugged a little and my heart started pounding in my chest. “And since my death is inevitable, what you’ve brought to me is more than enough. Your presence alone has been a gift.”

      I hardly cried, but hearing Wolf talk about his own death did something to me. Desperation wrapped around my heart, like it was suffocating me.

      “You don’t really mean that,” I said, my voice getting choked up.

      “I do.” He smiled–a real smile–and I fell apart. Tears streamed down my cheeks and I fell into his arms, silently sobbing. For a moment, no words came out. All I could do was feel all the emotions: sadness, confusion, anger, resentment, pain, love, desire, compassion…

      Wolf wrapped his arms around me and let me cry into his chest. He was so warm, and everything about the way he held me was perfect. He stroked my arm with his hand and lightly rested his chin on my head. Between my sobs, I felt him place a few kisses on my head. They were so sweet and comforting.

      How could I have ever seen Wolf as a beast? He really did care about me.

      Why is this all so complicated? I asked myself over and over, trying to sort out the overwhelming feelings in my heart.

      I can’t let Wolf die. I don’t want to lose him.

      But what about Aunt Tara? And loyalty to my family?

      After a good cry, I sniffed and tried to catch my breath. Wolf’s hand moved to my back, where he rubbed it up and down. I closed my eyes, enjoying his touch.

      Wind blew against the window pane, and I glanced up to see the alpenglow on the mountains. The glow was beginning to fade away, the golden, fiery light on the mountains turning into a warm purple color.

      We sat there for a while, and Wolf gently placed the bracelet on my wrist. It fit perfectly. After a moment, he shifted.

      “Mal?”

      “Mmhmm?” I didn’t look up at him, but wiped my eyes. I was a mess, and why was there so much snot? I wiped it with my sleeve, trying to hide it, but I was utterly embarrassing. If Trini saw this, she’d never let it rest.

      “Can I ask you something?” Wolf’s voice was quiet.

      “Sure.”

      He moved a little so he could see my face. I looked up at him, embarrassment pinching my cheeks. I could imagine how gross I looked, with puffy swollen eyes, a red nose, and tear stained cheeks.

      Wolf gently cupped my chin. “Do you love me?”

      I froze. If it wasn’t obvious from the way I cried my eyes out at losing him, then I supposed I could say the words aloud. Besides, I was secretly in denial, probably because I was terrified of losing him.

      “Well what do you think?” I teased, smiling.

      Wolf chuckled and his hand dropped.

      He thinks I don’t love him. I grabbed his hand, then leaned in and kissed him. I could feel his smile as I kissed him, and pulled away just so I could see it.

      He looked almost… shy, as he looked down, then back up at me through his dark hair.

      “Of course I love you,” I said. I was about to lean in and kiss him again, but a bright light swirled around Wolf. I pulled away, shocked.

      “What is that?”

      “Magic.” Wolf stood and looked down at himself, alarmed as I was about the swirling lights. Then, the lights quickly faded away.

      “Wolf?” I ran into his arms, meeting his eyes. “What happened?”

      “The curse.” He was trembling.

      “Are you alright?”

      “I don’t know.” He wove his fingers into my hair.

      I should’ve been talking about what just happened, with all the magic and lights floating in the air, but my heart was on fire.

      “Wolf, do you love me?” I asked, insecurities about myself surfacing. Did he really like me, when I was the least pretty, the most awkward, and least ladylike compared to any other woman?

      Wolf was distracted, his eyes staring at the mountains for a moment, but then he fixed his attention on me. “Of course I love you, Mal. You stole my heart.”

      My whole world turned upside down. I admitted that I loved Wolf, but to hear him say that he loved me, was a whole other thing. Last time he said he thought he was falling in love with me. But this time was different.

      I have his heart.

      We leaned in to kiss again, my heart feeling so full that I was afraid it might explode.

      Wolf loves me. He loves me! Everything seemed better just knowing that. Before our lips touched, there was a knock on the door.

      Wolf growled. “Let’s ignore it.” He leaned in to kiss me, but the person outside knocked again.

      I laughed and pulled away. “Maybe we should answer it.”

      “Wolf!” Dawson’s voice.

      The prince pursed his lips and sighed. “Fine.” Before moving, though, he kissed my forehead. “We’ll finish this discussion later, beautiful.” My heart skipped a beat.

      Beautiful? Wolf just called me beautiful?

      While Wolf went to answer the door, I entered the washroom and looked at myself in the mirror. I scowled.

      I look horrible. Wolf must really love me, especially to find me attractive after I cried my eyes out.

      “Wolf, I’m sorry to interrupt.” I could hear Dawson’s voice. “One of the guards was dragged into the forest by a beast–a giant black bear.”

      My hair stood on end.

      “Are you sure?” Wolf was already throwing on his vest and cape.

      I hurried out, knowing that I was supposed to meet my brothers outside the castle tonight–to convince them not to kill Wolf–but this was definitely more urgent. Aunt Tara actually took a person. Would she kill the guard? I shuddered.

      “I’m going with the knights to follow the beast.” Dawson stepped backwards. “Meet at the garden in five minutes. We don’t have much time!” Then he turned and ran down the hallway.

      “Wolf!” I grabbed his arm. “Let me go.”

      “No, stay here, please.”

      “Wolf.” I held him before he hurried out. “Listen, if you go, you could transform into the wolf.”

      He paused. “Lady Tara followed us,” he said softly.

      “What do you mean?” I turned and grabbed my bow and arrow. I didn’t have time to change into my ranger attire. I took his hand and we ran together to the castle exit.

      Wolf didn’t answer my question, but as we slipped out the side door, he stumbled and clutched his heart. “Wolf?” I grabbed his arm. “Wolf!”

      He was sweating, reminding me of the moment that I picked a petal off his rose.

      My heart stopped.

      “Wolf… is it the rose?”

      He nodded, his face twisting in pain. “The curse isn’t broken.” The man looked broken though… and not physically, but emotionally. “Why isn’t it broken?” He asked himself and buried his face in his hands.

      I stroked his back. “I’m so sorry Wolf.” I wanted to cry just seeing the pain on his face.

      “Wolf! There you are!” Dawson came running to us.

      I could tell Wolf was struggling, but he straightened out and regained his composure almost immediately. “Let’s go,” he said. He squeezed my hand. “Stay here, please, Mal.”

      “But…”

      I have to stay here, to talk to my brothers, to convince them to go home and wait until I found out the answer to Aunt Tara’s curse…

      “Please?”

      I nodded. “Be safe.”

      He kissed my forehead, then ran after his brother. My heart thudded in my chest.

      What am I doing? For a minute I watched him running away. Then I shook my head.

      I need to go too. I started to run after him, but someone grabbed my cape. I whirled around to face my brothers, all of them smiling, like they knew something I didn’t.
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      I needed space from Mal, because I was confused. She said she loved me, and everything she did, every way she made me feel told me that she did love me.

      So why wasn’t the curse gone? Lady Tara specifically said true love’s kiss and marriage would break the curse.

      I loved Mal. She loved me. We kissed and were married. What more was required?

      Why am I still cursed? I could literally feel the second to last petal drop from the enchanted rose. It was safely hidden in my room, in the wardrobe. Only Mal knew where it was. And there were two petals left when we arrived.

      Now there is one. I was truly running out of time… running out of time to spend with my brother, running out of time to spend with my father, but especially running out of time to spend with Mal.

      I love her, I thought as I tracked the trail of blood with my brother.

      My anger at Lady Tara fumed, and the farther I ran from Mal, the louder the wolf inside me howled. It was angry and tired of being pent up.

      And with Lady Tara around the corner, I knew I would truly have to battle the wolf inside of me, especially since the purpose of it was to kill my own family.

      “It crossed the river. Come on!” Dawson ran across. Once we reached the other side, the trail seemed to split in two.

      “How is that possible?” Dawson asked. “Are there two beasts?”

      If only he knew that I was also a beast.

      I reached out with my mind, searching for the mind of the beast. Almost immediately, I knew which way it had gone.

      And there’s no way I’m leading Dawson to it, I thought.

      “You take that trail, I’ll take this one,” I said.

      “You two, go with Wolf,” Dawson ordered two of the knights.

      “No!” I frowned. “I’m better off alone–”

      “No, you will have backup, Wolf.”

      “I don’t need backup.” This conversation felt familiar, reminding me of the last time we argued. A lump formed in my throat. “I’ll be alright,” I said. “I’ll call for you if anything. But be careful. The blood trail goes that way. Mine is probably just an elk trail or something.”

      Dawson frowned. “Fine.” He must have remembered our last argument too, because he didn’t fight me on it. If anything, he respected my wishes.

      “You two stay here, in case Wolf calls for you. You two, with me.” Dawson nodded to me, then ran off with the two knights.

      I followed the other path, feeling myself draw closer and closer to the beast. It was as if the darkness around her was tangible. It was evil, cold, and cruel.

      I hate her. My hatred for Lady Tara grew with each step, until I could no longer fight the wolf inside of me. I shifted as I ran.

      The wolf was free, and I almost felt myself… drowning inside of it. The body seemed larger, stronger, and angrier than I’d ever felt it.

      Because my time is almost up. I was dying, while the wolf–the monster–was thriving. Once that last petal fell, I, Wolf, would no longer exist.

      All because of Lady Tara. Why had I ever shown her any compassion when she showed up at my doorstep more than a year ago? She had taken away so much of my life.

      Not like you would’ve lived it anyway, a voice said in the back of my head. I fully intended on being a recluse and avoiding people at all costs. Especially after what happened in the Pirate Wars. Who could ever forgive me after something like that?

      Mal forgave you, I thought, then ran faster. How could she though?

      Because she loves you. If she loved me, then why wasn’t the curse gone?

      I broke into a clearing and growled at the black beast waiting for me. I reached out with my mind, taking a while to find Lady Tara beneath all the darkness, hatred, and anger in the beast’s mind.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Ha! You know.” She laughed, but she sounded tired, and her voice almost sounded like an echo. It spooked me a little. What was happening to her? Was this what happened when the beast took over?

      Lady Tara wiped her chin with her massive bear paw. “I asked you nicely before, but you wouldn’t agree. So I had to take matters into my own hands.”

      “Did you kill an innocent soldier?”

      “Oh don’t worry, dear. He’s just drugged.” She grinned, revealing rows of sharp teeth.

      I frowned. “So you think you can just waltz into here and I’ll give you the water from the castle?”

      “Of course not. Which is why I took one of those pathetic guards.” Lady Tara pawed the ground. “And if you don’t bring me that water, I’ll do more damage than just that…”

      “Like what?”

      She shifted into her human form and I gaped.

      “I thought you couldn’t–”

      “I’m learning, as you have learned, dear prince.”

      I tried to transform back into my human self, but my anger and frustration overpowered every other emotion. There was no way I could have any self-control… not while I was around Lady Tara. Not when she lied for the umpteenth time about how to break my curse.

      “You lied,” I said to her mind. She smiled and it was so evil, I shuddered to myself.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You said true love’s kiss and marriage would break the curse.” I growled. “It didn’t work. There was magic, but I’m still connected to the rose.”

      Lady Tara studied me, her eyes turning to slits. “What do you mean? Were there white lights floating around?”

      “Yes.”

      “But here you are.” She rubbed her chin, looking me up and down. I stood as tall as her and my dark coat made me look like a shadow in the night.

      “Why isn’t the curse broken?” I could knock her out with one swipe of my paw, but I needed her… at least until she told me the truth.

      “So my niece did fall in love with you?” She grinned. “Mal was always the naive, strange one in the Carmine family.”

      “She’s not strange, and she’s not naive.” I stepped forward, as if threatening the enchantress. But she waved her hand at me, as if shooing me away.

      “And it seems you’ve fallen in love with her too.”

      “What went wrong?” I asked. “If you lie to me one more time about the curse, I’ll…” My words trailed off. What could I do? If the curse won, I would be dead.

      Lady Tara chuckled. “You haven’t told your family, have you? Perfect.” She rubbed her hands together then paced back and forth in front of me. “Listen, I do know what went wrong, dear prince.”

