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    Blurb 
 
    Nothing in life is free—even life itself. 
 
    After a split-second decision that gave her a second chance at life, Timberlyn struggles to control her new instincts as her life spins out of control. Her newly awakened hunger takes over, and she has to decide if she made the right choice after all. She may have saved her life, but every day is a struggle not to lose herself. Cut off from her family and the wolves, she takes solace in her friendship with Svana and Viktor, despite their hatred for the Wolf boys. But will Alarick despise her when he finds out the truth? 
 
    When she returns for her third year at Ravenwood Academy, everything is different. Her friends. Her status. Her link with the wolves. Now bound to Jonathan Ravenwood, she must fight harder than ever to carve out her own path and fight for what’s right.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Prologue 
 
    “Timberlyn,” Viktor’s voice crooned above me.  
 
    I summoned all my strength and dragged up the hundred-pound weights that had been attached to my eyelashes. The effort would have left me out of breath, but breathing hard took more than I had in me.  
 
    Viktor’s thumb skimmed across my lower lip, then tugged down, gently parting my lips.  
 
    I wanted to speak, but producing a single word was too exhausting. I let my lids fall closed again. Once, I would have fought, but I no longer had the strength. I was sinking into the earth, my body so heavy I was sure it would simply collapse under its own weight.  
 
    “Do it,” a soft, familiar voice urged. “Before it’s too late.” 
 
    I heard him move. My eyelids fluttered open again as he lifted his wrist to his mouth. One needle sharp tooth sliced through his vein before he pulled back and held it over my mouth. I watched, immobile, as a bead of dark liquid gathered. Viktor tilted his wrist, and a thin stream of deep crimson fell between my parted lips before I closed my eyes and sank into darkness.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter One 
 
    I was hungry.  
 
    That was the first thing that came when I woke. It wasn’t a normal hunger, one that would have let me sleep until morning. This was a nagging need, aching in roots of my teeth instead of my belly. I tried to sleep, but it wouldn’t relent. At last, I sat up and looked around at a vaguely familiar, dimly lit room filled with hospital beds just like the one I lay on. I remembered finding this room with Amy. I knew what it was for.  
 
    My head swam with dizziness and nausea, and I jumped up from the narrow hospital bed and ran to an open bathroom door. Fifteen minutes later, I’d emptied my stomach and my bowels at least half a dozen times, and I was so wrung out I thought I must’ve puked up my very insides. I stumbled back to the bed and fell facedown on it, ignoring the fact that I was in a room full of people strapped to beds and hooked up to machines. All of them but me. 
 
    I managed to sleep, but I didn’t know for how long. It seemed only minutes before I sat up with a start, gasping in pain as a pang darted into my canines like a dentist had touched a nerve with a metal pick—and without Novocain.  
 
    “You’re up early,” Svana said, smiling shyly at me.  
 
    “I am?” I blurted without thinking.  
 
    A second later, Viktor was on the other side of the bed, looking as impossibly beautiful as always—and a little guilty. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, you were dying,” Svana said. “Mr. Ravenwood got hold of you, and they basically drained you.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, wincing at a dart of pain in my temple. “Did I die?” I pressed the heel of my hand to my head and closed my eyes, remembering the school’s namesake saying my blood might give them magical powers or some bullshit.  
 
    “We weren’t sure if it was too late,” Viktor said, taking my free hand. “Usually, you have to have some of our blood first, before that happens.” 
 
    “Before what, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “Before you—well, your heart stops.”  
 
    I swayed on the bed. Was I… Dead? 
 
    “Typically, when we evolve someone, there are certain steps we have to follow,” Svana said. “A human gets some of our blood, and it sits inside them, and nothing really happens, but it’s stored there.” 
 
    “Like a virus?” 
 
    She grimaced. “Later on, if you died, you’d need to have your own blood drained out for it to really work properly. Our advanced blood retains some kind of… Like a memory… Inside you. When you eat, it builds up to replace your human blood, replenishing just like yours would after you suffered blood loss.” 
 
    “But it’s not really my blood,” I said. “It’s more like a parasite.” 
 
    “No,” Viktor said. “It’s still you. There’s no outside being taking you over.” 
 
    I wanted to believe them, since they’d been vampires for a long time, but it sure as hell felt like there was something inside me. A ravenous beast, to be exact.  
 
    “So, I did die.” 
 
    “Your heart stopped,” Viktor admitted. 
 
    “Then why is it still beating?” I asked. It was pounding in my temples, in my throat, in my teeth. I could feel it. 
 
    “Well, see, usually that doesn’t happen,” Svana said. “But after Viktor gave you some of his blood, it apparently… Revived you.” 
 
    She and Viktor watched me as if waiting for my reaction. 
 
    “So I’m not dead,” I said in relief.  
 
    “No,” Viktor said softly. “You’re not dead.” 
 
    “But we think you changed partway,” Svana said. “Maybe it didn’t go exactly right because you were a wolf already. See, when this superior blood replaces yours, you become something more than human. Something better. But you already were something more than human.” 
 
    “Better how?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. 
 
    “Stronger,” Viktor said. “Faster. Enhanced senses.” 
 
    “I already had all that,” I pointed out. “When I was a wolf.” 
 
    “Well, now you’re… something else,” Svana said. 
 
    Was I? If they drained all my wolf blood, was I still a wolf? If they fed me more of their blood, would I die and become a vampire? Was I already a vampire? I should feel different if I were so completely changed. If I were a vampire, I should be cold like them, with the same stillness in my chest. And if I was a vampire, shouldn’t I feel more dead? 
 
    Svana’s pretty nose wrinkled. “Also, we’re faster and stronger than wolves. And we’re not animals.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” I said. “I feel like I could eat an entire herd of deer right now.” 
 
    Viktor winced. “I’ll bring you more food.” 
 
    He disappeared from the room, only to return a minute later with a 44-ounce Styrofoam cup, the kind you could get at gas stations and fast-food restaurants. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, taking it from him. It was cold to the touch, but I could smell something irresistibly tantalizing rising from the red straw sticking out the top. I swallowed hard, my throat constricting with thirst. 
 
    “You know what it is,” Svana muttered, looking at the floor.  
 
    “Try not to think about it,” Viktor said. “Just drink.” 
 
    “It’s blood, isn’t it?” I asked, though I already knew. I wanted to be disgusted. Okay, I was disgusted, even knowing some of my best friends drank this all the time. I didn’t want to be rude and show it, but seriously. I wasn’t about to drink blood. 
 
    But oh god… It smelled so good. My teeth were throbbing like I had dual toothaches, and the pain was shooting up my jaws, filling my head with a pulsating pain. 
 
    “Will it make me more… Like y’all?” I asked. “Will it replace my blood?” 
 
    “No,” Svana said. “It gives you strength, though. Strength to build up your new blood and finish evolving. So yes, in a way it will make you more like us.” 
 
    “I can’t drink this,” I said, pushing it back to Viktor. My fingers clenched around the cup, though, refusing to release it even as my brain was telling me there was no way I could drink forty-four ounces of blood like it was a fucking slushie.  
 
    “If you don’t eat, you’re going to end up hurting someone,” Svana said quietly, her eyes cutting around the room.  
 
    Shit. The others in the beds… They were all humans. Humans who were ‘donating’ this blood to us. Oh, god. I definitely couldn’t drink it now, knowing they were captors in this house of horrors. These were the girls Mr. Wolf had tried to change, the girls who had supposedly died. He’d told the boys that they were dead, but they weren’t. They were all here, comatose, being drained of blood to feed the vampires. It made sense. They would have died if not for the machines. Why not take blood from them instead of healthy humans?  
 
    But it was also horrific and wrong. These people had no choice. They hadn’t chosen any of this. They’d just been excited to be recruited to a great school, never knowing they’d end up here, being kept alive and having their blood sucked out for vampires like my friends… And me. 
 
    As I looked at the shape in the next bed, my focus sharpened, as if I could suddenly see an added dimension. I could hear her heart hammering, a soft rush of blood entering her arteries with each beat. I could smell a warm, sweet, animal scent that made my teeth throb so hard I gasped in pain. Hunger twisted through my empty insides, clouding my mind with a need that bordered on madness.  
 
    Viktor edged the cup closer to me, pushing the straw against my mouth. I pressed my lips together, but when I inhaled through my nose, I knew I couldn’t resist anymore. I didn’t open my eyes, but I let my lips part. Viktor gently guided the straw inside, and my lips closed around it. I didn’t think I even sucked, but suddenly, my mouth was filled with salty, coppery, sweet relief. It flowed down my throat and up into my teeth in thick waves of soothing comfort, like liquid chocolate. 
 
    It seemed only the next second that the hollow echo of the straw suctioning against the empty bottom of the cup met my ears. 
 
    “See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Svana asked. “The more you eat, the faster you’ll heal and finish the process of evolving into one of us. You’re still you, Timberlyn. You’re just… A better version of yourself.” 
 
    I could have said I was fine as I was, but in truth, I’d always wanted to be a better version of myself. Or at least a less outcast one. Now, I had not only a boyfriend, but friends. And they wanted me to be like them. 
 
    Yeah, I’d had to die to really do that, but it wasn’t like they’d killed me.  
 
    “Where’s everyone else?” I asked, jumping up from the bed. I was feeling stronger by the second. It might be gross to drink blood, but it felt like I’d just had an intravenous shot of espresso. I couldn’t deny the addictiveness of the rush. I already wanted more.  
 
    “We haven’t been out,” Viktor said. “We found you, and we didn’t want to leave you in case…” 
 
    “In case what?” I asked, glancing between them.  
 
    “Mr. Ravenwood killed you, Timberlyn,” Viktor said. “I gave you my blood, but…” 
 
    “But…?” I prompted when they started sharing looks I couldn’t read. 
 
    “We didn’t know if it would take,” Svana said. “Usually, you’d have to drink some of our blood first.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said slowly. They didn’t know that I’d bitten Mr. Ravenwood. I’d had vampire blood before being drained, before Viktor had tried to save me. Maybe that hadn’t been enough to turn me, and I’d been too weak, but once I’d been infused with Viktor’s blood, it had put me over the tipping point. 
 
    “Yes,” Viktor said with a quick nod. “Mr. Ravenwood thinks you’re dead, Timberlyn.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said again, this time a startled exclamation. “So, you’re saying I have a super old, powerful vampire after me?” 
 
    “He’s not after you,” Viktor said. “Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “He will be if he realizes you didn’t die,” Svana said.  
 
    “It wouldn’t be a year at Ravenwood without someone wanting to kill me.” 
 