      If she called me “dear prince” one more time…

      I waited, my insides fuming with anger and desperation.

      “You and I both drank the same poison,” Lady Tara said. “Which means… we are both under the same curse.”

      “So?”

      “So.” She smiled up at me. “It means that your curse isn’t broken unless mine is, and mine is broken unless yours is.”

      My claws dug into the ground, understanding sinking in.

      “So if you want to return to your human form forever, you must retrieve the water from the castle for me.” She folded her arms and tapped her fingers. “If not, we will both be lost and turn into beasts… forever.”

      The blood that had coursed hot and angry through me suddenly turned cold.

      “Did you know this?”

      “Yes. I figured it out when you brought up the topic of the enchanted rose,” she said. “I could sense my time was ticking away, and just this evening, I felt the pain of another petal fall.” She glared. “How many petals are left, Prince Vance?”

      “One.”

      She scoffed. “I knew it.”

      We stared at each other, our hatred for each other growing by the second.

      “Get that water for me,” she said through gritted teeth. “And when you do, this curse will end.”

      For a moment, we stood there. My claws continued to dig into the earth, while a low growl escaped me.

      I hate Tara. She had ruined my life, turned me into a beast. Why would I ever, ever want to help her?

      From the moment I discovered her true identity and what she did to me, I knew I could never help her, and never forgive her.

      “You deserve no mercy,” I said, stepping back.

      Her fists clenched and her lower lip trembled, as if she were about to spill curses from her mouth. But then her expression changed, and she let out a scream.

      “Help! Help!”

      I whirled around, finding Dawson and the knights behind me, swords extended, charging me. I reacted, swiping two of the knights with my paw, and then knocking Dawson with the side of my head.

      He recovered quickly, arm extended to defend himself as my mouth opened to bite him.

      No. Stop! Stop! I screamed at the wolf, but it was winning. It fed off my anger and hatred of Lady Tara, who slinked backwards to the edge of the clearing. She was smiling as she watched my brother and me fight.

      No. Stop! Just as I raised my hand to swipe Dawson away, his sword sliced across my side. I winced and fell to the ground.

      Please, Dawson! I stretched my mind for memories–good memories: growing up with my brothers, happy times before the Pirate Wars. I thought of the Fall Festival, where we’d work hard during the harvest, side by side with the people of our kingdom. I thought of my mother, before she succumbed to the Crimson Cough.

      Then I thought of Mal. I love her. I focused my attention on her and slowly felt myself shrinking, the wolf inside of me quieting.

      “Wait!” Dawson held up his hands to stop his knights from attempting to attack. His voice was muffled, and I realized I was bleeding so much, my consciousness began to fade out.

      “Wolf! It’s Wolf!” The panic, horror, and shock in my brother’s voice was evident. I was on the ground, my side burning and aching. I saw Lady Tara at the edge of the clearing, a smile on her face as she slipped into the shadows and disappeared.

      

      When I woke, I was in my bed. I looked to my side, expecting to see Mal. But the bed was empty. The room was empty.

      I attempted to sit up, but the pain in my side was too much to bear. I groaned and lied back down. It felt like I stared at the ceiling for hours, wondering where everyone was.

      And where is Mal?

      Why wasn’t she here? Did she have better things to do?

      I recalled everything that happened, and looked out the window, finding the alpenglow on the mountains again. It was the evening alpenglow.

      How long have I been out?

      After the longest stretch of time, the castle doctor came in. When he saw me awake, he gasped. “Oh I’m so sorry Prince Vance. I’ll get your brother.”

      Father was always busy tending to politics and meetings, so it made sense he would call for Dawson. I tried to be patient, but every part of me ached to get out of bed and to know what was going on.

      Did we rescue the guard that Lady Tara dragged away?

      Was Dawson alright? I hope I didn’t hurt him.

      And, again, where was Mal?

      The doctor and Dawson finally came in together, and while the doctor checked my wound–which, to my chagrin–was deep into my side, Dawson sat on the side of the bed and took a deep breath.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “No. Where’s Mal?”

      Dawson pursed his lips and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. His green eyes were always so solemn. “She uh…” He scratched the back of his head. “Look, why don’t we talk about you first and this whole… shifting thing–”

      “Where’s Mal?” My fists clenched.

      My brother took another breath. “Last night, when we went out after the beast, she was found…”

      “Found where? Is she alright?” Was she found wounded… dead? My mind couldn’t even fathom that.

      “She was found at the back of the castle with some guys.”

      “What guys? Come on Dawson!” I was going to sit up and punch my own brother if he didn’t hurry up.

      “Just calm down.” Dawson frowned and I grit my teeth so hard, it hurt. “At first the guards couldn’t identify the guys, because they wore disguises, but the guys were her brothers and cousins. All Carmines.”

      All Carmines. That alone should have explained the whole situation, but I needed to know more. My heart pounded in my chest. What was she doing with them? And where was she now?

      “A guard had overheard her and the others talking in the hallway earlier that day, but he didn’t report anything because he didn’t have any evidence. He took initiative and snuck up on the meeting place of the Carmines, at the back of the castle, last night.” Dawson licked his lips. “Our faithful guard reported that his findings were correct. The brothers and Mal had a plan to… uh…” He made a face. “To kill you, Wolf.”

      My stomach dropped.

      No. That couldn’t be right. Mal wasn’t out to kill me… was she?

      We just admitted that we love each other, I thought, the world beginning to feel dizzy as I stared at the ceiling. Did she lie to me? But if she lied, then why was there some magic?

      “Wolf?”

      “Where is she now?”

      “In prison… so are the others. Father and the council plan to question and put them on trial tomorrow morning.”

      Mal… in prison? I ran my fingers through my hair, a million emotions running through me.

      She loves me though… right?

      “There has to be a mistake,” I said. “Mal isn’t like the others–”

      “Wolf.” Dawson sighed. “She’s a Cinnamon. You know, as well as I do, that all they want is the throne.” He swallowed. “I hate to tell you this but… I think she was manipulating you.”

      “No she wasn’t.” I mean… she and I had the whole fake marriage thing going on, but our love… it was real. Right?

      Now I questioned everything.

      Were those fake tears last night?

      Does Mal really love me?

      What if the curse will never break, because Mal doesn’t truly love me?

      Every part of me hurt.

      “I’m sorry,” Dawson said, reading my expression. “I’m sure you cared for her, but… we’ve known, since we were little, that we can’t trust any of the Carmines.”

      How many times had the Carmines attempted to kill members of the royal family? It was in our history for decades. My father had taught me to be careful with any of the Carmines, and I knew they were evil. Lady Tara was the prime example of that.

      And I thought Mal was different.

      I clenched my fists.

      She is different.

      “I need to talk to her.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Dawson said. “She’s a trained forest ranger, Wolf. She knows how to kill.”

      “I know Mal. This isn’t her. She’s not like the other Carmines.”

      Dawson sighed and sat back. “I’m sorry, Wolf. I won’t bring her to see you.”

      “Then I’ll see her.” I attempted to sit up, but the doctor, who had been tending to the wound, gasped and pushed me back down.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he said.

      I growled in frustration.

      “Dawson, I need to see her.”

      My brother shook his head. “That’s probably exactly what she wants–”

      “Don’t you think she would’ve killed me by now?”

      “That’s the thing… there’s more to this situation with the Carmines than I know about.” Dawson stood. “Like the fact that you’re a wolf shifter.”

      “Not by choice.”

      The Crown Prince folded his arms. “What happened?”

      “I’ll tell you only if you bring Mal to see me.” I frowned. “And get her out of that blasted prison! She doesn’t belong there.”

      My brother sighed. “Fine. Tell me everything first.”

      I ran through the story, leaving out the part about mine and Lady Tara’s curse being connected. I didn’t want the information slipping so people knew how to free her from the curse.

      Even if it meant I would die, at least Tara was going down with me. I spoke quickly, eager to see Mal. And when I finished, Dawson looked hurt.

      “I’ll go get her,” he said, adding. “And I’ll find a way to break your curse, Wolf. If it’s the last thing I do.”

      I didn’t doubt my brother’s sincerity… but I knew better.

      Nobody could break the curse, because nobody knew how… except me. And freeing Lady Tara was the last thing I would ever do, even if it meant paying the price with my life.
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      I practically ran into the bedroom, and Dawson, following closely behind me, grabbed my arm.

      “What are you doing?” he asked. Though all my weapons were removed from me, including the knife I kept in my boot, Dawson didn’t trust me.

      “Let go of me please. I have to talk to Wolf.”

      “Mal!” Wolf sat up slowly, grimacing at the pain in his side. Dawson released me and my heart worried for Wolf’s health. Dawson told me that Wolf was wounded, but I was more afraid for his heart than his body .

      “Wolf, I’m innocent, I promise,” I said, squeezing his hand as I knelt at his bedside.

      “I know.” He looked from me to Dawson, who stood there, arms folded, his eyes never leaving me.

      “It’s my brothers and I’m so, so sorry,” I said, hating how pale he looked. “Are you alright?”

      He attempted to smile, but I knew he was in pain.

      “What happened?” I asked. “Nobody will tell me anything…”

      “Maybe you should tell Wolf what happened first,” Dawson said.

      My face heated up. “Wolf, I told my brothers about your curse, and–”

      “You did?”

      “I told my family…”

      “But… why?” Wolf’s expression showed one thing: betrayal. He knew, as well as I, that my family consisted of Carmines. And Carmines always looked for ways to exploit, defame, and harm the royal family.

      “I don’t know…” Now I felt like an idiot. I came here to prove to Wolf that I really loved him, and I really wanted to do anything to protect and help him. But instead, I was proving to him that I was just another Cinnamon.

      Wolf remained quiet, and I could feel his disapproval of my decision. I wanted to defend myself, to say that they were family, plus I didn’t know how I felt about him at that time. But it all seemed like lame excuses.

      Plus, with Dawson staring me down like I was a criminal, I couldn’t think straight. “My brothers planned on killing you in your wolf form,” I said. “I went out to try and convince them otherwise.”

      “No, you agreed to help them with their plans,” said Dawson, then looked at Wolf. “That’s what the guard reported. You know Owen, Wolf. He’s worked here for years, and is loyal as ever.”

      Wolf pursed his lips, avoiding eye contact with me. “I do know Owen. He’s been a good protector of our family ever since I can remember.”

      “Wolf, please believe me… I don’t want to kill you–I don’t want to hurt you. I want to help you break your curse. I…” My breath hitched. “I want to stay with you, Wolf. And I want you to stay with me.” My voice cracked at the last words. I spent the entire time in prison, silently mourning the time apart from Wolf. He was running out of time, and so was I. Why didn’t love save us from the curse?

      My throat felt dry. When I heard the rumors already spreading that Wolf was one of the beasts, my heart couldn’t handle it. The gossip spread around the castle until it reached the guards in the prison. I sat inside the cell, listening to them share all the latest rumors about Prince Vance.

      But they didn’t know anything… like about Aunt Tara… Everyone kept saying he probably cursed himself, especially after what happened at the end of the Pirate Wars.

      The worst part, though, was that my brothers joined in the gossip. Axel, Luca, and Ben said all sorts of lies about Wolf. I interjected once, but my brothers bullied me. So Mad and I remained quiet.

      “I’m out of time,” Wolf said, looking into my eyes.

      “No.” I frowned. “No, you’re not. I won’t accept defeat.”

      “Maybe you won’t, but I have.” Wolf laughed bitterly. “And just so you know, Mal… when I die, your aunt dies too.”

      I sucked in a little breath. “Is her curse broken the same way? She must kiss and marry someone–I mean, is that truly how the curse was supposed to be broken?”

      Wolf went quiet for a moment, then sat back and folded his arms. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, so I could see scars and marks on his arms and shoulders.

      “There is one thing I didn’t tell you Mal… about breaking my curse.”

      “What is it?”

      He looked from me to Dawson and laughed, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. My stomach tightened. We were back to the sad smiles.

      “Lady Tara told me this multiple times, but I didn’t really believe her. She said true love’s kiss and marriage would break the spell.”

      My eyes went wide, realizing what this meant. “But Wolf, I really do love you.”

      He was quiet, and I reached for his hand. “Wolf?”

      Panic welled up inside of me. Was this always my destiny? To have to constantly prove myself? Even to prove my love?

      Tears began to sting my eyes. So Wolf really didn’t believe me? He really believed I didn’t love him, and it was my fault the curse wasn’t broken?

      “There must be something missing,” I said.

      “There is.” Wolf looked away. “The only way to fully break the curse is if both of our curses are broken, hers and mine.”

      A wave of relief came over me. So this meant that Wolf still knew I loved him, right? “Wait… So we have to break Aunt Tara’s curse in order to free you?”

      He nodded.

      My breath hitched. “So… part of breaking the curse did work?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, we both saw magic but I’m still cursed.”

      We sat in silence for a moment, then I piped up. “My brothers said that in Aunt Tara’s journal, she wrote that the death of one person in a shared curse could free the other.” I swallowed hard. “That’s why my brothers were after you. They thought getting rid of you would free Aunt Tara.”

      Dawson leaned against the wall, his arms folded as he listened to everything. “So if we get rid of this enchantress, Wolf will be free?”

      I nodded. “Perhaps. I’m not sure. Helena has the journal, and she said it was an old entry.”

      “Then we’ll bring Helena and the journal in for questioning.” Dawson started to walk towards the door, probably to tell a servant about his order, then he paused and gave me a look. “Don’t try anything.” Under his breath, he muttered, “Cinnamon.”

      I tried not to let it bother me, and, instead, stole my only private moment with Wolf. I wanted to kiss him, but he looked absolutely cross. And weak.

      Another thought came to mind, one I knew I shouldn’t ask, for fear of sounding like a typical Carmine, but maybe Wolf did know more than I gave him credit for.

      “Wolf?” I stroked his hand with my thumb.

      He met my eyes, and I wished I could take all his pain away.

      All this pain that I caused him… Why was I such a thorn to be around?

      “What can we do?”

      “Nothing.” He sighed. “I just need to enjoy my last moments with my family, and then you know what to do, Mal.”

      “I can’t do it, and you shouldn’t have asked it of me.” I frowned. It felt like there was a valley between Wolf and me. How could I have felt so close and happy with him the previous night, and now this?

      “Then how do we break my aunt’s curse?” I asked. “Do you know how, Wolf?”

      He hesitated, and that answered my question.

      “You do?” I asked, drawing in a short breath. This was the answer my brothers were looking for… this was the way to break Aunt Tara’s curse! “What is it?”

      The prince frowned, contemplating. “Why do you want to know?”

      “So we can break your curse.”

      “I doubt that’s the only reason.”

      “Wolf!” I sighed in desperation and frustration. What would it take for him to believe that I was true in my intentions?

      “I know how to break her curse,” Wolf said, “But I’m not telling anyone. If I die, then she dies too.”

      “But it doesn’t have to be that way. There’s one petal left,” I said. “You still have time. Please, Wolf…”

      “I’m tired,” he said, and Dawson walked back in at that moment, overhearing his brother’s words.

      “Good, come on Mallory,” he said, motioning for me to follow him. “You need to provide evidence to support your case that you are innocent.”

      “I am innocent,”  I said, but held back. “Why won’t you break her curse, Wolf?”

      He didn’t hesitate. “I hate Lady Tara. She has stolen more than a year of my life.”

      “But what about forgiveness? Or mercy?” I pleaded with Wolf. “Perhaps she’s stolen your time, but don’t let her steal your peace, Wolf.”

      “I’ll never forgive her.”

      “And you’ll die holding a grudge?” I huffed in desperation. “Why not choose freedom?”

      “You don’t understand Mal.” Wolf’s voice came out quiet and angry.

      “That’s enough,” Dawson said, pulling me out.  I looked back once at Wolf. When our eyes met, the pain in his golden eyes made me sick to my stomach.

      How could I be with him? I asked myself. All we ever did was hurt each other, especially me. I was a Carmine, after all.

      I rubbed my forehead as Dawson and I made our way back to the prison cell. If Wolf didn’t think I was strong or brave enough to break Aunt Tara’s curse, then he was wrong. I would prove to him–I would prove to everyone–that I was more than capable of holding my own. I didn’t need anyone.

      Even as I thought that, though, I knew it was a lie. I was in love with Wolf, and I had to keep telling myself I wasn’t. It was the only way to convince myself that I didn’t need anyone.

      

      I didn’t see Wolf until a few days later, at the trial. He looked a little better, but I felt dirty and exhausted. Wolf had requested, multiple times, for me to visit him, or to let me at least bathe and have a room, but the guards and Dawson wouldn’t allow it.

      The trial lasted several hours, in which the king pardoned all of us: me and my brothers. He was incredibly merciful and believed my story. He didn't’ seem convinced of my brothers’ story, especially Ben’s story, but he let them off the hook anyways.

      And that only infuriated Wolf. After the trial, my brothers and I were ushered out where I told them to go home.

      Axel, Luca, and Ben laughed at the fact they got away, but Mad lingered behind. “Mal,” he said quietly. “They’re not going to give up, and you know it.”

      “But Wolf won’t either. He won’t tell anyone about how to break Aunt Tara’s curse,” I said. “Not even me.” Mad and I had gone over this discussion several times during our prison stay, but we had come to no conclusion. Time was running out, and soon both Wolf and Aunt Tara would become beasts forever.

      Mad sighed. “I’ll try to keep them away, alright? I’ll distract them, and you take care of Wolf.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “If he does tell you, eventually, how to break Aunt Tara’s curse, then send word for me immediately.”

      I nodded. “Thanks Mad.” We hugged, then he left the castle.

      I took a deep breath then made my way to Wolf’s room. Servants and guards stared at me as I walked past. Nobody trusted me, and I didn’t blame them.

      I had “Carmine” written all over my body, and Carmines were evil. I tried to think of what would happen next. I was tired of trying to prove myself, but it seemed no matter what, I always did something to hurt Wolf.

      Was I selfish? Or, perhaps, self-centered?

      Before I reached the room, though, a familiar face rounded the corner. My stomach twisted in dread.

      “Long time no see,” said the tall, blonde-haired man. “I’ve been looking for you ever since the trial ended And now it appears you’re married.”

      He tsked. “Too bad you didn’t marry me.”

      “Leave me alone, Tom,” I said.

      “I can’t.” Tom smirked. “Not until I hear what you decide to do.”

      “For what?”

      “You’ve been neglecting your duties at Silver Maple, which means that you will be stripped of your title as a forest ranger. If you don’t return within the week, I’ll easily find a replacement for you.”

      I gasped. “I will be back soon. I just have business to take care of.”

      “You’ve missed weeks of patrolling and did you know that some of your people are going hungry?”

      A lump formed in my throat. I used to hunt extra game for people in Silver Maple. I could see the blacksmith in my head as she worked with white hot metals. I could see the once-wealthy woman washing clothes before her children woke. I could see the farmer who was wounded in the Pirate Wars hobbling to the field.

      I missed my people, and I missed being a forest ranger to serve them.

      But I also cared about Wolf, and the fact that he was running out of time.

      Tom laughed, bringing my attention back to the present. “I heard all the rumors about you, Mal. Some of them are downright inappropriate.”

      I blushed. “What are you talking about?”

      Nobody knows what happened at the mansion between Wolf and me. And nobody ever needed to know.

      Tom stepped forward and put his hand on my cheek. I pushed it away.

      “Leave me alone. And don’t even think about finding a replacement for me.”

      “The rumors said that you’re manipulating Prince Vance.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “They also said that you’re going to let the rest of the Carmines into the castle so you can kill all the royals.”

      “I would never!”

      I started to move away, but Tom grabbed my wrist and leaned in to kiss me.
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      I turned the corner just as the forest ranger, who I remembered as Tom, was about to kiss Mal. She pushed him away, her voice trembling.

      “I told you to leave me alone, Tom!”

      Anger and overprotection coursed through my veins and in two quick strides, I grabbed Tom’s collar, whirled him around, and punched him straight in the nose. The feel of my fist against his face was incredibly satisfying.

      A stream of curses fell from his mouth. “What in the world?”

      “Get away from her!” I shoved him to the ground, pulling out my sword and pointing it at his neck. The forest ranger was surprisingly slow for being a forest ranger. “Don’t ever touch her again!”

      “Please have mercy!”

      I felt the wolf inside threatening to come out and pushing me to shift into a wolf. I fought it, knowing now was not the time.

      “Why should I show mercy on you?” I nicked his neck and Mal gasped.

      “Wolf!”

      “Because Mallory already has seven marks on her record. If a friend–or close one of Mallory–hurts me, then she’ll receive three marks, which will make ten marks.” Tom clutched his bleeding nose. “And if she gets ten marks, she’s automatically released from being a forest ranger.”

      I looked at Mal, whose facial expression showed disappointment.

      “Get out of here,” she said, her fingers shaking.

      “If you’re not at your post by the end of the week,” Tom said, standing. “Consider yourself fired, Mallory.”

      Her lip twitched and she watched as Tom smiled, turned around, and walked away, whistling a tune. When he disappeared, Mal let out a little breath of relief.

      “Thanks Wolf.”

      “I really don’t like him.”

      “I don’t either.”

      “He’s lucky I didn’t ruin his face.”

      Mal ran her fingers through her hair. She looked dirty, as she hadn’t bathed for the last couple of days.

      “Where are your brothers?” I asked.

      “Going home. Returning to their posts.” She shrugged. “I should return to my post too. I don’t belong here.”

      “You agreed to–” I started to say and she sighed.

      “I know, I know. But I don’t want to do it, Wolf.” At that, she started to take off the bracelet I gave her. I stopped her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Returning this, so you don’t have to thank me.”

      “No. You’re the only person who can do it. Besides, isn’t that what you Cinnamons wanted anyways? Wouldn’t it give you pleasure to shoot an arrow through me?”

      Mal looked up at me, and her eyes began to look glossy. I knew I should apologize and take back my words, but anger began to consume me. It felt like the same anger I carried at the end of the Pirate Wars.

      I was done. I was defeated. I was tired. The wars had lasted so long, and so many people had died that I couldn’t take it any longer. Then I did what I did to those women.

      And here I was again, hurting Mal.

      A rumble of thunder rolled outside, as if emphasizing the dark mood and energy between Mal and me.

      “You’re not a beast,” Mal said. “I know you’re not, Wolf.” She licked her lips and quickly swiped her eyes. “I… I love you, Wolf, and I want you to be happy. I want you to be at peace but…”

      But what? My fists clenched as I knew what she would say.

      “You have to move on, Wolf. You can’t linger on the past, or what’s been done. Maybe Aunt Tara doesn’t deserve to return to her human form, especially after all that she’s done. But forgiveness isn’t for her. It’s for you.”

      “What do you know of forgiveness?” My jaw tensed.

      “I know that it can change people.” She swallowed hard. “Wolf, nothing is ever lost.”

      “Don’t say that. It’s too late. Once that last petal falls, I’m gone. And you…” I chuckled, though it was a bitter laugh. “You can finally have your heart’s desire to put something sharp through me.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you, Wolf. Truly!”

      “Your actions speak otherwise. You are loyal to your family, and still pretend to love me.” I shook my head. “And at the same time, you’re ready to leave me at the mere mention of losing your job as a forest ranger.”

      “Those things are important to me.”

      “Of course they are, because you’re just trying to prove something.”

      She frowned, and her lips pursed. “I’m not trying to prove anything.”

      “You’re trying to prove that you’re not a damsel in distress–”

      “Because I’m not!”

      Guards and servants dodged the hallway as mine and Mal’s voices escalated. Rain began to patter on the window panes.

      “And you’re trying to prove that you don’t need me.” I shook my head. “Of course you don’t need me. I don’t know why I ever thought that.”

      Mal froze, as if my words sank into her soul. “Do you need me, Wolf?” she asked, her voice quiet.