    Instead of laughing at my bad joke, Viktor grimaced. “We brought you here because there’s food,” he said. “And a place to keep you without suspicion for a few days. But others come here to eat. You shouldn’t stay here any longer than you have to.” 
 
    “So, let’s get out of here,” I said. “I’m ready.”  
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Svana said. “Not unless you want to kill a lot of people.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” I asked, looking around at the six beds. With six people on them. Who all smelled so good I was suddenly salivating. A sharp, stinging pain stabbed into my teeth again, and I gasped, reaching up to cover my mouth.  
 
    “Until you’ve learned to control your impulses, it would actually be better for you to be locked somewhere safe,” Svana said softly. 
 
    “Locked up?” I asked, my gaze flying from her to her brother. Yes, I was hungry, and my teeth hurt, but it wasn’t that bad. I could totally handle it.  
 
    “Everyone has to do it,” Viktor said. “We’ll come and feed you every day and teach you some techniques for controlling yourself.” 
 
    “We’re not going to throw you in a jail cell,” Svana said. “If you don’t want to go into hiding for a few months, we won’t make you. But it’ll be a lot harder to hide the evidence if you’re slaughtering people in the middle of class.” 
 
    “No,” I said, backing against the bed and sinking down again. I remembered the administrators telling me why humans were at Ravenwood.  
 
    And I wasn’t going to be a heartless animal who treated humans as food. Amy had told me she’d had to learn to control herself before she could see me. It had taken her a summer. Which meant that I’d have to stay in Ravenwood for the summer instead of going home. But if that meant my family would be safe, I’d do it. There was no way I was going home and risking the lives of my family members, even if I had a lot of questions I’d like to ask my parents.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I don’t want to hurt anyone. So, where’s the daycare for baby vamps?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two 
 
    “What about the wolves?” I asked as we hurried across the parking lot to Viktor’s car. As we went, I glanced around, searching for a familiar figure hidden between the trees in the forest behind the clinic. 
 
    “They’re fine,” Viktor said, opening the passenger door for me.  
 
    I slid into the leather seat, not missing the way he tensed that the mention of the Wolf boys. “Why didn’t Alarick come find me?” I asked Svana, twisting around in the seat while Viktor circled the car.  
 
    “Listen, Timberlyn,” she said. “No one knows you’re alive. That’s how it had to be. To keep you safe.” 
 
    Shock rocked through me. “He thinks I’m dead?”  
 
    “It was the only way to keep you safe,” Svana said, avoiding my eyes.  
 
    “Alarick is not unsafe,” I gritted out. “He’d never hurt me.” 
 
    Viktor pulled out onto the road and turned toward Ravenwood Academy. “Amy doesn’t know either,” he said. “No one knows.” 
 
    “I’m fine with going somewhere safe for the summer,” I said. “But Alarick needs to know I’m okay.” 
 
    “Wolves hate vampires,” Svana warned. 
 
    “Yeah, well, he won’t hate me.” 
 
    Viktor glanced sideways at me. “This changes everything, Timberlyn. Your life isn’t going to be the same. You’re one of us now.” 
 
    “I don’t hate y’all,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “And he won’t hate me. No matter what I am.”  
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Svana said. “I just… I’d hate to see you get hurt.” 
 
    “Then don’t hurt me,” I snapped. “You’re the ones who lied to me. Alarick has never done anything but try to protect me.” 
 
    “We were trying to protect you, too,” Viktor said quietly. 
 
    “Then how come you told Mr. Ravenwood about me?”  
 
    “That’s not fair,” Svana said. “I didn’t know he’d go after you. We have to report back to the council every week, just talk about everything that goes on at Ravenwood. I didn’t know your dreams were real.” 
 
    “So, you’re basically spies?” I asked. “Are you in on his plan to take over the world?” 
 
    “No,” she said, sounding hurt. “Of course not. But we don’t have the freedoms you do, Timberlyn. If we wouldn’t cooperate, they’d pull us from the academy in a second.” 
 
    “Why do they want to know what’s going on with a bunch of teenagers?” I asked. “That’s pretty creepy, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Ravenwood Academy is mostly supernaturals,” she said. “They want to know what’s going on with all the other supernaturals. But of course I don’t want to kill humans. How could you think that after two years of being friends with us?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered. It was true. If she was out to kill humans, she would have killed me freshman year, when I’d been a stupid little human. I’d been around her all year, been alone with her dozens of times. If she wanted me dead, I’d be dead already. 
 
    “You’ll see him soon enough,” Viktor said after a few minutes of silence. He stared straight ahead, gripping the steering wheel of his fancy car with both hands. “But it’s not safe yet.” 
 
    “Then… Just tell him I’m okay, and tell him where I am so he can come see me. That’s safe, right? I wouldn’t want to bite a werewolf?” I winced at my own words. I’d been a human up until recently, and I had no problem downing their blood like it was water on a hot summer day. 
 
    “Okay,” Svana said. “We’ll tell him. But… Just don’t get upset if he doesn’t come visit. You might not have hated us, but you just became a wolf. You know how Alarick feels about us.” 
 
    I couldn’t deny that. Alarick despised my friends, especially Viktor. I’d always assumed it had more to do with Alarick being a super possessive Alpha boyfriend than the fact that Viktor was a vampire. But the blood-drinking had been mentioned a time or two during our arguments over whether I should be friends with vampires.  
 
    We pulled up to Ravenwood Academy and parked around back.  
 
    “There’s an escape-proof room in the tower,” Svana explained. “It’s where all the newly evolved stay for a few months while they learn to control their instincts. You’ll still be volatile after that, but it won’t be as bad. You’ll be able to control yourself most of the time. Like Amy was last year.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, nodding and staring up at the towering bell that hung over Ravenwood. I’d never been up there or had a reason to go. Now, I did. 
 
    We entered through a small door at the back of the building that I’d never been through. In the parking lot, I could smell humans in the vicinity, and my hunger pangs returned. The vampires hurried me through the door and pulled it closed behind us, plunging us into darkness. Here, only the smell of old stone and dust greeted me. 
 
    “Come on,” Svana said, hooking her hand through my arm. “You’ll be able to see in the dark as your senses grow stronger. For now, just follow our lead.” 
 
    Viktor’s cool hand hooked through my other arm, and together, we started up a set of stone steps. As we went, my eyes adjusted to the darkness a bit, and I knew I was seeing better than I could have as a human. Despite the lack of windows until the top of the tower, the scant light was enough for me to make out the steps and not trip and fall on my face. 
 
    When we reached the top at last, Viktor pulled out a key and opened an old wooden door.  
 
    “Wait, does wood really hold us?” I asked. “Does it take a wooden stake to kill me?” Everything had happened so fast that I hadn’t even had time to ask about what I was.  
 
    “Yes, and yes,” Svana said. “And don’t worry. We’ll be on campus all summer. We’ll bring you food every day and teach you about what you are. You’re not in jail, Timberlyn. If you really want to leave, you don’t have to jump out the window or anything. Just ask us. We’ll let you out if you really want to go out.” 
 
    Inside the small room, I took in the one window, wooden floors, and stone walls. There was a small twin bed made up neatly with my blankets. My rug lay beside it, my toiletries were in the bathroom, and my sketchbooks and pencils waited on the desk. I’d never decorated the room I’d shared with Brooklyn, so they hadn’t had to bring much. 
 
    “You knew I’d come?” I asked, turning to my friends. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. They’d gone through my things, brought me what I’d need. They’d no doubt filled the small chest of drawers with my clothes. I was glad I had my stuff, but there was something violating about it. I didn’t like the thought of Viktor touching my bras or seeing the granny-panties I wore during my period.  
 
    “Everyone has to find their own way, decide what they want to do with their new life,” Svana said. “Most people, like Amy and us, want to protect humans. Most of the newly turned agree to stay here to curb their cravings until they can control them. Not everyone wants that. But we were pretty sure you’d be the type who did.”  
 
    After a few minutes, they left me to get used to my new little room while they went back to school. They had a few weeks before summer. I stood at the window watching students cross the campus, oblivious to my watching eyes. When that felt too weird, I lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling, ignoring the nagging hunger that had settled in the back of my mind like a permanent resident.  
 
    Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe, since I wasn’t all vampire just like I wasn’t all wolf, I’d be able to control myself after a few meals. Like I didn’t have to shift at the full moon. I wanted to, but I didn’t have to. Maybe I didn’t even have to drink blood. I could be the kind of vampire who still ate food. If there was such a thing. Even if not, maybe I could be the first.  
 
    As I lay there, I thought about what Svana and Viktor had done for me. I should have been nicer to them, shown them I was grateful. Viktor had saved me, just as he’d saved Amy. He’d kept me alive, despite Mr. Ravenwood’s wish to kill me. I didn’t know much about vampire society, but I knew they had a council to answer to, and that he could probably get in a lot of trouble for what he’d done. They’d kept my life a secret until I woke up, fed me, moved all my things into this room to protect me and protect the humans on campus.  
 
    Maybe I’d just never be the kind of person who fully, easily trusted others. But they were obviously on my side. They’d locked the door when they left, but they’d told me that if I wanted, I could go out and kill a bunch of people. Not that I wanted to do that, but they obviously trusted me to do what was best. The thought of some vampires wanting to leave while unable to control themselves made me sick. I’d dreamed of revenge for years, but now that I was immensely strong and actually able to exact revenge, it was the last thing I wanted.  
 
    What I wanted was Alarick. He’d become my comfort, my protector. But as I watched from the window that day, I didn’t see him. That evening, when Svana came back bearing gifts of blood, she told me that the Wolf boys weren’t in school, but she sent a message letting them know where I was. I was so thirsty I barely heard her words.  
 
    The hunger had taken me over more every hour until it possessed me like a demon. I barely stopped myself from biting her, even though she didn’t smell like the food she carried. I tore into the thick plastic bag she brought, sucking out the blood like an animal. I knew it was my imagination, but I swore I could smell the humans down there on campus, pulsing with blood and ready to be bitten. 
 
    That was when I knew. This was only the beginning. There was no halfway about this part of my vampirism. I wouldn’t be eating anything else. Bloodthirst wouldn’t be optional, like shifting on the full moon. I was well and truly going mad, and it had only been a day.  
 
    I told Svana not to let me out, no matter what I said, until I was better. That was when I knew I couldn’t see Alarick, either, no matter how much I wanted to. What if I bit him? What if he saw me like this, a desperate, begging addict, and was disgusted? I sent her away with a message that I loved him, but I wouldn’t be able to see him for a while. Pain squeezed inside me as I delivered the words, but the craving was already back, building inside me until I didn’t feel the pain of Alarick’s absence. All I felt was hunger.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Three 
 
    My summer as a vampire passed in a blur of blood and hunger. I saw no one but Viktor and Svana. Svana told me that Amy went home for the summer, now able to control herself well enough to be trusted around her family. As for me, I had no interest in anything but feeding. Viktor brought me a phone, but I didn’t use it much. I didn’t draw or miss the walks that used to clear my head. I wanted to leave only so I could ravage the entire island.  
 
    I screamed at my friends when they wouldn’t let me, even though I’d asked them not to listen to me. I lost the ability to feel shame for my actions. I wanted blood, only blood. The need consumed me. I couldn’t think of anything but the hunger, couldn’t feel the heat of the long summer days, barely noticed the days lingering later and later, until there was barely darkness at all.  
 
    And then, gradually, as the endless summer of misery wore on, I began to wake from the red, nightmare hunger. I found myself able to focus on other things, a bit at a time. I checked my phone, texting my parents with more than cursory assurances that I was fine. I sent Josie GIFs. I called Gramma and told her how much I missed her.  
 
    I noticed that there were a few more minutes of darkness each night. I thought of questions to ask Svana and Viktor when they came, instead of just lurching at them like a crazed zombie, gulping down the blood, and begging them to let me out to get more. My head began to clear enough to be thankful instead of angry that they didn’t honor my requests, knowing I’d made them out of desperate addiction and not my true intentions.  
 
    One evening, in the never-ending twilight of an August day, I did something I thought was impossible—asked Viktor a question before eating.  
 
    “How can you and Svana stand to watch someone go through this?” I asked. “I can’t even stand it, and it’s me.” 
 
    He shrugged one shoulder and turned away, avoiding my eyes. “It’s just what happens. If the choice is between taking care of the newly evolved or letting them go slaughter a bunch of people and live with that guilt…”  
 
    “Because that’s what happened to you,” I guessed, feeling horrible for bringing up something he obviously didn’t want to talk about.  
 
    “There was no Ravenwood where we evolved,” he said, setting the bag of blood down on my nightstand. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, reaching out to touch his forearm. It was cold to the touch, and I felt a little shiver go through him when my fingertips lingered on his skin. 
 
    “It was a long time ago,” he said, his eyes dropping closed as he took a deep breath.  
 
    “Well, thank you for taking care of me.” 
 
    “I’m your maker,” he said, like it didn’t mean anything. “I’m responsible for you.” 
 
    I remembered Amy saying Viktor was like her dad, but it didn’t feel like that to me. I was embarrassed that he’d seen me at my worst, and then worse than my worst. I remembered, at the start of the summer, being embarrassed that he might have seen my ugly underwear while moving my things. Now, that seemed like the silly concerns of a little girl. Now, he’d seen me beg and rave with bloodlust, offer him my body and my life for one more taste. He’d seen me attack a bag of blood like a rabid animal and cry when I tore into it and it spilled. He’d seen me lick blood off my fingers, my hair, the floor.  
 
    And he still looked at me with gentleness, compassion, and an ache in his eyes that made my heart fold in on itself, like he took on my pain and felt it magnified. I knew it wasn’t fair, but I’d liked seeing myself as Viktor did. I’d liked that he admired me, that he liked me. And yes, I felt like a selfish, shallow person for that, because I had Alarick, but I’d be lying if I said that I hadn’t always felt… Something… For Viktor.  
 
    I pressed my palms to my thighs, resisting the urge to reach for the blood. It still called to me, but I didn’t scramble for it and grovel like an animal when it was gone. “I’m sure it can’t be easy to see someone begging like a junkie,” I said. “I’m sorry I put you through that.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” he said, sinking onto the bed beside me. “If anything, it’s my fault.” 
 
    “It’s not.” Now it was my turn to avoid his gaze. “What you and Svana did for me… I appreciate it. You saved my life. And I know it must suck to see a friend go through something like this.”  
 
    “It is harder when it’s a friend,” Viktor admitted, his fingers lightly brushing over my back. “I hate to see you suffering. But I knew if I let you have what you wanted, it would make it even worse.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with an awkward laugh. “You must think I’m disgusting now.” 
 
    To my surprise, Viktor let out a low chuckle. “Why would I think that, Timberlyn? If you didn’t think I was disgusting even when you were human, why would I think that about you now, when you’re just like me?”  
 
    “Because,” I whispered. “You saw me act like that.” 
 
    “I felt for you,” he said. “I was never disgusted by it. I know what hunger is like.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. “I think I’d rather have disgust than pity.”  
 
    I started to stand, but Viktor’s hand wrapped around my arm, pulling me back. “Timberlyn,” he said. “It’s okay to accept someone’s sympathy. It doesn’t mean I pity you. I don’t look down on you for what happened. I admire you for making the choice you did, for asking us to keep you here and keep people safe from you. I respect you for the decisions you’ve made since you started school here. And I don’t just respect you. I… I like you.”  
 
    I sat frozen as he angled his body toward mine, sliding a hand along my shoulder, under my hair. “I… Me, too,” I said. “I’m glad we’re friends.” 
 
    “I don’t mean as a friend,” he said, his lavender eyes smoldering with desire as he leaned closer.  
 
    I didn’t move. His lids lowered, and he drew me forward, his gentle hand cradling the back of my neck. His mouth met mine, his lips soft as a whisper. It had been so long since I felt anything but hunger, that nothing else existed for a moment. His lips were so soft, like moth wings slowly stroking the sensitive skin of my lips until a slow spiral of tingling sparkled through me like fairy dust. I swooned against him, my hands fisting his shirt, my body craving the contact though his was nothing like Alarick’s frantic, passionate kiss.  
 
    I jerked back, only realizing I’d kissed him back when I’d already done it.  
 
    “Viktor,” I said, pressing my fingertips to my mouth and eyeing him warily. “I’m still with Alarick. You know that.” 
 
    A frown knitted his brow, and he turned away. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said, suddenly desperate not to make him angry, not to make him leave. He and Svana were the only human contact—the only contact, anyway—that I’d had in months. I’d never thought I was especially social, but after being in isolation alone most of that time, never able to leave, only seeing them a few hours a day, if that, I knew I had underestimated my need for companionship.  
 
    True, I hadn’t been myself most of that time, but they had. They’d been there for me. The thought of seeing one less person was torturous. And we’d been through something, the three of us. It had bonded us. It was like they’d gone through addiction, rehab, and recovery with me. I couldn’t forget that, even if Viktor could.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said when he didn’t answer. I laid my hand over his on the edge of the bed. “I shouldn’t have let you do that.” 
 
    “No, I shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “I knew you were going to,” I whispered. It was true. He hadn’t blindsided me. Not totally. He’d put his arm around me. He’d leaned in. He’d pulled me in. And as he did all those things, I hadn’t pulled away. I had kissed him back. 
 
    “You did?” Viktor asked, looking up with such hope in his eyes that it broke my heart. 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Yes,” I admitted. “But it can’t happen again. Not until I’ve talked to Alarick.” 
 
    “You’re breaking up with him?” Viktor asked. 
 
    “What? No,” I said quickly. “Look, Viktor, I don’t know what’s going to happen. I like you a lot, as a friend. I’m not sure if I like you as more than that. I’m sorry I can’t give you more answers, but I’ve been up here for so long I’m not thinking straight.”  
 
    He avoided my gaze as he stood. “Okay.” 
 
    My heart squeezed, and I wanted to reach out and hug him, but I didn’t want to lead him on, and I wasn’t sure how he’d take that. “I’m sorry,” I said again. “But I really need to see Alarick. Can you send him to visit?” 
 
    Viktor nodded, his lips tight. “Okay.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the horrible feelings of guilt that wrapped around my heart as he stood there, looking so alone, while I asked to see my boyfriend.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said again, sounding like a broken record by now. “I just need to know where we stand. Maybe he’ll hate me, like you said.”  
 
    “Okay.” Viktor went to the door, unlocked it, and stepped out without another word. And then he was gone. 
 
    I flopped back on the bed and groaned in frustration. I was so turned around I couldn’t think straight. I hadn’t seen anyone but him in months. Of course I wanted some physical affection. I’d grown close to him, while Alarick was out there…  
 
    Damn it. He was probably waiting for me. Probably wanting to see me.  
 
    And I… Well, I wasn’t sure how I felt anymore. I missed him. But I wasn’t just a wolf anymore. And I’d never been his true mate, the thing wolves wanted more than anything else in the world. When he found her, he’d have to leave me. Our time had always been measured. That was part of what made us so frantic for each other, made us squeeze every drop from the time we had together. He might meet his mate, and then I would be nothing to him. We had no unnatural bond, only a natural attraction.  
 
    Which I seemed to have developed for someone else as well. 
 
    Crap on a cracker.  
 
    I got up and went to stare at the full moon overhead. I’d shifted once during the summer, mostly to see if it eased the maddening, ravenous hunger. It hadn’t. After that, I had been too distracted, too consumed, to try it. I didn’t have to shift at the full moon, but I knew that somewhere inside me, my wolf was waiting. Tonight, staring up at the silvery orb in the sky, I wanted to shift again. For the first time in months, I wanted to be a wolf, to run through the woods with the wind in my fur, to catch a rabbit, to understand in some instinctual way the treasure of its life as I devoured the fresh meat.  
 
    I was coming back to myself at last.  
 
    But while I’d been gone, the rest of the world had continued as usual. The world hadn’t waited. It had moved on. What if Alarick had moved on with it? 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I paced my tiny room a few days later, wondering if I’d made a mistake. Alarick was coming to visit me. I had regained my self-control. I could resist eating until after Viktor and Svana left most of the time. I no longer wanted to jump out my window when I saw someone walking on the campus below, and there had been more visitors lately as school prepared to open. I forced myself to sit down on my bed and stop pacing. 
 
    I didn’t think I was ready to be alone with a human, but Alarick Wolf wasn’t human. Even if he smelled as good, which the vampires assured me he wouldn’t, his werewolf strength should be enough to fight off an attack. I was more worried about what he’d think of me. I hadn’t wanted him to see me in my baby vamp craze this summer, and there was a reason for that. Alarick wasn’t the type to lose control. If I attacked him, he’d be horrified. Hell, he’d already be horrified. I was the creature he hated most in the world. 
 
    A knock drew me out of my mini-panic, and the next second, I heard the keys turn in the lock. I sat up straight, my heart hammering.  
 
    The door swung open, and a tall silhouette filled the doorframe. My heart stopped.  
 
    “Hello, there,” said a familiar, accented voice. 
 