      “I don’t need anyone.” I regretted the words as soon as they left my lips, the wolf inside of me getting crazier by the minute. “Nobody needs or wants me anyways. I’m too angry, too much of a… beast.” I finished the words, looking down at my white knuckles.

      I dared to meet Mal’s eyes and tears streamed down her cheeks. I longed to comfort her, but the wolf inside of me howled and clawed at me from the inside. It was furious… at me.

      “You’re right,” Mal said, standing straighter. “I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone! I’ll find out how to break my aunt’s curse alone.” With those words, she stormed out, running down the hallway and leaving the castle.

      I watched as she stopped outside the castle door, checked her boot for her knife, then ran into the woods.

      Fine, I thought, the pouring rain blurring the view outside. Lightning flashed behind the mountains.

      I don’t know how long I stood there, numb and unfeeling, but Dawson found me and said he and a small group of knights were going after Lady Tara… to kill her.

      “I confirmed it from Helena, one of Lady Tara’s daughters. The journal says it’ll break your curse,” Dawson said.

      But I was frozen in place, staring at the woods that Mal had disappeared into.

      “It’s too late,” I said. “The rose petal will fall any time soon.” As I said those words, a blinding flash, followed by a ripping sound filled the entire world around us. The thunder that rolled around during this flash was also the loudest I ever heard.

      “Look!” Dawson pointed to the forest, devastation reigning. Lightning struck the forest outside the castle, and the trees were on fire.

      My heart dropped as realization began to sink in.

      Mal is out there.

      What have I done?
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      I was crying so hard, I didn’t even know where I was going. All I knew was that I had to get away from Wolf and find Aunt Tara.

      I need to break her curse, and end all of this, I thought. Breaking her curse would free Wolf. There had to be a simple way to break her curse, right?

      And though I wanted to focus on finding her and breaking the curse, I couldn’t stop thinking about Wolf.

      He hates me. And with good reason. Everyone hated me… ever since I was born, it felt like. My siblings bullied me. My mother was never pleased with my efforts, even when I tried to behave like an elegant woman. The forest rangers hated me because I was a woman who was more skilled than any of them. I was a misfit, and I didn’t belong anywhere.

      And the worst part was that Wolf was right: I did spend all my time trying to prove myself.

      I tried to prove that I was the best forest ranger the Incandescent Kingdoms had ever seen–but instead, I just proved I really didn’t know what I was doing. I married Wolf, thinking it would be simple to break his curse, but now I had missed days of being at my post and providing for my people.

      I tried to prove that I was a woman of worth. I read books, wore dresses, and even baked with Wolf, but, in the end, no man wanted me. Not even Wolf. I just proved what a misfit I was, and that made me feel ugly inside.

      Finally, I tried to prove that I wasn’t a Cinnamon. I admitted my love for Wolf, tried to protect him, but it wasn’t enough. Anything I did was not enough. In the process of trying to prove I wasn’t like other Carmines, I proved that I didn’t belong anywhere, not even in my own family.

      I could see Axel, Luca, and Ben walking ahead of me and Mad after the trial, smiles on their faces as they probably devised another plan to kill Wolf and the rest of his family. And I felt horrible inside. I wasn’t like them.

      So where did I belong?

      Nowhere. If I broke Aunt Tara’s curse, at least it could maybe show Wolf I wasn’t worthless.

      Trying to prove something to him again, I thought and wiped my tears.

      I stopped in my tracks and looked around. The rain poured on me, making it difficult to see anything. A haunting cry sounded in the deep forest, and I jumped.

      Aunt Tara… She was out there.

      I have to find her, and help break her curse. But what would it take to break her curse? What if it took too long? And was that really the right thing to do? Or was the right thing to… kill her?

      I can’t kill my family, let alone a person!

      Thunder roared across the sky, and just as I turned to traverse through the mountains, towards Aunt Tara, the whole world turned white.

      At first I thought it was magic, but the cracking, ripping sound, accompanied by fire made me realize it was a lightning strike.

      The lightning hit the top of a pine nearby, and a wave of electricity pulsed through the area, followed by burning heat. I flew back from the impact, falling on my back as searing hot debris fell on me.

      I screamed as rain pelted my face, cooling me off from the heat of the strike. I moved my hand, seeing black, charred flesh.

      Am I dead? No. Not yet. But the woods were on fire, and if I didn’t move, I’d burn with the trees.

      Foxes, deer, and rabbits scurried past me.

      Everything was happening so fast. Though it was raining, the lightning strike had burned the earth so much, that the rain drops evaporated and turned to steam before touching the ground.

      Another lightning struck nearby and the whole forest became a scorching orange and red color. With the trees already dried out from a hot summer, they were the perfect condition to burn. And though it was raining, nothing could stop the wildfire.

      I was still lying on the ground, realizing that I couldn’t move. A heavy branch had fallen on me and my bracelet was tangled in the twigs. Itt wasn’t so heavy that I couldn’t push it off, but I slipped my bracelet off with it. As I sat up and looked at the burning trees around me, I knew I had to run. Time was of the essence when it came to forest fires.

      I tried to pull my bracelet free, then shook my head.

      What am I doing? The world around me was so hot, I left the bracelet and moved.

      I didn’t know what direction to run, completely disoriented from the lightning strike, so I ran towards the mountains. The crackling, burning sound of wood sounded behind me as the rain lightened up.

      At least with less rain I had more visibility. As I moved further and further from the fire, I could start feeling the pain throughout my body.

      Looking down, I had a good mix of scratches and burns from the debris that hit me when the lightning struck. My hands looked horrible, as I had raised them to protect my face. They were black and red, a combination of burned and bloody.

      Now that I was higher on the mountain, I collapsed and looked at the fire raging through the forest. The castle sat in the distance, a testimony to how far I’d hiked.

      I’m exhausted, I thought, then determination grew in me again. But I have to find Aunt Tara.

      Crackling fire and falling branches filled the air in the burning distance, but I waited, listening for Aunt Tara’s beastly howl.

      After a long moment, I heard her.

      She’s close, I thought, my strength returning to me. I have to find her, to prove, once and for all, that I am more than capable of taking care of myself and taking matters into my own hands.

      

      It had to be late in the afternoon by the time I found the black bear resting in a clearing. It made no move to attack me, but looked up, as if bored.

      “Aunt Tara?” My heart pounded in my chest as I remembered the previous times she attempted to hurt me. Would she recognize me this time, or would the beast continue to consume her?

      I took a step forward and the bear tensed, letting out a low growl.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I said. “I want to help you. Please. Aunt Tara, it’s me. Mal.”

      The bear stood and my stomach churned at how monstrous it was. There was no running from the beast now…

      I gulped. “Aunt Tara, I know you’re in there. Please listen to me. We need to break your curse. I’m here to help you do that.”

      One of the red eyes twitched, and then the bear began to shrink before my very eyes. The snout turned to a human nose, the paws to hands, and the red eyes to Aunt Tara’s blue eyes. And then she stood before me wearing a dirty black velvet dress.

      “Aunt Tara!” I breathed in relief, then stepped forward to hug her. She embraced me back, but she smelled terrible, like body odor, carnage, and, to be frank, death itself. I pulled away, overwhelmed by the smell. It made me sick to my stomach.

      “Mal, you’re here.” Aunt Tara smiled, but, for whatever reason, it reminded me of Ben’s smile, and my hair stood on end.

      “Yes. We’re running out of time. How can I help you break your curse?”

      She laughed, and I tried to stop myself from making a face, but her mouth looked rather… dirty and disgusting.

      “We are already out of time, dear niece.”

      “No. There’s one more petal–”

      “And it will fall within the next few days… maybe even the next few hours.” She smiled. “Oh, I do appreciate you coming out here to try and help me.”

      “But there must be a way to break your curse. Even if we do have a few days, that’s still a few days!” I felt my desperation rising.

      We have to break your curse, Aunt Tara, in order to break Wolf’s curse!

      “Look, sweet girl, I know why you’re really here. You’re here for him, not me.”

      “I want to help you too.” I swallowed hard. “You’re my aunt.”

      “But you and your parents never sided with me before.” Aunt Tara folded her arms. “So why would you side with me now?”

      It was as if she read my thoughts. My stomach started knotting.

      “Do you love Prince Vance?” Her look was so sincere, I had to be honest. I nodded. She grinned. “And he loves you?”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Well… either way, I want to let you in on my secret.”

      “What secret?” Was she going to tell me how to break her curse?

      “You’re coming with me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “There’s no more time to break my curse, so I’m going to make that prince suffer by watching you.”

      “Watching me?” I stepped back as Aunt Tara stepped forward.

      “Yes, he will watch you die.”

      “What?” I gasped, and before I could grab the knife in my boot, Aunt Tara transformed into a bear and grabbed my foot, the one with the knife, so I hung upside down.

      I screamed, every realization dawning on me:

      Aunt Tara is going to kill me.

      Aunt Tara really is evil.

      “Help!” I exclaimed. “Help! Wolf!” I knew he was not anywhere close, but panic overcame me, as well as a million questions: Why did I leave him? Why did I think I could do this alone?

      Tara grabbed a cloth with her other paw and held it to my nose. The scent was strong, and probably full of her homemade concoctions. The overwhelming scent immediately put me to sleep.

      The last thing I felt was the beast throwing me over its shoulder, then everything went black.
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      “Let’s face it,” Dawson said as we searched the charred black rubble. His voice was a combination of relief and concern. “She’s probably dead, Wolf. Nobody could survive a fire like that.”

      “She can’t be.” I kicked a log, the wolf inside of me the loudest it had ever been in my life. That, alone, scared me, telling me that with Mal gone, I would never be able to fight the beast in me. It would always be louder, stronger, more aggressive, and more controlling until… until the beast took over and I was no more.

      But she’s not gone. She can’t be. I couldn’t face the truth. It just didn’t seem right, and didn’t feel real.

      Dawson and I had searched for hours after the wildfire, my heart panicking and throbbing at my stupidity.

      Why did I get mad at her? I treated her just as everyone else treated her: as though she were nothing, as though all she could do her whole life was try to prove a point.

      Dawson crouched on the ground and sighed. The earth was still hot from the fire, and steam rose all around us from the tiny raindrops that continued to fall. He studied the area around him while I continued to scour every log, branch, and trunk.

      “Mal!” I called out, my voice echoing into the smoky, blackened woods. I had also been calling her for hours, with no avail.

      “Wait. Look here.” Dawson sunk lower, examining a branch. “I think this is… blood.”

      No. Not blood… I crouched by Dawson, my stomach knotting over and over. Two streaks of blood fell on the charred pine branch, as though a pair of hands had grabbed the branch. Some of the ferns were not burned, and there was no mistaking the blood on it.

      I sniffed it, my wolf senses kicking in.

      “Is it human blood?” Dawson asked.

      I hesitated before nodding, then my eye caught something blue. I grabbed it, finding the bracelet tangled up in twigs. Mal must have left it behind.

      Or…

      Dawson remained quiet for a moment, then swallowed and said, “Wolf… She probably burned–”

      Dawson didn’t finish because I screamed and kicked another log. “No, Dawson! She can’t be dead–” I held the bracelet in my hands.

      “The evidence is here.” Dawson remained calm, while every part of me stung.

      I did this to her. I pushed Mal away with my anger. Why can’t I take control of myself?

      I started panting as I paced back and forth, grabbing my hair and wanting to scream.

      “Wolf?”

      “Get back to the castle Dawson, I can’t keep from shifting.” My heart was pumping but all I could feel was pain, sheer pain, as everything began sinking in.

      Mal… is… dead…

      Dawson took a step back, watching me, then turned and ran. As soon as he left, I turned into a wolf and howled. I sprinted forward, not knowing where I was going or what I was doing. All I knew was that I had to run.

      Mal is dead… The words kept repeating in my mind, and I wanted to rip my own heart out… because she wouldn’t have died if I forgave her and forgave myself.

      But no. My anger always won. It always took over. I was unworthy, and I deserved to become a wolf for the rest of my life. I was a beast, just like Lady Tara predicted.