    I scrambled off my bed so fast I nearly stumbled on my own feet. I shot to the window and threw it open, then turned to face the door again, not wanting to turn my back on him, praying that I was hallucinating.  
 
    It was supposed to be Alarick. 
 
    “I’ll jump,” I threatened.  
 
    Mr. Ravenwood chuckled. “I don’t think so.”  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Four 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I demanded. “How did you find me?” 
 
    “You took my blood, lamb,” he said with a haughty air. “I’ll always find you. I’m your maker.” 
 
    “No,” I said, pressing my back to the wall. “Viktor’s my maker.” 
 
    “Hm,” Mr. Ravenwood said, sounding a bit bored. “Perhaps you have two makers. It doesn’t happen often, but it’s not unheard of. Say, for instance, five vampires fed you their blood before you died. They’d all be your makers, wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “You knew I was alive all along?”  
 
    “Of course,” Mr. Ravenwood said. “You joined my flock, little lamb. A good shepherd always knows where every member of his flock is. And I’m a very good shepherd.”  
 
    Though his nickname for me made me gag, I’d rather him think of me as his sheep than his daughter. I sure as hell would rather have Mr. Ravenwood for a shepherd than my vampire dad.  
 
    “You know who put me here?” I asked. “Are they in trouble?” 
 
    “Of course not,” he said. “They did the right thing. Though I preferred the old way of letting new vampires run amok and learn through experience, it’s so much harder nowadays, with everyone taking video of every exciting incident. It would be too hard to cover up. But one day…” 
 
    He rubbed his hands together gleefully, a faraway look in his eyes.  
 
    “What?” I asked. “You’ll let new vampires murder the entire human population?” 
 
    Mr. Ravenwood shook his head, shaking himself from his sick reverie. “The point is, I know everything. And that which I don’t know, I make it my business to learn. Knowledge is power, after all.” 
 
    I decided to go for the direct approach, asking what I needed to know before wasting any more of our time. “Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    Ravenwood chuckled again, cocking his head to one side and studying me like a bacterium under his microscope. “Now, why would I do that?”  
 
    “Hmm, let’s see,” I said. “Maybe because you already tried.” 
 
    “Yes, but now you’re alive and one of us,” he said. “I don’t make a habit of killing my own kind, lamb. A matter I hear we agree upon.” 
 
    “Where’d you hear that?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.  
 
    “Well, you’re locked in the incubation chamber,” he said. “That’s what I like to call it. It’s where the newly evolved wrestle their way into the superior beings they were created to be.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And if you were out killing humans, whom you still see as your kind, then we wouldn’t be so alike,” Mr. Ravenwood said.  
 
    “You’re not going to kill me?” I asked, eyeing the wooden chair at my desk. I was strong enough to smash it on the floor if I wanted, and over the summer, I’d learned that vampires were as sensitive to wood as the legends made them out to be. Not only could we be killed with a stake to the heart, but even a splinter was super painful. An injury caused by wood was the only one that wouldn’t heal on its own. 
 
    “Why would I kill you?” Mr. Ravenwood asked again. “You’re one of my flock now.” 
 
    “We’re going in circles here,” I said. “Just give me a straight answer.” 
 
    “I’m not planning on it,” he said, stepping inside and pulling the door closed behind him.  
 
    “Then what do you want?” I asked, still on guard. “And stop with the sheep metaphors already.” 
 
    He glared at me, almost pouting, like I’d taken away the fun by refusing to be toyed with. His voice was icy and businesslike when he spoke. “When you joined our superior race, you fell under my jurisdiction. I’m a council member, so you answer to me.” 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t think I’m going to like that.” 
 
    “I don’t ask you to like it,” Mr. Ravenwood snapped. “But you are what you are, and there are rules for our people that we all must obey.” 
 
    “Yeah, see, obedience isn’t my strong suit,” I said with an apologetic shrug. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be,” he said. “But you still have to do it. Like all the superior beings at Ravenwood, you’ll answer to me if you want to stay there. You’ll report back to me with all the goings-on of those in attendance.” 
 
    “So you can eradicate the wolves,” I said. “You forget, I’m also a werewolf.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Ravenwood said with a dismissive gesture. “You’re one of us. And yes, we’ll finish eradicating the puppy plague, but that’s not a major concern anymore. We’ve all but succeeded in that.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, deciding not to press the issue. If he didn’t think I was a werewolf, I wasn’t going to hand him more information about me than he already had. “Now you’re going to wipe out humans.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t eradicate them entirely,” Ravenwood said. “We all must eat.” 
 
    “And how is my spying for you going to accomplish that?”  
 
    “That’s for me to worry about,” he said. “I only came to see how you were progressing. I prefer not to witness the savagery of the newly-evolved.” 
 
    “Right. You’d rather let them devastate humanity where you don’t have to see it.” I couldn’t imagine Mr. Ravenwood as the pathetic, ravenous beast I’ve been for the past few months. In fact, if he hadn’t bitten me, I wouldn’t be able to imagine him doing something so primitive as eating. It was impossible to believe he was once what I was, that he’d gone through this the way I had, and Amy, and even Viktor and Svana. He was so inhuman it was hard to imagine that he’d ever been human at all.  
 
    “Of course not,” Mr. Ravenwood said. “Not yet. One day, we’ll evolve enough humans at once, and it won’t matter that we expose our true natures to them. At that point, it will be too late for them. Until then, I wouldn’t want to have to clean up the mess you left behind.” 
 
    “So, I just have to spy on the students, and I’ll get to keep going to Ravenwood?” 
 
    “No,” Mr. Ravenwood said. “If you want to continue attending, you’ll need to tell me more than that. You’re a seer, Timberlyn. Unfortunately, that doesn’t seem to have passed down to us through your blood. So you, my changeling lamb, will need to report back to me with your dreams as well.” 
 
    Well, that should be easy enough. I could always lie about those. 
 
    “Deal,” I said. “So, I can go back to Ravenwood?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Mr. Ravenwood said.  
 
    I knew I was staying near the enemy, that he wanted to keep me here so I’d be right under his nose the whole time, but where else would I go? If I went back to my parents, I’d bring the danger with me. I couldn’t do that to them or Josie. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “But first, I want you to tell me about my birth parents. You said I was a changeling.”  
 
    “Yes, what about it?” Mr. Ravenwood asked, checking a gold watch on his wrist. 
 
    “Who stole me from my birth parents? Why me? Who are they? Where are they?”  
 
    “So many questions,” he mused, strolling around my tiny room. I wanted to snap at him not to touch my bed, my things, but I held myself back, not wanting to give him an excuse to change the subject.  
 
    “I took you,” Mr. Ravenwood said. “Ravenwood Academy isn’t the only home for supernaturals in the world. There are other pockets of supernatural activity all around the world. You belonged in a unique one in that it’s laden with so many wards that it’s virtually undetectable from the outside. I never would have found you if I hadn’t followed someone there back when I was hunting down the last of the wolves.” 
 
    “Why’d you want to steal me, though?” I asked. “I wasn’t a wolf.”  
 
    “When I saw that all sorts of beings lived there, I needed inside information,” he said. “I needed a count of the wolves, but more than that, I realized what an asset it would be to have other supernatural species join ours in our mission. You see, faeries, witches, mages, demigods—they all have different gifts to offer. Unfortunately, it was impossible for me to find your home after I left it. There were too many spells laden over the area.” 
 
    “Then how’d you kidnap me?”  
 
    “I waited a few weeks, searching the area I knew I’d been, but it no longer looked familiar. Then one day I saw your mother leaving the valley. You see, even faeries need things from the store on occasion. When I saw her emerging from the woods, I understood the spells they’d laid. I could walk right through their valley and never notice it was what I was looking for. I was outmatched. My only choice was to follow her and take one of her children.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I wanted your mother, but I knew she was too powerful. A little baby, though. I could have it raised by humans, then take over when I was ready.” 
 
    I thought of the Wolf boys’ childhood, which was so much worse than my own. At least Mr. Ravenwood had put me with a stable family instead of sticking me in foster care. Not that I was handing out Brownie points for kidnapping. 
 
    “Why bother swapping me out for a human?” I asked. “Why not just take me?” 
 
    “Your parents weren’t human,” he said. “They would have caused trouble, hunting you down and exacting revenge. It was much simpler to switch you out for a human baby who happened to be nearby. They might have suspected that something was wrong, but how could they know what? After all, they still had a baby. And I had you, little lamb. I had no interest in raising a child, but I watched over you from afar. When it was time to call you home, we recruited you to come to Ravenwood.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, a gasp escaping my lips. “I thought Mr. Wolf did that. He said it was because I was different.” 
 
    “And I let him think that,” Mr. Ravenwood said with a haughty sneer. “That is the case for some of his recruits, but they never amount to anything. He’s grasping at straws, summoning humans whom even their own kind find unsatisfactory. I’m the one who has the true power here. I’m the one who calls the supernaturals to Ravenwood. That’s why the academy bears my name. Mr. Wolf wasn’t calling you home, Timberlyn. Your shepherd was.” 
 
    My head spun as I tried to put it together. Mr. Wolf had said he found people who were treated differently and recruited them to come to Ravenwood, hoping they were the solution to his problem. But all along, I was never one of those. Mr. Wolf may have been a big shot in the community, and he may have had access to the headmaster and the records at Ravenwood Academy, but Mr. Ravenwood himself was so much more than that. He was so much bigger than a little academy on an island in Canada. This was all so much bigger than the Wolf boys.  
 
    “So… My real parents,” I said. “You said you traded me with a baby in the area.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “In a way, I was your maker long before you stole a taste of my blood. I’ve been keeping an eye on you since you were just a few months old.” 
 
    “And I was in the same town as my birth parents all along?” 
 
    “Not the same town,” he said. “The supernatural community there isn’t out in the open. They don’t live in a town. But yes, you were quite close.” 
 
    “Who are they?” I demanded. 
 
    He shrugged like it didn’t matter to him and therefore shouldn’t matter to me. “I don’t know. Some faeries, I imagine.” 
 
    I planted my hands on my hips and glared. “I want to meet them.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s quite impossible,” he said. “They have protections over them that make them impossible to find.”  
 
    “So, that’s it? You’re just going to tell me that I have parents somewhere in Arkansas, but you don’t know who they are or how to find them?” 
 
    “You humans are so obsessed with where you came from,” Mr. Ravenwood said. “That doesn’t matter, lamb. What matters is what you are now. Where you’re going. You said you didn’t want to join us, but when you took my blood, you chose to become what we are. You chose to join us. Now you are as we are, superior to humans and all those petty concerns. All you need to worry about now is waiting until the time is right to take our rightful evolutionary place in the world.” 
 
    “And when is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Soon,” he said. “Sooner than later. But time is of little consequence to you now. After all, we are immortal. We have all the time in the world.”  
 
    I didn’t have all the time in the world. I needed to stop the vampires, though I had no idea how. I wanted a more definitive answer, but I knew I wouldn’t be getting one from Jonathan Ravenwood. Time had ceased to have meaning for him, just as human lives meant nothing to him. After a few more minutes, he told me I was free to attend classes and that he would expect me to come to check in with him every week, just as Svana and Viktor did.  
 
    When he was gone, I paced my room again, too agitated to sit still. Part of me agreed with his assessment about my past. It didn’t matter now. He’d taken me from my parents, who were probably sorely disappointed that their baby turned out to be an ordinary human with no magic. Meanwhile, my parents were grappling with their weirdo, misfit daughter. And all along, I hadn’t fit because I didn’t fit. I wasn’t supposed to. I didn’t belong to my family. 
 
    Still, they were my family. Josie was my sister. Dad was my dad, complete with bad jokes and blustering laughter. Mom was my mom, despite her plastic smiles and complete cluelessness. And Gramma was my gramma, the same one who had let me eat the cookie dough when Mom wasn’t looking, who had known something was wrong when I was exchanged for her real granddaughter, but who had raised me and loved me as if I were her real family. Even if I had never fit with my family, they were still my family. 
 
    I had no idea who this other family was. What exactly were faeries, anyway? What supernatural abilities did they possess? Who was to say they wanted me back? Maybe that girl’s parents loved her and accepted her as their own, and they wouldn’t want some stranger to show up and disrupt their lives. And the girl, the real Timberlyn, would she hate me for showing up and trying to replace her? Maybe she was happy in her family. Just because I’d never fit, that didn’t mean she was the same. She might fit perfectly well, might love being a faerie child.  
 
    I’d never know if I would’ve been better off if Mr. Ravenwood hadn’t stolen me. I might not have fit with my real family any better than I did with the Brinks. There was no use speculating because I couldn’t do anything about it. I couldn’t go back in time. The other girl might be better off never knowing she’d been traded out at birth. Our parents, both sets of them, might be better off not knowing.  
 
    But did I really have the right to make that decision for them? True, we couldn’t change what had already happened. That didn’t mean they didn’t deserve the truth.  
 
    It was up to me to find them, to tell them the truth. First, I had to finish my transformation, though. I had to get a hold on my impulses, so I wouldn’t show up and start attacking people in their closely guarded supernatural community. And of course I still had to find their secret refuge, one that they’d designed specifically to stay hidden from outsiders.  
 
    That was okay, though. I was good at finding out secrets. And maybe the reason I’d always been an outsider in my own world was that I’d never been meant to live outside theirs.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Five 
 
    Alarick didn’t come that night, but I had so much to think about I barely noticed. By the time he showed up a week later, though, I’d had plenty of time to mull over the fact that he didn’t want to see me sooner.  
 
    Svana opened the door for him, and he stepped into the doorway, his huge frame filling the space almost completely. God, I’d forgotten how enormous he was, like a wall of muscle. Vampires were deceptively strong, but werewolves… They looked every bit as strong as they were.  
 
    “Hi,” I said, not sure what else to say. A million thoughts and emotions swirled through me. This was a boy I knew more intimately than anyone on earth, and yet, he hadn’t been with me through the last few months, through the most trying and traumatic days of my life. This was a boy I loved, a boy I’d thought was meant for me, but he hadn’t come running the moment he’d been able to see me again. The last time he’d seen me, I’d been a werewolf, and if not his fated mate, at least I had been a potential, temporary mate. Now I was also a vampire, and though he didn’t know it, some other things, too.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, looking as awkward as I felt.  
 
    “I’m just gonna go,” Svana said, giving me a tiny smile before pulling the door closed behind Alarick. We stared at each other a moment. He looked the same, but somehow different than I remembered.  
 
    “I thought you’d come visit as soon as Viktor told you I could have visitors,” I said, my tone coming out more accusatory than I meant. I didn’t want to show my hand so easily when I couldn’t read Alarick’s face at all. But I couldn’t keep the hurt from my voice. 
 
    “You didn’t want to see me all summer,” he said. “Suddenly, I’m supposed to drop everything and come running like a dog when you call?” 
 
    I drew back, stung. “I was… Sick,” I said, not sure how else to explain to him that I couldn’t let anyone I liked see me like that, sucking down bags of blood like a frenzied animal, tearing them open to lick the inside of the plastic to get every last drop.  
 
    “So, it’s true,” he said, staring at me like I was a stranger. “You’re one of them now.” 
 
    “I’m also one of you,” I said, standing from my bed. This wasn’t going at all how I’d intended, how I’d imagined in the last few weeks of boredom, when I’d daydreamed about our reunion in dozens of different ways. I’d looked forward to seeing him—not all summer, as I’d been too consumed with bloodlust for the first few months, but I’d missed him, longed for his safe presence, for the freedom I felt with him.  
 
    From what I could see, the feeling was not mutual. 
 
    “Are you?” Alarick said. “You never really took to being a wolf. Maybe you were never meant to be one.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” I snap. “But your psycho dad made me into one, so that’s what I am.” 
 
    “But you’re a vampire.”  
 
    “Yeah, and? I’d be dead if I wasn’t. Would that be better?” 
 
    Alarick swallowed, turning his attention to the window.  
 
    “Oh my god, you’d rather I was dead than see me as a vampire.” 
 
    “No,” he said quickly, but the pain was already lodged in my heart. I’d seen it. If he didn’t think that, he’d at least considered it. Considered the fact that I might be better off dead—that he might be better off if I were dead—than turned into a vampire. That’s how much he hated them.  
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to hold my heart together. “Well, I’m not dead,” I said. “I’m a wolf, and I’m also a vampire.”  
 
    “You seem to have taken to that better.” 
 
    “How would you know?” I asked. “You haven’t been here.” 
 
    He scowled at the ceiling for a moment. “Viktor told me,” he said at last, his voice quieter now, almost resigned. “He kept me updated all summer. Said you were progressing how all vampires do.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, not sure how to respond. I hadn’t asked about him all summer, but that was because I didn’t know Viktor had seen him. Now, I felt selfish for not even trying. 
 
    “And if I wasn’t here,” Alarick says, fixing me with a scowl, “It’s because you didn’t want to see me.” 
 
    “I wanted to,” I said. “I just… Couldn’t.” I crept toward him cautiously, not sure if he wanted me near him anymore. How could I tell him what it was like, that he couldn’t have loved me after seeing me that way? After watching me turn into something he despised, watching it tear me apart day by day, steal my sanity, consume me until I didn’t care about anything else—even him? 
 
    “But you could see Viktor,” Alarick said, glaring.  
 
    I stopped a few feet in front of him, close enough that he could touch me if he wanted. But he didn’t pull me into his arms and kiss me, tell me how much he missed me, like he had when I’d imagined this moment. I could smell his wild ocean-and-pine scent, and it made something ache inside me. “You’re acting like I chose vampires over werewolves,” I said, planting my hands on my hips so I wouldn’t reach for him first. “I didn’t choose either. Yes, I’m a vampire now. But I’m still a werewolf, too. I’m both. It’s not fair for you to ask me to choose one side.” 
 
    “Then let me make it easy for you,” he said. “You’re no longer a wolf as far as we’re concerned. Vampires nearly eradicated our race. You can’t ally yourself with them and still be one of us. You’re hereby relieved of all duty and affiliation with our pack and our kind.”  
 
    “What?” I whispered, a knot forming in my throat. “But I can still shift into a wolf. Your pack turned me, Alarick. You can’t unmake me.”  
 
    “I didn’t unmake you,” he said. “You were made into something else.” 
 
    “I’m still me,” I said, hating the edge of desperation in my voice. Alarick was it for me. He was end game, and he always had been.  
 
    Alarick crossed his arms, his massively thick arms that had held me and protected me. Now, they blocked me out. “You’re not the girl you were,” he said quietly. “You might think you haven’t changed, but you will. You can’t help it. It’s not your fault. But it’s still the truth.” 
 
    I remembered Alarick saying he’d never try to hurt me. And maybe he wasn’t now. Maybe he just wanted me to know the truth, to accept that we could never be together now.  
 
    “If you can’t love me as a vampire, you never loved me,” I whispered, a tear spilling down my cheek. “You only loved what I was, not who I was.” 
 
    “Timberlyn…”  
 
    “No,” I said, sucking in a deep breath. These might be the last tears I ever cried—I didn’t know if vampires had tears—and he didn’t deserve to see them. “Just go.” 
 
    Alarick paused a long moment before turning to the door. He stepped out of my room and disappeared without another word.  
 
    I sank down onto my bed and cried. I didn’t know if vampires were supposed to do that, but I had tears, and they were determined to make their presence known. When I was done, I curled onto my side on the bed and tried to come to terms with my new reality.  
 
    It was probably for the best, I told myself. It wasn’t like we’d been together for years, like I thought we’d get married. We weren’t childhood sweethearts. We’d only been together for a few months. I’d known it was temporary, that I wasn’t his mate, and that when he met her, we’d be done. It hadn’t happened quite as expected, but this had never been a permanent thing. I’d been alone most of my life, and this was no different.  
 
    Now, I had more time to focus on the thing I needed to do most—stopping Mr. Ravenwood. I had no idea how I was going to do that, but I knew I couldn’t stay here and help him forever. While I was here, though, I had to report back to him. And if I was with Alarick, he might want information on him. He might realize that the last of the wolves was right here, and there was no reason not to finish them off. Right now, he seemed to think they were no threat, and if I showed him otherwise, he might hurt them. The best thing for me to do was to play along and stay far away from the wolves.  
 
    A knock on the door interrupted my pep talk, and I sat up. Svana poked her head in. “I brought you dinner.”  
 
    I nodded, smoothing my hair down and standing to meet her and take the bag. She sat down in my chair, holding a baggie of blood with a straw in it for herself. It looked absurdly like one of the fruit juice pouches Josie took in her school lunches. “Are you sure?” Svana asked, sipping daintily from the tiny straw. “We still have a week until classes start.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I need to get out of here. I think I need a dose of reality. This summer feels like a long, crazy dream.” 
 
    “I get it,” she said. “But first, let me show you how to hide your drawing teeth.” 
 
    “I wondered how you did that,” I said. 
 