      And because I’m a beast, I lost Mal. I hated myself to the very core.

      

      I didn’t return to the castle until late at night.

      Dawson had been watching and waiting for me, and gave me a big hug when I arrived.

      “Come on,” he said, putting his arm around my shoulders and guiding me inside. It was a good thing he did, because I was numb. Everything was a blur, and I felt completely drained of any life. I didn’t even know where we were going.

      He took me to my room, told me to clean up and rest, and that there was food inside, then to meet him at the weaponry when I was ready. I had a feeling he wanted me to spar with him, to get my emotions out that way, but I was exhausted.

      All I could see, in my mind, was Mal, running into the woods, the rain pouring all around. Then I imagined her dying, the lightning striking the tree, and, probably, burning her to death.

      What a horrible way to die. I just hoped it was quick, so she didn’t have to feel any pain. After all, I caused her more than enough pain.

      After I bathed and changed into clean clothes, I sat on the bed and stared into space.

      What have I done? I asked myself, over and over. I used to think I would be happy alone. It had been my grand plan after returning from the Pirate Wars. I didn’t want any companionship, family, or friends. I thought it would make things simpler for me, especially because I was so deeply ashamed of my actions during the Pirate Wars.

      The less people I had to interact with, the less guilty I’d feel, right?

      But that was a lie. Spending more than a year utterly alone, except for the occasional companionship of Snow, Midnight, and Goldie, made me even more bitter towards others, myself, and life. Spending time alone, focusing on myself only, made me feel even more guilty and ashamed.

      Until Mal walked in.

      She forgave me. She knew the whole story, and she didn’t judge me. She didn’t fear me either.

      She showed me mercy… How many chances had she given me? I kept leaving her, letting my anger and irritation take over so that the wolf took over… but she had always been honest.

      And I just treated her like a Cinnamon. Wasn’t she like them?

      No… She went, alone, into the woods, to find her aunt and learn how to break Lady Tara’s spell…

      My throat felt tight.

      And she did it for me. Sure, she was probably hoping to help her aunt, but ultimately, breaking Tara’s curse would break my curse.

      She loves me. I fell backward onto the bed and stared at the ceiling.

      I’m an idiot! There were so many times Mal tried to prove her love for me. Why hadn’t I ever noticed? And why did she even have to try to prove it? Why wasn’t I just grateful for her?

      I rubbed my forehead. Yet, again, I had messed up.

      Pushing Mal away, and causing her death, would haunt me for the rest of my life. It was all my fault.

      The thought of living the rest of my life, alone, killed me inside more than I thought it would. Even just lying on the bed, alone, made me sick to my stomach.

      I had everything, I thought. And I threw it all away in anger.

      Why do I choose anger? I took a deep breath.

      Pride. I had always wanted to be right, to be in charge… and when I felt like I was losing control, I lashed out at others. This was not the person I wanted to be.

      It’s not the person Mal loved. She loved me, Wolf. She loved the guy who taught her how to bake, who was interested in the books she read, and didn’t hesitate to compliment her. She loved the Wolf who smiled and laughed.

      That’s who I want to be.

      I sat up, ran to the wardrobe, opened it, and searched for the rose. The last petal hung by a thread.

      My time is up. Maybe I would turn into a beast for the rest of my life when the petal fell… but there was still time left.

      I had thrown away my time with Mal by giving in to my anger and tantrum. But I had to move forward, which meant forgiving myself, and taking action.

      I took a deep breath, pulled the enchanted rose out, and placed it on the bed. As I closed the wardrobe, my eyes never leaving the wilting rose, I knew exactly what I needed to do. Even though she was gone, I would do it for her… for Mal.

      

      I scarfed down the food in my room, then sprinted to the weaponry, a bag packed with extra clothes and the rose safely inside. When I burst through, Dawson was wide awake, sharpening a sword.

      “What time is it?” I asked.

      “Probably early morning, why?” Dawson looked up.

      “We have to go. Now. I probably have less than a day left to track Lady Tara.”

      “Good. I thought that’s what we’d do,” Dawson said, standing and passing me a bow and pack of arrows. “I got your weapons ready to hunt that beast down, once and for all.” He gave me a serious look. “We’re going to kill her to break your curse, Wolf. I saw the contents of the enchantress’s journal myself.”

      “No, no. We have to give her some of the pure spring water from here, the castle.”

      Dawson raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      “The water here… it’s a curse breaker. We need that to break her curse.”

      “Whoa, slow down.” Dawson frowned. “Why would we break her curse?”

      “Because.” I began arming myself then marched out. Dawson followed.

      “Because?”

      “It’s the right thing to do.” I turned around, energy filling me.

      “What got into you?”

      “I don’t have much time, Dawson. The last petal could fall from the rose at any moment, but I have to do this… for Mal.”

      We reached one of the interior rooms of the castle, where a quiet waterfall fell into an indoor pool. “This. This is it.” I began filling a small flask with the water and Dawson continued to look at me, as if he didn’t trust me.

      “You know she’s a terrorist, right?”

      “You don’t have to come with me,” I said.

      “Are you kidding?” Dawson rolled his eyes. “Fine. Come on.” He led the way out, muttering, “You and Jax, always doing crazy stuff like this…”

      As we rode away on our horses, into the mountains to track the beast, I knew, deep in my heart, that I was on the right track. Even though Lady Tara was evil, this was the right thing to do.
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      I blinked awake, my head pounding.

      The world was upside down. No… I was hanging upside down, by my feet. Blood had rushed to my head, making me feel dizzy.

      I glanced around, my eyes watering from a putrid smell. The offending scent came from a carcass sitting nearby. Flies swarmed around it, their buzzing noises only making my head hurt even more.

      Aunt Tara–in human or bear form–was nowhere to be seen. But I recognized the spot.

      We’re at the lake. Memories surfaced, of holding Wolf in my arms as he rested after a long swim. Of talking to him about things…

      But first, I needed to elevate my head. I used every muscle in my core to fold my body over, then caught my feet with my hands. The knife was still in my boot, so I pulled it out and cut the ropes that held me upside down. After tumbling to the ground, it felt like needles pricked every inch of my skin.

      I took a deep breath to steady myself, but dizziness seeped in. I had probably been hanging upside down for much too long. I collapsed back on the muddy forest floor, and that was when the bear paws slowly approached.

      I held my breath, the smell of the beast, combined with the buzzing flies, making me nauseous.

      The reality of my situation came in full force: Aunt Tara wants to kill me in front of Wolf.

      She fully intended on murdering me.

      And to think that I once thought Wolf was a murderer… Aunt Tara was the murderer. I had known she was rebellious my whole life, but I turned a blind eye to her. I turned a blind eye to her actions.

      And now that her actions directly affected me, I wished I had said something sooner. I wished I hadn’t ignored the secret combinations she worked up to destroy the royal family.

      I couldn’t sit up, the blood in my body somehow still sitting weird. The bear sniffed me and I nearly gagged from the smell of its mouth and snout.

      Slowly, the bear transformed into Aunt Tara, and she put her hands on her hips. “Well, well. Looks like you got yourself out.”

      “You shouldn’t have hung me upside down like that,” I said, rubbing my pounding head.

      “You probably won’t feel normal for a couple of hours.” Aunt Tara smirked at me.

      “You’re family. You’re not supposed to do this.”

      She laughed. “You were always the odd one, Mal, weren’t you? You were a tomboy when you were a child, then you were a misfit as a young lady. And now this… you’re married to the prince, something a Carmine would never do.” She grinned. “Unless, of course, the purpose was to put a knife through his heart.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I clutched my knife, but Aunt Tara made no attempt to take it from me. She walked past the dead animal, made a face, and then picked up some logs to start a fire. The light was already beginning to wane.

      How long have I been out here? I wondered, feeling more disoriented than before. At least I knew where I was: by the lake, close enough to Wolf’s mansion.

      But where was Wolf? And how much more time did we have?

      “I’m doing this because I’m a true Carmine.” She emphasized the word “true,” as if I had betrayed her and our entire family. “And a true Carmine belongs on the throne of this kingdom.”

      “Why do you want the throne so bad?”

      “Because it was stolen from us.”

      “Rightfully so,” I muttered and she shot a glare at me as she started the fire.

      “You’re a shame to this family, you know that, Mal? You and your parents.”

      “Aunt Tara,” I said, and sighed as I attempted to sit up again. “I want to help you. Let me help you break your curse. Maybe you can start new, you know?”

      “Why would I want to start new?” She laughed. “I just want to pick up where I last left off.”

      “And where was that?”

      “Ha! You think I’ll tell you all the secret plans to destroy the royal family?”

      “Apparently you’re going to kill me anyway, so what would it matter?” I said, disgust building within me. I searched through my memories of Aunt Tara and couldn’t find a single happy one. She had always been bitter, irritable, and short tempered.

      Perhaps that was a reason I didn’t like people with tempers.

      “That’s true, but I have no reason to share anything with you.”

      “What about your children?” I asked.

      “What about them?”

      “You’re setting a terrible example for them–murdering people, cursing people.” I shuddered. “Is that the sort of legacy you want to pass down?”

      “Oh hush Mal. They’re fine, and I don’t care for the way you’re trying to make me feel guilty.” She glared. “Because I’m doing the right thing in restoring the throne to our family. My children–and yours if you had any–will thank me one day.”

      I sighed and she smiled. “All this talk of yours Mal… What are you trying to convince me to do anyways?” She started fanning the fire, and the flames slowly grew. I glanced at my burned hands and winced. They looked so dirty and in need of cleaning and tending. My eye caught hold of my empty wrist and I remembered I left the bracelet behind.

      I returned my attention to Aunt Tara. “Tell me how to break your curse… please.”

      “You’re so blindly in love.” She laughed. “What a fool. He’ll be here tomorrow, I’m sure of it. And we’ll both run out of time to break our curses, but you, dear niece, will be the bait.”

      I frowned. “The bait?”

      “Yes. You’ll lure him here, and then he will have to watch you die.”

      A chill ran up my spine. I had never realized Aunt Tara was so… violent.

      “And since our time will run out, we will both remain beasts forever. Did that prince tell you the condition of the curse?”

      “What condition?”

      “If he turns into a beast forever, he will kill his family.”

      “What is wrong with you?” My insides boiled.

      “And if he doesn’t kill them, then I will.” Aunt Tara was so smug, I wanted to punch the smile off her face. I watched as she added logs to the growing campfire and my anger and disgust grew with the flames.

      My aunt looked at me, her expression serious. “Join me, Mal.”

      “What?”

      “I know you want to be the best forest ranger in all of the Incandescent Kingdoms, and this is how you can do it.”

      I frowned. “No.”

      “Don’t be so hasty. Just listen to me. All you have to do is kill Wolf. Your name will be known far and wide as the woman, the beauty, who killed the beast.”

      Since when did Aunt Tara call me a beauty? For a moment, I thought about just how much I had wanted that. I would’ve done anything to become a forest ranger captain, even hurt Wolf.

      But that’s not me anymore.

      “I’m not going to hurt Wolf,” I said.

      Aunt Tara rolled her eyes. “Fine then. I will.”

      I can’t let her do this… I was so sure I could take Aunt Tara alone, because I was so sure I could convince her to become good. I thought I could waltz into the forest and ask her how to break her curse.

      I thought I could prove that all the Carmines are good. And there I was again, trying to prove something completely out of my control.

      I froze and blinked a few times as a new realization dawned on me.

      I’m always trying to prove things out of my control… And it was killing me. It was stripping me of the joy and peace from just living a good and happy life.

      As a youth, I had tried so hard to be an elegant lady in the wealthy society because I was trying to prove my worth to my mother.

      As a young adult, I was a forest ranger because I was trying to prove my worth to my family and to Alpenglow Kingdom.

      And now… I chased Aunt Tara down alone because I was trying to prove the worth of the Carmine family.

      But I couldn’t prove anything, because I had no control over what people thought of me. I had never realized my obsession with caring what others thought of me. I was so wrapped up in trying to be something, trying to be important… that it was killing me inside.