    “It’s not exactly comfortable,” she said. “But it’s doable. It takes a little practice, and you’ll probably pop fang on occasion for a few years, if you smell blood or even get overly excited. It’s kinda like… You know how drag queens can push their junk, like, up inside them?” 
 
    “Um, no,” I said, shaking my head. “I can’t say I do.” 
 
    “Well, they do,” she said. “And we pull our teeth up in.”  
 
    She showed me, and it was just as uncomfortable as she predicted, but it only took a few tries before I could hold them in with a bit of concentration. “See?” she said. “I hope one day we won’t have to hide them from humans, and it won’t even be an issue. We’d just be how we are. But for now, it’s better for them not to know.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I think I’m suitable for a public appearance.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, bouncing up from her chair. “I almost forgot! I have some good news.” 
 
    “I could use it,” I said, forcing a laugh.  
 
    “We’re going to be roommates,” she said, giving a little flurry of claps before retrieving her drink from the desk. 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Yes,” she said, smiling big enough for me to see the tiny points of her teeth, the ones I’d never really noticed as a human. Now I knew how they kept humans from seeing the dangerous truth. Being able to leave our fangs out was like being able to be our true selves, something we could only do around each other. That was definitely something I wanted in a roommate. 
 
    “Isn’t it great? We can go to the mainland and go shopping for decorations!” 
 
    I wondered if Amy had felt this glum about the prospect the last summer when Svana had told her they were rooming together. Somehow, I didn’t think so. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I’ve never really decorated my room.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Svana asked, a little frown creasing her perfect brow. “You don’t seem very excited about it. Are you afraid you’re not ready? Don’t worry, Timberlyn. We’ll stop and eat before we go, so you’re nice and full. And I’ll be right beside you the whole time. I won’t let you hurt anyone.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” I admitted.  
 
    “Well, I guess you don’t have to room with me,” Svana said. “You could room with Amy. But I’m the more experienced one, so I’ll be able to help you more if you lost control, or if you get too hungry…” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I’m happy to room with you. It’s just… I think Alarick just dumped me.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” she said. “Why didn’t you say something? I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Are you?” I asked, studying her. She hated Alarick every bit as much as he hated her. Plus, I knew she’d been rooting for me and Viktor to get together at some point.  
 
    “Of course I am,” she said, looking hurt. “I mean, you know how I feel about him and his brothers. I know this is the best thing for everyone. But I still don’t like to see my best friend all sad.” 
 
    “I’m your best friend?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” she said. “Besides Viktor, but, you know. He’s my brother, so that doesn’t really count.” 
 
    “I would have thought Amy was your best friend.” 
 
    “She’s one of them,” Svana said. “But listen. You’re my bestie, okay?”  
 
    I knew it wasn’t a competition, and I shouldn’t care, but I’d never had a best friend before. After years of not having any friends at all, it meant more to me than I wanted to admit.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said at last. “You’re my bestie, too.” 
 
    Svana grinned broadly, not trying to hide her happiness. “And as your bestie, it’s my job to make you feel better after a breakup. Shopping is just what you need to get your mind off things. So, let’s go to the city for a few days before school starts. There’s nothing like a few eat-your-heart-out ensembles for your wardrobe to boost your confidence after a breakup. And we can get stuff for our room, go see a girl-power movie, and do some normal things. You’ve been cooped up here way too long.”  
 
    “And maybe a haircut,” I said, getting into the spirit. She was right. I had changed. I needed something to reflect that. “And definitely an obscene amount of cookie dough ice cream.” 
 
    “Oh,” Svana said, her smile faltering. “Timberlyn. You can’t eat ice cream anymore.” 
 
    “Shit,” I said. “Really? Not even, like, on rare occasions?” 
 
    “I mean, you could,” she said. “But it’ll make you puke.”  
 
    “Does it taste like dirt or something?” 
 
    “No,” she admitted. “It still tastes the same.” 
 
    “Totally worth puking,” I said.  
 
    Svana laughed, and I even managed a little chuckle. I’d already cleaned up and gotten dressed nice for Alarick’s visit, so after washing up, we headed out. As I stepped out of the tower, my eyes automatically moved toward the woods, but I pulled them away. I was no longer welcome there. I wasn’t a wolf.  
 
    That had been my caterpillar form. I’d spend the summer in my incubator, the cocoon of safety. Now, I was emerging as something completely new, superior to my old self. I didn’t belong in Ravenwood Forest. Alarick had known that before I did, and he’d set me free of the last ties I had to those woods. Now, it was time to step away from that old life. Time to accept my new life and embrace my final form, the butterfly stage of my existence.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Six 
 
    “How was your shopping trip?” Viktor asked after knocking on our dorm room.  
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Svana’s in the closet changing.”  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    A long, awkward moment passed. I glanced at the closet door, waiting for his sister to come out and ease the tension in the room. We’d returned earlier that afternoon just in time for the start of classes at Ravenwood Academy the next day. I assumed he was there to see her, not me.  
 
    “What’d you get?” Viktor asked, gripping the top of the door frame, so his long, lean figure was silhouetted in the doorway. Damn, he was beautiful.  
 
    “You really want to know about my clothes and room decorations?” 
 
    Viktor gave a small smile. “Straight men can be interested in that sort of thing, too.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, laughing. “I just didn’t think you would be.” 
 
    “If you wanted to try on the clothes, I’ll give you a man’s opinion.” 
 
    I paused, thinking how odd it sounded for Viktor to call himself a man instead of a guy. But then, I had no idea how old he really was. He could be, like, a pervy eighty-year-old under that flawless exterior. Though I was almost seventeen, it was still weird. I pushed the thought away, glad telepathy was not part of our maker-spawn bond.  
 
    “Well, I got this,” I said, smoothing my hand over the purple-and-pale blue comforter we’d settled on. Svana had insisted that she wanted to redecorate the entire room—in fact, she said it was the best part of starting a new year with a new roommate. So, our entire room matched now, courtesy of her bottomless pockets. I’d felt guilty letting her buy everything, but she’d been adamant that I get everything new instead of using the same bedroom set I’d used during my first two years at Ravenwood. In truth, I didn’t have the money to splurge on an entire room makeover, anyway.  
 
    “It’s nice,” Viktor said, stepping into the room. His gaze lingered on mine, and my heart fluttered in my chest. I was sure he was going to say something more, but before he could, Svana emerged from the closet. Relief washed over me. Whatever he’d been about to say, I was sure I didn’t want to know.  
 
    “I’m going to visit Amy,” Svana said. “Want to come?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, jumping up from the bed. Not meeting Viktor’s eyes, I darted past him and out into the hall.  
 
    Avoidance for the win.  
 
    I didn’t know what was wrong with me, but Viktor seemed to be bringing out a side of me I didn’t recognize. I might have been a weirdo, but I’d never been the nervous, awkward type before. I wasn’t the girl who shied away from uncomfortable situations. If anything, I erred on the side of attacking my discomfort with blunt-force trauma. I didn’t do avoidance. Dogged pursuit of my obsessions was more my style.  
 
    But here I was, slipping away with Svana, not wanting to face whatever Viktor had to offer. I just… Couldn’t. I wasn’t ready to move on from Alarick, but I didn’t know if I had the heart to keep turning Viktor down. If he kept after me, I’d eventually cave. No, I didn’t have the same heart-pounding, skin tingling, butterflies-flying sensation when he touched me that I got from Alarick. Still, he was sweet and sensitive and attentive, not to mention undeniably gorgeous. A girl could only be expected to be strong for so long.  
 
    That night, I had a vivid dream that didn’t involve drinking entire swimming pools of blood—yet another sign that I was moving on and recovering from the summer of bloodlust. I dreamed about Lindy, one of the first humans I’d ever dreamed about. In the dream, she was draped over Mr. Ravenwood’s arms, her body lifeless except for the giant mountain of her belly, which looked about ten months pregnant. I ran after Mr. Ravenwood, who was carrying her down a long tunnel, but I never caught up to them.  
 
    I sat up with a start, my heart hammering in my chest. In the bed across the room, Svana stirred and sighed. I lay back, trying to calm myself. I was just worried because tomorrow was the first day I had to check in with Mr. Ravenwood as well as the first day of classes. I’d barely thought of Lindy since I left home, but after lying awake wondering about her for about an hour, I knew that turning into a vampire hadn’t changed everything. I still had to get up and draw if I wanted to get the images out of my head.  
 
    In the morning, I headed to class with Amy and Svana. After two years at Ravenwood, I’d finally settled in. I walked to class with my friends like everyone else. I knew I should be happy. I had friends at last. I fit. I belonged. Not only that, but they wanted me there. The year before, I’d had to prove myself to the wolves, and even then, we hadn’t gotten along. I didn’t like what they were doing, and they didn’t trust me. This year, everything was different. I knew my friends had my back, that I could trust them. I knew where I fit at the school. I was one of them. 
 
    And yet, when the familiar prickle started at the nape of my neck, I stiffened, and pain twisted in my heart.  
 
    Alarick. 
 
    I knew him, the boy I’d come to think of as my wolf, knew the sensation of him being near, of him watching me. I knew that if I stepped into the woods, I’d be daring him to chase me. And I knew that he would.  
 
    That was the worst part. I could make him talk to me, chase me out of the woods, off his father’s property. But now, that seemed like a stupid game—and a cruel one. I didn’t want to make him see me. I didn’t want to hurt him by forcing him to talk to me. I knew how much it hurt. I could feel it every day, the ache of him missing from my life even as I went through the motions of moving on.  
 
    I could still see his eyes, as familiar as if I were gazing into a mirror, their stormy indigo blue as he stared at me from the face of a somber, majestic wolf. I could still feel the heat of his gaze on my skin like sunshine, could close my eyes and see every sculpted, perfect muscle in his magnificent body.  
 
    “Come on,” Svana said, looping her arm through mine and leading me into the building. “I’ll show you to your new class.”  
 
    It took everything in me not to look back.  
 
    Inside, Svana headed for a small side hallway. I’d seen her go to her classes with Viktor and Amy down that hall, but I’d never had a class there. Now, we joined a handful of the most beautiful students at Ravenwood heading that way. They must be the vampires, I surmised.  
 
    When I felt the prickle sweep over my skin again, I couldn’t help myself. I glanced over my shoulder.  
 
    I caught sight of Alarick towering over the other students. They shrank back from him and his posse, his boys. I swallowed hard when our eyes met. Everything slowed for one moment, and in that moment, my heart tore in two. There was nothing in his gaze to signal he had loved me, or even that he remembered who I was. I wasn’t his mate, or even his girlfriend. And he wasn’t mine. He wasn’t my wolf any longer.  
 