      As I watched Aunt Tara putting a few logs by the fire to keep it burning through the night, my heart ached for her. If I continued down this path, I would end up like her: never satisfied, never happy, never fulfilled, because I would be seeking things out of my control.

      But there are things I can control, I thought. I could control myself, my choices, and my beliefs. And I knew better all along than to let Aunt Tara off the hook.

      I had always wanted to be a good person, but I wasted so much time trying to prove that I was a good person instead of just doing the right thing.

      I looked down at my empty wrist, thinking about Wolf.

      I miss him… so much. He had been so kind to me, despite all my insecurities, and despite all the faces I put on to pretend I was so much stronger and braver than I actually was.

      I hated that I wasted so much of my time with him by putting on a facade.

      I love Wolf. I knew it. I always knew it, but I kept pushing it aside to act as if I didn’t need anyone. But I did need him. I needed him now, physically, as my head pounded and my body ached. But I needed him emotionally, mentally, romantically. He made me feel like I was worth it… and that I didn’t have to prove anything.

      He loves me as I am. Whether I wore a dress or a forest ranger uniform, whether I baked in the kitchen or shot bows and arrows… Wolf loved me no matter what.

      Tears stung my eyes.

      Time is running out. If I didn’t break the curse, then he would be a wolf forever.

      And I would lose him. I already felt like I lost him, especially after our argument. He was so angry, and I didn’t blame him. Perhaps he didn’t want me anymore, but I wouldn’t forget what he taught me.

      And I wouldn’t just let him die.

      I pursed my lips, knowing what I had to do.

      Aunt Tara sat by the fire, warming her hands. My heart pounded in my ears. I didn’t want to do this, but I was put in a difficult position.

      Aunt Tara will do anything to kill members of the royal family, I justified. She will kill me. And she will kill Wolf.

      I slipped the knife from my boot and slowly approached, hiding it in my sleeve. Aunt Tara looked up, met my eyes, and then the smirk reappeared.

      “Ah, I see what you’re doing.” She laughed. “I know a murderer’s look when I see it.”

      Before I could reply, she shifted before my eyes and swiped me with her large paw. I flew against a tree, knocking my head on the trunk.

      As I sat up, my head spinning, Aunt Tara stood before me again, the cloth in her hand. Before I could stop her, she pressed it against my face. The overwhelming strong smell inundated my senses.

      I failed, I thought, hating that I would waste more time unconsciously.

      Then everything went dark… again.
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      Dawson and I hadn’t gone far into the forest when someone began to pursue us. We came to a halt, weapons drawn.

      The rider held up his hands, panting, as if he had rushed to catch up with us. The waning light made it difficult to see who the person was.

      He took off his hood and Dawson groaned quietly. The rider’s dark red hair was unmistakable.

      “Not another one,” Dawson said, but as the rider drew closer, we recognized him.

      “It’s Mal’s brother.” I held my sword out, as if threatening him.

      “I’m sorry to have rushed after you,” her brother said. “My brothers were spying on you guys. They were going to come after you, but–”

      Dawson circled the rider, pointing his sword. “So you’ve come to fight us?”

      “No. To warn you. I’m Mad, Mal’s brother. I don’t agree with what they’ve done.” He sucked in a breath. “And I heard the rumor among the servants that… Mal is…” He paused, and I felt my own heart sinking at the thought.

      “I heard she’s dead,” Mad said. He looked at me. “Is she?”

      I nodded slowly.

      The look of pain on his face mirrored exactly how I felt. Except… I felt it even deeper. I truly loved Mal.

      And I pushed her away because of my own anger and pride.

      “Are you going after the beast?” he asked.

      “Don’t tell him–” Dawson started to say, but I nodded.

      “Please let me come with you.”

      “He’s a Cinnamon. We can’t trust them.” My older brother looked disgusted.

      “I trusted Mal.” My voice was quiet.

      “She’s my sister, and my aunt did this to her… and to you.” Mad’s eyebrows creased. “Let me come with you. Please. I want to hunt this beast down–I don’t care if she’s my aunt. I’m tired of this mess. I’m as tired of it as Mal was.”

      I met my brother’s eyes, and he shrugged, as if he still didn’t believe Mad’s words.

      “Where are your brothers?” I asked.

      “They’re up ahead, hoping to stop you from hunting Aunt Tara.” Mad still had his hands up, and Dawson and I still had our swords out.

      “It’s a trap.” Dawson didn’t hesitate to make guesses about the Carmine family.

      Mad sighed. “Not all Carmines are the same.”

      My heart ached just hearing him say the words. I remembered the first moment that Mal and I met… I mocked and distrusted her from the very start. I called her a Cinnamon, and she showed me, time and again, that she was Mal. Sweet, beautiful Mal.

      And yes, she was a Carmine, but she wasn’t like the Carmines that I knew.

      “He’s right,” I said, turning to Dawson.

      “Are you serious?” My brother gaped at me.

      “Yes. Now put your sword away and let’s go…” A small smile crawled up my lips as I looked at my brother. “We better hurry before flies take residence in your mouth.”

      Dawson rolled his eyes. “That sounds like something Jax would say.” He put his sword away and took the back of the group, watching Mad like a hawk.

      “Thank you,” Mad said to me. I nodded, and though my heart was still heavy from losing Mal, there was something else happening to it too.

      In some ways it felt… lighter. I wasn’t mad at Mal’s brother. Was it possible that I just… forgave him? And his family?

      I couldn’t help clutching my stone necklace, sitting close to my heart. Mal had changed me, and I wanted to be this way: compassionate, forgiving, understanding. I wanted to be this way for her, and for me. She was right. Forgiveness wasn’t just to improve my relationships with others. It really was just for me.

      

      We took a detour, where Mad said his brothers were hiding, then managed to find the bear’s tracks again. It started to rain a little, but an eerie feeling came over me as I realized where the tracks were going.

      It seemed they were leading to the large lake, which was not far from my mansion. Is this where Tara decided to come to face the end, where she would turn into a beast forever?

      Night had fallen upon us, and it was hard not to feel anxiety pressing against my chest. I couldn’t stop thinking about the rose in my pack. The last few petals had fallen quickly, so I had no doubt the final petal was about ready to drop.

      We kept riding until I had the feeling to stop. Dawson and Mad had stopped on their own, as if sensing the same spooky instinct that something wasn’t right. We dismounted our horses, drew our weapons, and continued on foot.

      We didn’t have to go far before finding a campfire. The flames cast shadows on the trees, and the small waves lapped onto the shore nearby. A carcass sat to the side of the fire, the rotting smell of it filling the air. I made a face, eternally disgusted by the black beast’s appetite and bloodlust.

      Where was the black bear, the beast?

      Dawson and Mad spread out without being told, and I stayed where I was, keeping an eye out for the bear.

      As soon as the two disappeared, however, sweat trickled down my back. My lip twitched at the unpleasant feeling. Why was I so sweaty? From my nerves and anxiety? It wasn’t terribly hot, but still… this was dangerous.

      I could even hear the wolf inside of me, clawing against my heart, begging to come out.

      I wiped my back, and cringed when my shirt clung to the sweat. As I held my knife and watched the fire, an iron smell filled my nose.

      Something isn’t right… Hot air tickled the back of my neck and I looked down at my hand. I had just used this hand to wipe my back and it was… bloody.

      But not with my blood.

      I slowly turned around, gaping as the big black bear towered over me. It had been so quiet, so inconspicuous that I hadn’t even noticed it. My stomach tightened.

      This beast is huge.

      And it wasn’t alone. The back of a teal-blue velvet dress, with boots dangling from under the dress, was slung over the bear’s shoulder.

      I immediately recognized the dress… because I had untied that dress long ago…

      It can’t be, I thought, not believing my eyes as I looked up at the beast and the girl slung over its shoulder.

      I couldn’t see her face, but I knew it was her. Who else would it be?

      The beast has Mal…

      The wolf inside of me fumed.

      How dare she steal Mal? I thought Mal was dead! But I didn’t know, either way, if she was dead or alive. I couldn’t see her face, nor could I tell if she was breathing or not.

      It seemed like a hundred emotions flooded me at once: relief, joy, excitement, anxiety, stress, anger, frustration…

      “Give me Mal,” I said, sword extended.

      The bear let out a deafening roar, which immediately lured Dawson and Mad. They stood next to me, their own weapons drawn.

      “Don’t attack!” I said. “You could accidentally hurt Mal.”

      Mad looked as shocked as I felt at seeing Mal.

      Even though I was in my human form, I could feel the beast, Lady Tara, reaching out with her mind to me. I concentrated, though the wolf inside wanted to be free as I conversed with the other beast.

      “Here’s the deal, Prince Vance.” Lady Tara’s voice, in my mind, made my hair stand on end.

      “Give me Mal!” I didn’t even wait for her deal.

      “I will… only on one condition.”

      “What?”

      “Break my curse first.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She laughed in her mind. “Take your sword and point it at your own heart.”

      She wanted me to end my life, which would end the curse for both of us.

      “No.” I needed  to make sure that Mal, Dawson, and Mad were safe. I wouldn’t just leave them all here with the beast.

      “You know the condition,” Lady Tara laughed. “If you turn into the beast forever, you will hunt down your family.”

      Dawson looked from the beast to me, and I knew he couldn’t understand or read the beast’s mind, but he probably sensed something was wrong. My heart ached, as I remembered the condition very well.

      “Give. Me. Mal.” I stepped forward with my sword.

      “Ah, ah. Be careful dear prince. You might put that right through her if you take another step forward.”

      “I’ll make you a deal,” I said. “I’ll give you the water from the castle, if you give me Mal.”

      Lady Tara, in her beast form, gasped. “You brought the water?”

      “A whole flask of it.”

      “Give it to me now!”

      “No. Not until you release Mal.”

      Lady Tara wanted to torture me, because she grabbed one of Mal’s ankles with her large paw and threw her across the clearing. The three of us–Mad, Dawson, and I–immediately ran to Mal’s aid. She was on the ground, her body limp.

      Did that kill Mal? If she wasn’t already dead? My heart pounded wildly as I skidded to a halt next to her.

      I cradled her head in my arms. “Mal?”

      “Wolf… now’s probably not the time…” Dawson started to say, his sword drawn and pointed at the approaching beast.

      “Mal?” I tapped her cheeks, my heart aching at seeing the burns and wounds across her skin. Much to my relief, her eyelids fluttered open.

      When she saw me, she sat up immediately. “Wolf? What are you doing here? Be careful–” I didn’t let her finish, because I kissed her. I knew my time was running out, and I needed her to know how much I loved her.

      She kissed me back, but it was cut short because Dawson and Mad stepped in front of us.

      “Wait!” I broke through them. “It doesn’t have to end this way,” I said, pulling the flask of water from my bag. “I brought the water… for you.” I held it out to Lady Tara.

      Mal, behind me, gasped, and when I glanced at her, I felt every emotion of hers. She was proud of me.

      Even Lady Tara seemed shocked that I brought the water. She gaped.

      “Come on,” I said. “Please drink it. Let’s end this curse once and for all.”

      For a moment we stared at each other.

      The bear still looked like a beast, with red eyes and sharp teeth, but it also looked… tired. I knew Lady Tara was tired, because I was tired. I was tired of being a beast, of pushing everyone away.

      “Please, drink,” I said, motioning to the water flask.

      The beast slowly picked it up, opened the flask, and then smelled it. Reaching out with her mind, Lady Tara said, “This doesn’t change anything between us.”

      “Maybe not, but it does change me,” I said, knowing in my heart that I did forgive Lady Tara. She was a horrible person, and what she did was terrible, but if none of this happened, would I have ever met Mal? Would I have ever changed because of Mal?

      I looked at her, sitting on the ground behind me, before watching Lady Tara, in her beast form, put the flask to her lips.

      The moon shone on the clearing, and the water lapped onto the shore in the background. The moment was perfect. This was it. Lady Tara would drink the water and we’d be free, she and I, of the curse we bore for more than a year.

      Dawson nodded to me, as if to say he was proud of me, and he turned his attention to the beast. Just as the flask touched the beast’s lips, a burning sensation ripped through the sides of my body.

      I screamed out in pain just as Lady Tara roared.

      Alarm rang through me. This wasn’t an ordinary pain. This was the pain caused by the enchanted rose. I started trembling as the wolf began to take over.

      No. No… No!!! I screamed, but it had a strength I never encountered before. It was as if every kind of darkness, anger, and hatred were taking over my heart, suffocating it.

      Lady Tara roared and fell back, and I managed to grab the enchanted rose from my bag. It was wrapped carefully, but when I held it up to the light, my heart stopped.

      The last petal had fallen, which meant one thing: Lady Tara and I were going to turn into beasts… forever.
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      My heart must have stopped beating, because everything seemed blurry for a moment as the entire sequence processed.

      Aunt Tara was going to drink the water.

      But it’s too late.

      We were literally seconds too late. I watched as Aunt Tara roared into the air then clawed the ground. Mad grabbed my arm and pulled me away from Wolf as he began to scream and shake. Dawson ran to his brother.

      “Wolf! Wolf, don’t let the curse win! Fight it!” he said.

      I broke free of Mad and grabbed Wolf’s arm. Dawson grabbed the other one, and my heart ached at the pain Wolf was experiencing.

      The veins on his neck seemed to bulge, sweat poured down his face, and he tore his arms away from us so he could bury his head in them.

      “Wolf…” Tears began to stream down my face.

      “It’s taking over,” Wolf said, his voice desperate.

      The unspoken truth lingered in the air: once the wolf took over, Wolf would die. He would cease to exist, and, in his place, there would be a large beast… one that was meant to kill Dawson and the rest of the royal family.

      “You’re stronger than the beast,” I said. “I know it.”

      Dawson’s expression, of watching his brother, broke my heart too. He had just reunited with his brother–after thinking he was dead–and now he would lose him again.

      “Mal, watch out!” Mad shot an arrow and the whizzing noise sounded behind my head.

      Aunt Tara had approached me, her paw extended, as if she was going to claw me. The arrow hit her armpit and she roared into the air. I pulled away, dragging Wolf with me. Dawson drew his sword as the beast pawed the ground.

      Wolf looked from the beast to me, his golden eyes dark.

      “No, Wolf! Don’t let your anger take over you,” I begged. “You forgave her, and you forgave yourself.”

      But I saw the frustration in his eyes, the hatred for my aunt, and the fact that she was going to attack me.

      “But she’ll hurt you…”

      “We can fight her… all of us,” I said. “Together.”

      His expression told me that he was still fighting the animal in him. I wished I could join his battle, but Aunt Tara started running towards us. Dawson stood in front of us, to defend us, while Mad shot an arrow, but the arrow didn’t even seem to affect Aunt Tara.

      Mad had never been a good shot. He tried to aim at Aunt Tara’s head, but shot her shoulder instead. And because she moved closer to Dawson, Mad didn’t try to shoot again, for fear of shooting the Crown Prince.

      Dawson didn’t stand a chance against the beast. She tossed her head against him, then grabbed his leg and threw him to the side. He fell against a tree trunk with a hard thud. I gasped as his head hit the ground, his eyes closed.

      Please don’t be dead!

      “Mal…” Wolf reached for my hand. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, no!” I cupped his face with my hands. “No, Wolf. Please don’t go.” Now I was sobbing, oblivious to Mad taking on the beast alone. “I don’t want you to go.”

      Every emotion coursed through my body: desperation, anger, pain, heartache, longing, and sadness.

      “Please Wolf…”

      He leaned in and kissed me, and I knew he meant for it to be his final kiss, a goodbye. “I love you Mal.”

      “I love you too but please… stop…” I didn’t want him to say his final words to me. I didn’t want this to be goodbye. “You can fight the beast.”

      He nodded, and smiled. He was smiling? I would never ever take any of his smiles for granted. “You’re right, Mal. I can.” With those words, he shifted before my very eyes, taking on the form of the large black wolf.

      I pulled out my dagger, knowing I would need to defend myself against him. After all, once the beast took over, Wolf was dead. But he didn’t attack me. Instead, he stood in front of me, as if defending me from Aunt Tara.

      I gaped. “Wolf?” Was he still in there, after all?

      He growled at Aunt Tara and she turned her attention to him. She swiped Mad away with her claws, then charged Wolf. He charged her and growling, ripping, and gnashing sounds filled the air as they clashed.

      “Get out of the way Mal!” Mad said, and I moved just as the two beasts fell on the spot I’d been kneeling.

      I watched, helplessly, my dagger in hand. Dawson stirred and I ran to him, helping him sit up. He gaped as he saw the two beasts fighting.

      “No… we lost Wolf…” His voice was airy, like he didn’t want to believe it.

      But as we watched the beasts fight, realization dawned on me. “No… we didn’t lose Wolf.” If we lost Wolf, he would come straight for Dawson, myself, and Mad. He would’ve killed all of us by now. But, instead, he attacked Aunt Tara.

      I gasped. “We didn’t lose Wolf. He’s still there–Dawson, there’s still hope!” I waved to Mad across the clearing, a new plan coming to mind. “We need to distract her! Come on!” There was still hope for Wolf. Even though he was in his beast form, he was still in there. Somewhere.

      And the sooner we could help him concentrate on fighting the beast in him, the better. I didn’t know how magic or curses worked, but I had a feeling that we had to hurry.

      Dawson and Mad moved quickly, waving their arms and trying to get Aunt Tara’s attention.

      I grabbed a long branch, stuck it in the campfire, and then held the fiery torch in the air. “Come on!” I said to Aunt Tara. She shoved Wolf away, her eyes narrowing on Dawson standing next to me, then bolted towards us.

      We sprinted as I led the way, torch in hand. “To the lake!” I said to Mad and Dawson. Wolf ran next to me. It was as if he and I both knew the plan without having to communicate it.

      When I met his golden eyes as we ran, I knew he was in there… but we still needed to hurry. Because if Wolf was dying, and the beast was taking over, then he probably needed all his strength to transform back into a human. One last time.

      But he won’t have any strength left if he keeps fighting Aunt Tara. Even though his coat was black, there were still streaks of wet fur glistening in the moonlight. Wolf was bleeding.

      I threw the torch onto the ground and held out my dagger to Aunt Tara. “Come on! Do you want him?” I grabbed Dawson’s arm with my free hand and stepped back. The pebbly shores of the lake crunched beneath our boots… until the cold water seeped through.

      Wolf slowly approached from Aunt Tara’s side and she looked from us to him. After letting out a roar, and probably knowing that the lake was behind Dawson and I, she turned her attention to Wolf again. Another battle ensued, and I saw Mad grab the torch. He went straight into the fray, trying to split up the beasts. They hardly noticed him, their growls and roars filling the night air.

      Dawson shook his head, then glanced at the knife in my hand. “She won’t come near the water,” he observed, then searched for his own weapon. But it had fallen earlier, when he was thrown against the tree. “Let me draw her away,” he said as we watched the beasts battling. “You come from behind her…”

      I nodded and moved into the shadows.

      Dawson waved his hands. “Hey! I’m here! I’m the Crown Prince! Wolf is a beast–why would you want him?”

      Aunt Tara pinned Wolf to the ground, and my heart might’ve stopped. She bit his neck and he let out a cry.

      “She’s killing him!” I started to run out, dagger in hand.

      “Stop!” I screamed, but the bear was violent, and just watching what she did to Wolf made my insides sick. “Stop!” I had no choice but to run straight up to the bear and pierce the dagger into her back.

      She pulled away from Wolf and roared, swiping with her claw to get the dagger out. Wolf lay lifeless on the ground.

      “Over here!” Dawson said again, waving his arms. I didn’t have a weapon–as it was in her back–so I ran towards Dawson. She followed, but as we stepped into the lake, she stopped and roared at us. She wouldn’t take another step forward.

      “Mal!” Mad came running towards us, splashing into the water, bow and arrow in hand. He handed it to me. “You’ve got the best aim I know, Mal.” He was panting, and both our fingers trembled as I took the weapon. The bear inched forward a little more, the water touching her feet. But she wouldn’t go any farther.

      A lump formed in my throat as I drew the arrow, pointing it straight at the beast’s head. My arms strained from pulling it so tight, and my breath came out quickly. I was on the verge of hyperventilating, but I took a steadying breath.

      The arrow was pointed and ready to go, but I couldn’t let it loose. My eyes darted to Wolf, a large, still mound on the shore. I wasn’t sure if she killed him or not, but my heart ached.

      I can’t kill my aunt…

      “Mal, come on,” Dawson said quietly as the bear took another step forward, swiping her claws in the air, as if she wanted to attack us. The water was up to our chests, the iciness of it making me pant even more. “Do it for Wolf,” he added, his voice as thin and anxious as I felt.

      “She’s a beast now,” Mad said. “She’s not coming back.”

      But was that the truth? She roared again, her echo bouncing through the mountains.

      I can’t kill my aunt, I thought again and squeezed my eyes shut. All my life I tried to prove that I was as strong and deadly as any male forest ranger. I hunted. I trained. I could shoot an arrow dead center in any target.

      But… is that who I really wanted to be? A killer?

      I took a shaky breath. I’m not a killer. I don’t have to prove anything.

      I didn’t have to try to be anyone. I just had to be me. Mal. I was the awkward misfit of a girl, who didn’t quite fit in anywhere.

      But I belong with him. I saw Wolf still laying on the shore.

      I loosened the arrow and Mad let out a breath he’d been holding. “What are you doing?”

      “I can’t do it.” I released the bow and arrow into the water.

      Mad gasped. “Mal!” The weapon immediately sank, and Dawson rubbed his forehead.

      We were stuck, unless we swam across the lake to safety.

      I began to walk forward, towards the beast, and Mad grabbed my arm. “Are you crazy?”

      “She needs help,” I said, knowing that attempting to talk to my aunt might kill me. But I had to try. For Wolf. I knew my aunt tried to kill me once, but I was not like her. I was not like the Carmines.

      “Aunt Tara.” I stepped onto the shore and she looked down at me, almost smiling. “I can’t kill you,” I said. “And I won’t kill you.” She was so large, her form blocked out the moonlight. “But you need help. You can fight the beast. Think about your children. Do you want to die like this?” I motioned to her beast form. “For the last year, your children have mourned you. Did you know that?” I swallowed hard, thinking of my cousins, who had become like sisters to me. Even though they joined in the bullyings and teasings of my own siblings, there were still moments of kindness.

      “Helena still cries every night,” I said. “Adelline and Meg wish they had a mother to look up to. And Ben?” I sighed. “Ben is so insecure, he thinks the only value he has is if he puts others down.” I shook my head. “They need you, Aunt Tara. They need you, not this person whose only goal in life is to destroy the royal family.”

      I knew my aunt could understand me, because she made no attempt to attack me. I started shivering, as my dress was wet and a breeze blew through the area.

      “Please. Fight the beast. You can get help and return to your family.”

      After a moment that seemed to stretch into years, something happened. The bear began to shrink in size, and the fur and snout disappeared until Aunt Tara stood before me.

      Behind me, Dawson and Mad gasped.

      It worked!

      I stepped out of the water, hands extended, and hugged my aunt. She still smelled horrible, and her back was bleeding where I had stabbed her. Somehow, though it didn’t kill her, the human. Aunt Tara shook, as did I, but the beast was gone. It was over… for her.

      I pulled away, letting Mad tend to her as I ran to Wolf. Before I did, though, she took my hand, her blue eyes pooled with water. “Thank you, Mal.”

      She had a long journey ahead of her, but things would work out, and we would get her the help she desperately needed. I squeezed her hand and hurried away.

      Dawson was already by Wolf, and he let out a breath of relief. “He’s still breathing.”

      My heart, which felt like it had stopped a million times that night, started beating again. “Wolf?” I cradled the wolf’s head in my arms, stroking his cheek. “Wolf? Please wake up.”