    Last year, I’d been part of their posse. I hadn’t wanted the fear of the other students, and now, it seemed I’d gotten my wish. My wolf existence seemed forgotten now that I was one of the vampires. I’d never been big and scary like a wolf, anyway. I’d never been ‘right’ for the werewolf life. Brooklyn had changed when she became one of them. I hadn’t. Maybe Alarick was right. Maybe I never should have been a wolf at all.  
 
    I tore my eyes from his, unable to hold his gaze without going to pieces. My Alarick, my wolf, was looking at me like a stranger. I couldn’t breathe knowing he thought of me that way. 
 
    Svana pulled me through the door of the classroom, and I skidded to a stop. The room wasn’t set up like a regular classroom. Three rows of benches sat at one side of the room, and at the other, four wide, wooden desks sat facing the benches. Mr. Ravenwood sat at one of the desks, a folder in front of him. At the next desk sat a couple I knew all too well. I gasped aloud, images of my attack flying through my mind. This felt a little too much like my first day the year before. 
 
    Except instead of pervy Mr. Wolf, I was facing the vampires who had succeeded where Mr. Wolf had failed. They had killed me.  
 
    My blood ran cold, and the sour taste of bile choked the back of my throat.  
 
    “What the fuck,” I whispered. 
 
    “These are some of the council members,” Svana said, gripping my elbow. She led me to one of the benches, where I sank down next to Viktor with relief, my legs shaking. These people had fucking killed me. If not for Viktor, I’d be in a grave right now, six feet in the ground. His hand closed around mine, his fingers cool and steadying.  
 
    “We’re required to check in with them weekly,” Viktor said. “Usually, we do it at the clinic. But the first day, they come to the school to see the new students.” 
 
    A dozen other vampire students had gathered on the benches with us as if assembled in a courtroom. Obviously they had a much stronger presence at Ravenwood than the handful of wolves, though the Wolf boys had more power. Or maybe they only let the boys think they had the power. Maybe they didn’t have so much influence after all. I knew that Alarick and his brothers had killed someone during their first week at school, earning them the respect of the other students. But I couldn’t help but wonder how much of it was an illusion, one Mr. Ravenwood enjoyed maintaining.  
 
    I knew for certain that werewolves were stronger than vampires. In wolf form, they were bigger, but vampires were quicker. Still, it was a numbers game. Surely the vampires, who outnumbered the wolves three to one at the academy, could take down the werewolves if they wanted. Especially since I knew there were lots more vampires in the surrounding area who didn’t attend the academy.  
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder what Mr. Ravenwood had planned, why he allowed them to stay at the academy at all. He’d made it sound like he could kill them easily if he wanted. Which meant that either he was playing some sort of sick cat and mouse game for his own entertainment, or he had a plan for the werewolves. I didn’t know him well enough to be sure which was correct—or which was worse. 
 
    “Timberlyn Brink,” Mr. Ravenwood said, tapping a closed folder on the desk in front of him. “Come and have a chat with us.”  
 
    Viktor squeezed my hand again before releasing it.  
 
    “What do I tell him?” I hissed. 
 
    “Tell him whatever he wants to hear,” Viktor whispered, so quietly I wasn’t sure I’d heard him. “And make sure it’s the truth.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Svana said, giving me an encouraging smile. “He might be intimidating, but you’ll get used to it.” 
 
    I walked past her on wooden legs, approaching the vampires at the long desks. They were all older, too old to attend the academy. I avoided looking at Imani, one of the vampires who had killed me, and her companion, a blond man with eerily pale eyes and skin who looked like he might be attempting to turn albino. He’d helped drain me, too.  
 
    Mr. Ravenwood stood, his figure tall and slim and imposing. “Timberlyn, I’m sure you remember Imani and Alfred,” he said, gesturing to their desk, then the next one. “Liza and James.”  
 
    All four of them had a strange, otherworldly beauty, one that radiated from them—even extra-pale Alfred. Mr. Ravenwood himself was quite handsome aside from his teeth. Or if, you know, you didn’t mind yellowed fangs.  
 
    “My lambs,” he said, spreading an arm wide to encompass the students on all the benches. “This is Timberlyn, the newest member of our elite, superior force. She has some very special gifts, which we only became aware of recently, though we’ve been keeping tabs on her for years. She must be protected on this campus and taken in by one and all. I expect nothing but glowing reports from her about your welcoming behavior.” 
 
    I stood rooted to the spot, not sure what to say. I wasn’t an attention whore. I’d only ever wanted a handful of friends. I didn’t need popularity or power, as I’d learned the year before. I sure as hell didn’t need someone who might as well have been all of our dads telling the other kids to be nice and play with me. I’d gone through the ‘new girl’ thing when I started at Ravenwood, where a teacher had made me stand up and say my name, then told everyone to welcome me.  
 
    Not my thing. 
 
    I didn’t need to stand out and feel special. The only gifts I’d ever cultivated were art and scathing comebacks, and both were best served by quiet, unobtrusive situations.  
 
    “Today, Timberlyn is going to show us what she can do,” Mr. Ravenwood went on. “And you’ll all see how special she is.” 
 
    What? I was? Well, hell. I definitely hadn’t prepared myself for this. 
 
    Mr. Ravenwood smiled greedily at me, his dark eyes shining with excitement as he waited for me to say something. I cleared my throat. “Um… What exactly do you want me to do?” I asked, lowering my voice and hoping the others couldn’t hear me, though I was pretty sure they could anyway. 
 
    “Tell us about your dreams this week.” 
 
    I glanced at the others and then back to him. Imani and Albino Albert leaned forward, watching me with the same fevered anticipation as Mr. Ravenwood. 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. I wiped my hands on my skirt, my mind racing through the possibilities. I didn’t remember any dreams except for the one about Lindy, and I didn’t see how that one could mean anything. Then I realized that maybe to Mr. Ravenwood, it would. Maybe he was exactly what I’d always needed—someone to decipher dreams that meant nothing to me, that confused me and kept me up all night. If he could tell me what my dreams about Lindy meant, I was here for that. 
 
    I quickly went over the dream with him, filling in every detail I could remember.  
 
    When I finished, Mr. Ravenwood leaned across the desk, his gaze fixed on me. “Was it my baby?” 
 
    “What? No,” I said, shaking my head. Mr. Ravenwood had to be hundreds of years old, and Lindy was my age. What kind of sicko was he? Besides that, he’d already told me he didn’t like babies, that he hadn’t wanted to take care of me as a baby. But as I stared back at his expectant face, I realized this was what he wanted to hear. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. “I’ve heard of dhampirs all my life, but I had begun to believe it was only a myth. But this…” 
 
    “I guess it could have been,” I said, my heart hammering even louder. Because I knew it wasn’t his baby she was pregnant with in the dream. I’d answered impulsively, but that didn’t make it less true. I knew instinctually that it wasn’t. And when I thought about whose baby it was, my mind flashed to the other beings I’d dreamed of along with Lindy all those years—the wolves. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    That’s why I’d dreamed of her even before I met her. Why she came back to me over and over. It had meant something after all. But Lindy wasn’t the answer to Mr. Ravenwood’s puzzle. She was the answer to Mr. Wolf’s.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seven 
 
    “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    I stood in front of the Wolf boys’ table a week later, having been unable to catch them for days at a time. I didn’t have any classes with them this year except art with Donovan, and they’d been out the entire first week of school after the first morning. When you weren’t really in school to take classes, apparently it didn’t matter how many you actually attended.  
 
    Brooklyn looked up from her phone and snorted when she saw me standing there, my eyes locked on Alarick. He’d watched me approach, but I couldn’t read his expression. Which frustrated the hell out of me after he’d softened toward me the year before. I wasn’t going to think about how much it hurt, too. 
 
    “About what?” Alarick asked. 
 
    “I thought you were with them now,” Adolf said, cutting his eyes at the vampires but only lowering his voice a bit. We weren’t supposed to talk about supernatural things around humans, but no human sat at their table today, not even one of Adolf’s fangirls.  
 
    “She doesn’t smell like one of them,” Donovan said, studying me in that intense, disarming way of his. 
 
    “She doesn’t smell like us, either,” Vance said, crossing his arms over his massive chest. 
 
    “She still smells human,” Jose mused. “Interesting.” 
 
    “I’m right here,” I said, glaring at them. 
 
    “The question is, why?” Brooklyn asked. “You dumped our boy. He’s got nothing to say to you.”  
 
    “I didn’t—” I broke off and shook my head, refusing to get into an argument with the hostile female in their pack.  
 
    “I think we said all we needed to say,” Alarick said. “You made your choice pretty clear.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said slowly. “I chose you, Alarick. Remember? But you didn’t want me in your special wolves club.” 
 
    “Because you’re one of them,” he growled, sounding frustrated. 
 
    “I’m also one of you,” I shot back.  
 
    “Could have fooled me,” Brooklyn said. 
 
    “Do you drink blood?” Adolf asked, a challenge in his voice.  
 
    I gritted my teeth. As my irritation grew, so did the urge to bite them. Any strong emotion seemed to bring them out. I needed to get them the information and go get a drink before my teeth showed themselves.  
 
    “It’s about… Your mate.” I swallowed hard, a knot forming in my stomach as I said the words to my ex, the wolf who’d been my companion in my dreams since I was a kid. What if Lindy was his mate, the wolf he’d been looking for? I’d known all along that he was just biding his time with me, but knowing that and seeing him madly in love with a mate that fate had chosen for him? I didn’t know how well I’d handle that.  
 
    Still, I had to try. I had to help them. They might not want to admit it, but I was still a wolf. I wouldn’t let their species disappear from the world just because I didn’t want to see Alarick with another girl.  
 
    “What about our mate?” Vance asked, leaning forward, suddenly all ears now that I could do something for them. 
 
    “I think… I think I found her,” I admitted, swallowing past the trembling fear in my heart that she was Alarick’s mate. I already knew Mr. Wolf wanted them to share any mate who could reproduce with them to create genetic diversity, but there was a difference between being able to reproduce and being someone’s true mate. What I didn’t know was which one Lindy was. I only knew that she could give them pups.  
 
    “How?” Jose asked, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    “In a dream,” I said, feeling suddenly stupid. 
 
    Brooklyn reinforced the feeling by snorting and rolling her eyes. Vance slumped back in his chair, shaking his head and picking up his phone again. 
 
    Alarick and Donovan kept watching me, though. Waiting for me to go on.  
 
    “How do you know she’s our mate?” Alarick asked.  
 