      Dawson was still as a statue, watching his brother. He was probably praying as hard as I was.

      “Wolf, come on. This is it. It’s all over. You just need to transform back to yourself, and then we can go home, alright?” I continued to stroke his cheek. “Please?” A tear fell down my cheek.

      The beast’s eyes slowly opened, and just when I thought it was all over, his eyes narrowed, as if he didn’t recognize me. A low growl escaped him, then, fast as lightning, he leaped up on me, his face above mine, as if he was going to attack me.
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      She looked familiar, but memories were fading from me. I was fading.

      “Wolf stop!” Someone grabbed me from behind. Two human arms pulled me back and I growled and fought back until I broke free, now facing two people.

      Why did it feel like I… knew them?

      Two other people stood in the distance, watching.

      I licked my lips, my entire body shaking from pain. I was wounded, and outnumbered.

      “Wolf, it’s me. Mal.” The woman stepped towards me, her hands out. “Please fight the beast, Wolf. It’s not you.”

      There were strange feelings inside of me, feelings that dispelled the darkness clouding my mind.

      “I love you, Wolf,” she said.

      I blinked, as memories returned in full force.

      Mal. Every memory with her surfaced, from the moment we met in the woods, freeing a rabbit and looking at each other in distrust, to just moments before, when we kissed.

      I’ve transformed into a beast. I glanced at the people watching us.

      Mad and Lady Tara… I growled. She was no longer a beast…

      But the curse won… Or had it?

      “Come back to me, to us,” Mal said.

      The man next to her, nodded. I knew him…

      Dawson.

      “Please, Wolf. We know you’re in there.”

      I am, I began to think, though the darkness tried to convince me otherwise.

      I focused on Mal, though I was drained of energy. I have to shift back, I thought.

      I want to… for her. I wanted to spend my life with Mal. Contrary to what I used to think, I didn’t want to be alone. I didn’t want to live my life in fear because of my past.

      I thought of what Mal said before I transformed. She forgave me, I forgave Aunt Tara.

      And I forgive myself. I didn’t have to be the person I once was, and I didn’t want to be that old person: always angry, grumpy, and negative.

      I wanted to be the man Mal needed me to be, the man that my family needed. And I wanted to be the man whose life was spent in service to others. I did enjoy moments alone, but I didn’t want to spend my whole life alone.

      I want to be with Mal. I closed my eyes and focused on pushing out the darkness.

      I love Mal, I thought, and that, alone, gave me more energy and strength than anything else. I thought of how I wanted to serve her, love her, and care for her now and forever, and the darkness began to disappear. The animal within growled at first, but then succumbed to the overwhelming feelings of love.

      Someone wrapped their arms around me and I looked down to see Mal smiling up at me, her cheeks tear stained, her dress soaked and icy cold.

      “You did it Wolf!” she exclaimed. I wanted to kiss her, but my head was dizzy. I glanced at my brother, and he understood my unspoken message, hurrying to my aid.

      I collapsed, but both Dawson and Mal caught me.

      “Good job, brother,” Dawson said, and I felt Mal kiss my cheek.

      “Just rest,” she said, and peace filled my heart. I couldn’t remember the last time I ever felt that peaceful. It was the perfect emotion before everything went dark.

      

      I awoke and stared at the ceiling.

      I’m in my room. I remembered the last time this happened, and how I hoped to see Mal next to me. That time, she was in prison.

      But this time, I looked to my side… and there she was. My heart welled up with joy.

      Mal was clean and dressed in a deep navy blue. Her long red hair fell behind her. She slept on her side, one of her hands holding my arm. The bracelet was on her wrist and her sleeves were rolled up, revealing bandages and salves on her wounds.

      I took a deep breath and looked down at myself. My shirt was open, and I cringed at all the bandages on my body. The one on my neck felt especially claustrophobic.

      I attempted to take it off, which woke Mal. She sat up immediately.

      “What are you doing? Do you know how long it took for the doctor to patch you up?”

      “Can we at least take this one off? I can’t breathe.”

      Mal scooted closer, and everytime her fingers touched my skin, a ripple of excitement coursed through my body. I stared at her, and when our eyes met, she smiled. “It’s actually wrapped around. I just have to snip this tie right here.”

      She rearranged her body so she could pull out a knife strapped around her ankle.

      I raised my eyebrows, watching as she brought the knife close to my neck. She cut something, and I laughed. “Still pointing sharp things at me?”

      Mal made a face, her voice teasing. “Consider yourself lucky if I’m not.” The bandage around my neck loosened and Mal carefully pulled them off. I probably shouldn’t have, but when I saw the bandage, my stomach felt a little sick.

      Memories resurfaced of the last battle with Lady Tara. I swallowed hard.

      “You got attacked and bit pretty bad, Wolf.”

      “Are you alright?” I gently took her hand and Mal rearranged herself again, but this time, to face me, her eyes shining.

      “I got a couple of burns and scratches, but it’s nothing compared to what happened to you.” Her fingers gently stroked my cheek. “I almost thought I lost you.”

      I smiled. “You stole my heart Mal. How could the beast take over me when you were caring for my heart already?”

      She blushed, looked down, then back at me. “I love your smile.”

      “And I love yours.” We stared at each other for a good moment, then Mal squeezed my hand.

      “So… does this mean that you still want to be married to me, even though I’m a Cinnamon?”

      “A Cinnamon?” I stroked her hand with my thumb. “Well, you were a Carmine, but now you’re just mine.”

      She bit her lower lip and nodded, then looked up at me again. Before she could say anything else, I leaned in to kiss her. I loved her, and I didn’t lie… Mal really was mine… mine to hold, mine to spoil, and mine to love for the rest of our lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 35

          

          

      

    

    







            Mallory

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat outside the castle, under a maple tree. The trees were finally beginning to change color throughout the kingdom. Hues of red, orange, and gold blossomed amidst the trees on the mountains. A pile of books rested on the ground next to me. I borrowed them in the library and stole a moment to read them alone.

      Since the battle and breaking of the curses between Aunt Tara and Wolf, things had truly calmed down for Wolf and myself.

      Aunt Tara lived in a hospice, where she was watched and given the help she needed. Her children rejoiced to see her, and my father had a good long talk with Ben about what it meant to be a true Carmine.

      I was released from duty as a forest ranger, and though it saddened me a little, I looked forward to returning to the mansion with Wolf. Wolf encouraged me to speak to the council about Tom’s behavior, and it was the push I needed. After telling the council everything that had happened between Tom and me, he was released from his position. I never heard about or saw him again.

      When Mad and I went home to explain everything to our family, father rejoiced and Beth and Maria celebrated, while Trini moped and the twins rolled their eyes. Perhaps I thought that such a victory of love would make my family treat me differently. They would see that I was truly good, especially because I showed Aunt Tara mercy.

      But then I realized… I didn’t have to prove anything to them. Those who loved me, like Wolf, would see me for who I really was. I did hope that, in the future, my relationship with Axel, Luca, and Trini would improve, but I knew that their feelings towards me were out of my control.

      After the whole incident, the Crown Prince Dawson trusted me. He was a lot gentler and kinder, and he even apologized for the way he treated me in the past. With the amount of time he and Wolf spent together, Dawson felt like a good older brother. I trusted him too, and I appreciated the supportive brother that he was to Wolf.

      Mad, on the other hand, was promoted to the rank of a forest ranger captain, and he did many great things for the people of Alpenglow Kingdom. While I once worried about hunting wild game to provide for the widows and lower class citizens of Silver Maple, Mad stepped in. In his spare time, he taught young boys and girls in the towns how to hunt. When I went to the town to check up on the people, I found them in a very ideal situation. The older children and teens had learned to hunt, and they helped provide food for the families and people of the small towns.

      A light breeze blew and caught my hair. I moved my hair to the side and opened one of the baking books. Was it silly that I enjoyed flipping through the recipes, dreaming of making some of the desserts and delights within?

      The sun shone on the mountains, highlighting the last glow of the day: the alpenglow. I smiled, appreciating the beauty of this kingdom, appreciating the life I had now, and appreciating Wolf.

      My heart skipped a beat just thinking about him. Since we were already married, we got to enjoy our time together. I did miss him during the day, when he went to meetings with Dawson, but I was perfectly happy that we got to spend the rest of our time together. And I truly looked forward to returning to the mansion.

      We had a lot of work to do, fixing it up before the winter months. Wolf said we’d spend our time between living at the mansion and the castle. With this arrangement, we could have our own lives, but during certain seasons, Wolf could help and counsel with his brother.

      Wolf was appointed as counselor to the Crown Prince, and with the king getting ready to step down, I knew we might be spending more time at the castle than I had hoped.

      But things were good, and I enjoyed the castle too. There were plenty of books to read. The servants and cooks in the kitchen welcomed me with open arms. And, of course, there was Wolf. There was always Wolf.

      I put the book down and admired the kingdom below: the dazzling sea with white-sailed ships, the cozy cottages and colorful trees, and the people bustling around as they finished their work for the day.

      I couldn’t help smiling again.

      Wolf. I loved him so much. The last couple of weeks, since he broke his curse, were absolutely wonderful. It sometimes felt too good to be true.

      As if on cue, someone approached from behind. “I thought I’d find you here.”

      Before I could even turn and greet my husband, he knelt in front of me, cupped my chin, and kissed me. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back, my heart skipping a beat that this was my life.

      When we pulled away from each other, Wolf sat in front of me, resting his head on my chest. I grinned from cheek to cheek as I ran my fingers through his hair. I started to hum quietly before asking, “How did your meetings go?”

      “Good. They were the usual: politics, trade, finances, and so forth.” Wolf rested his arms on my legs, his hands gently holding my ankles.

      I could still remember the moment we were at the lake and Wolf fell asleep on me. We sat just like this. Wolf seemed to remember the moment too, because he said, “The Fall Festival is coming up in a month or two. Would you like to go with me, Mal?”

      “Of course.”

      He chuckled. “I’m sorry we haven’t danced together yet. Maybe we can practice before the Fall Festival.”

      “I’d like that.” I meant it.

      Wolf rubbed my leg, and I knew it was his way of saying he was grateful. He then noticed my pile of books. “Did you get fairy tales or baking books today?”

      “Both.”

      “You love fairy tales because of the happy endings, right?”

      “Right.” I rested my hands on his chest and my chin on his head.

      “Love really does triumph over all, doesn’t it?” Wolf mused.

      “And the hero saves the day.” I kissed his cheek.

      He smiled and it seemed like the whole world was brighter because of it. “You’re my hero Mal.”

      “Don’t be silly, Wolf. You’re not only my hero, but you are the hero.”

      “I didn’t kill the beasts, Mal. You did.” He sat up and turned around to face me. I couldn’t stop staring at his handsome face: golden eyes, dark hair, and that smile…

      “Your smile…” I was melting.

      He stroked my cheek. “Wasn’t there a time you asked what you could steal to see this smile?”

      “I’d steal anything to see your smile.”

      “Well you already stole the only thing you need for this smile.” Wolf was leaning in, his forehead gently touching mine.

      My whole body hummed with excitement.

      His heart. I stole his heart.

      “You know you stole mine too,” I said.

      “I guess there’s nothing left to steal then.” Wolf finally pressed his lips against mine, and I closed my eyes to enjoy his kiss. The alpenglow on the mountains turned a fierce orange, and the sky behind it seemed to burst with purple and blue colors.

      Wolf loved me as I was, and I loved him as he was. Of course, we would always work to improve ourselves and each other, but we were enough. All my life I felt like I didn’t fit in, but I belonged with Wolf. And I didn’t need to prove it, because our love for each other had grown and would continue to grow.

      I smiled through our kisses, grateful for Wolf, grateful for this life. He pulled away and looked at the mountains just as the last bits of light disappeared, and the mountains turned a soft hue of purple. Then he smiled at me. “Is this the happily ever after you dreamed of?”

      I smiled back and squeezed his hand. “It’s better, because it’s real.” And it was.

      
        
        THE END.
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