    “I just do,” I said, realizing as I spoke that I was sounding more and more unbelievable. I suddenly had a flashback to middle school, trying to convince my friends that I wasn’t crazy. “She went to my old school. Her name is Lindy. I saw her in a dream, and she was pregnant, and I know it was… One of yours. Mr. Ravenwood was taking her away, probably because he didn’t want you to make more wolves.”  
 
    They were all staring at me now. Even Vance had looked up from his phone. But they didn’t look awed or excited the way I’d pictured it during the past week. They were looking at me like I’d lost my mind. I realized that the wolves had no idea that I was more than a wolf and a vampire. Mr. Ravenwood had told me I was some kind of seer, but they didn’t know that. Alarick had told me my dreams might mean something, but he didn’t know that I’d confirmed that, or that Delilah was alive.  
 
    “Okay,” Alarick said when I shut my mouth at last.  
 
    “Okay?” I repeated. “Is that all you have to say?” 
 
    “Thank you?” he said, the words sounding more like a question than a true sentiment. Like he was just trying to appease me, to say what I wanted so I’d go away and he could start spreading rumors about how the new vampire was a total whack-job. 
 
    Well, fine by me. I’d done my part. I’d told them I knew where their mate was, and they hadn’t believed me. That was on them.  
 
    If they wanted to tell everyone I was a nutcase and laugh at me…  
 
    Go for it, I thought as I walked away. When I saw the flawless vampires at their tables, waving me over and smiling, my knees nearly buckled with relief and gratitude. This time, I had friends to return to, friends who believed me. This time, my friends weren’t turning on me. My enemies could try to discredit me and bring me down, but my friends would never believe them. I was stronger now. No matter what they did, I wouldn’t let anyone destroy me.   
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The next weeks passed quickly as I settled into my classes and adjusted to having a roommate. I barely saw the Wolf boys, and I stayed out of their way at school, just as they wanted from the beginning. I stayed out of the woods, too. Mr. Wolf had never wanted anything from me once he found out I couldn’t give him puppies, so I wasn’t surprised that he’d let me go to the vampires. It was the ease with which Alarick let me go that stung.  
 
    About a month into school, I was on my way to my locker when I noticed a group of vampires whispering excitedly. Unlike the students my first year, who looked at me like an annoyance when the teacher told them to welcome me, the vampires had actually obeyed Mr. Ravenwood. They’d sat with me each day at lunch, bent over backwards to be nice to me, and given me deferential treatment to the point that it made me uncomfortable. I wanted friends, not to be idolized. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, stopping at Amy’s locker, where she stood with Svana and another vampire girl. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear?” Amy asked. 
 
    My heart nearly stopped at those words. I’d heard them way too many times, when girls disappeared from Ravenwood Academy to be turned into werewolves—or die. 
 
    “There she is,” the other girl hissed, grabbing my arm.  
 
    “Who?” I turned in slow motion, cold dread settling into the pit of my stomach.   
 
    And there she was. The girl I’d dreamed about before I met her, the girl who I’d low-key stalked for the entirety of my junior high years, trying to figure out what was the big deal with her. Now, she somehow managed to look awkward and dowdy even in a fresh school uniform, the shirt rumpled and buttoned crookedly, bunched just under the waistband of her skirt to form a bulge. She’d pulled her socks up to her knees, but one of them was sagging already.  
 
    But all that did nothing to detract from the attention she was getting as she scurried down the hall, chasing after a pencil she’d dropped. Every time she reached for it, it started rolling again, as if repelled by her fingers. I glanced around in alarm, wondering who was using magic on a human. My eyes settled on a group of girls I’d seen with Delilah a few years ago. Of course. Witches. Vampires could hide their teeth, and wolves could shift, but we didn’t have the kind of magic someone was using on poor Lindy.  
 
    She let out a huff of frustration and blew her overgrown bangs from her eyes, diving at the pencil with renewed determination. The witches snickered. 
 
    Without thinking, I stepped forward, planting a combat boot directly on the pencil. Lindy jerked her hand back like she thought I was trying to stomp her fingers, her eyes flying wide before she raised them to me.  
 
    “Oh my god, Lindy,” I said, my voice loud enough to carry down the hall. “Is that really you? I can’t believe you’re here!”  
 
    “Timberlyn?” she asked, her voice weak and bewildered.  
 
    “It’s me,” I said, reaching down and grabbing her hand, pulling her to her feet. “I can’t believe you go here.”  
 
    I didn’t even have to fake that part. I wasn’t sure who’d recruited her, the wolves or the vamps, but I knew one thing for sure. I wasn’t going to let people pick on her here any more than I had back home.  
 
    “Come on, I’ll introduce you to my friends,” I said.  
 
    “You know this girl?” Amy asked, giving Lindy a skeptical look. 
 
    “Any friend of Timberlyn’s is a friend of ours,” Svana said, giving Lindy a warm smile. Lindy stood there gaping at her the way I must have the first time I saw her swanlike elegance, blinding smile, and all-around freakish perfection.  
 
    “H-Hi,” Lindy stammered, glancing around with increasing suspicion as everyone watched the dorky new girl being absorbed into the vampire sect. They must think we wanted her because she was human and an easy target. And damn, she did smell so freaking good. I could feel the tell-tale ache in the roots of my teeth as I caught the scent of human up close and personal. Since school started, I’d been surrounded by vampires almost every moment. The wolves still smelled good to me, but not like humans. Not like this. 
 
    “Timberlyn is my best friend,” Svana said, putting a protective arm around my shoulder and squeezing, a reminder to keep myself in check.  
 
    Viktor’s cool arm slid around my waist, and he held me just as firmly against him. “And mine,” he said. They weren’t just reminding me not to let my fangs out. They were making sure I didn’t jump on Lindy and rip her throat out to get to her blood. 
 
    Oh god, her blood… 
 
    I could hear her heartbeat, the delicious blood just gushing in her veins… 
 
    “Is this some kind of makeover beauty school?” she asked, her eyes just about popping out of her head as she took in my crew of flawless, impossibly beautiful friends.  
 
    Svana threw her head back and laughed. “No, silly,” she said in her sweet, musical voice.  
 
    “Then how come you look like that?” Lindy said to me, eyeing me suspiciously. “You were a loser at our school.” 
 
    Ouch. Well, I’d kept that little tidbit hidden for two years, but now it was out. I glanced around nervously, halfway expecting—even still—my new friends to look at me again and realize I really was a freak. But they weren’t even looking at me. The hallway had fallen silent, and everyone had backed against their lockers to let the rulers of the school do their somber parade.  
 
    As the Wolf boys approached, I tried not to look at Alarick, knowing it would break my heart the way it always did when he looked at me like a traitor. But he wasn’t looking at me.  
 
    The five boys and Brooklyn slowed as they approached, and I had a flash of deja vous as I remembered my first day here. The way they’d slowed to look at me. At least Alarick had. My heartbeat picked up, and I wondered if they were going to stop and tell her to leave, that she wasn’t welcome at this school. That’s what he’d done to me.  
 
    Instead, they came to a full stop. Now everyone in the hall was watching, not just those who had been laughing at Lindy before. Not a breath sounded in the hall as Alarick stepped closer to us, his shoulders stiff inside his uniform jacket.  
 
    “What are you doing with our girl?” he asked, glaring at Viktor, who still had his arm around me. And for one breathless second, I thought he was going to pull me away and get all possessive like he had when Viktor danced with me at the club last year.  
 
    “She’s ours,” Adolf said, stepping forward and taking Lindy’s arm.  
 
    That’s when I realized Alarick wasn’t talking about me. Something inside me shattered in that moment. I was no longer his girl. Lindy was. 
 
    Her eyes got so big I thought they’d pop out of her head, and for one moment, I was mean and small, and I hated her. I hated that I’d told them that she could carry on their species. I hated that they wanted her, not me. And I understood why Brooklyn had always hated me. 
 
    “No, she’s mine,” Vance growled, stepping forward and wrenching Lindy away from Adolf. The remaining wolves gaped at him.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Lindy asked, cowering away from Vance and Adolf. 
 
    “You belong with us,” Alarick said, his voice level. In the silence of the hall, it rang out like a proclamation.  
 
    “With me,” Vance snapped, his chest puffing up as he faced Alarick and tucked Lindy behind him. Okay, then. So this was what happened when a wolf found his mate. He wasn’t about to share her with the others, as Mr. Wolf wanted, to create genetic diversity. Vance looked like he was about to shift into wolf form and rip Alarick to shreds if he didn’t back off. And Alarick was his Alpha, which meant he was stronger than Vance. Vance was pretty much showing he was willing to die for Lindy, a girl whose name he only knew because I’d said it. 
 
    “Actually, I think she belongs with us,” Amy said in a timid voice. Lindy looked around the hall like she was waiting for the punchline.  
 
    “Are you contradicting me?” Alarick asked, stepping forward and towering over Amy, his eyes blazing.  
 
    “N-no,” she said, shrinking back. Although I was pretty sure most supernaturals could kill a human, or each other, pretty easily, it just didn’t happen here. These people weren’t animals. They weren’t psychos, either. No one had died except the girls the Wolf boys had taken. And Alarick had killed someone before, in front of other students, and gained their fear and respect.  
 
    Vampires, on the other hand, were pretty close to human as far as I could tell. They had no more desire to kill a person, no matter their supernatural race, than a human high schooler wanted to go around murdering people. They were as scared of the murderous wolves as any high school full of normal students would be of a murderous gang.  
 
    “But Timberlyn saw her,” Svana said, her voice almost as small as Amy’s. “With Mr. Ravenwood.” 
 
    Alarick’s eyes cut to me. I hadn’t told the vampires that Lindy wouldn’t give them their baby dhampir. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust them. It was more that I knew they had to tell Mr. Ravenwood everything, whether they wanted to or not. If I was the only keeper of the secret, it had that much less chance of getting out. I would have to tell him, or he’d go after the wolves, but I hadn’t known Lindy was going to randomly appear in our school.  
 
    Lindy stared at the enormous wolves, each of them at least six and a half feet tall and every girl’s wet dream, to the vampires, who were so beautiful it hurt to look at them. Both sides wanting her, the girl with one sock drooping around her ankle, hair the color and luster of cardboard hanging to her sloped shoulders, who ducked her head and scurried away when people picked on her, never once coming up with a snarky comeback.  
 
    “Is this some kind of joke?” she asked.  
 
    She wasn’t dumb. I’d give her that. 
 
    “No,” Brooklyn said, her lip curling in distaste as she glared at the cowering new girl. “Timberlyn told us you belonged with us, so here you are.” 
 
    “Timberlyn?” Lindy asked, turning to me.  
 
    “It’s not a joke,” Alarick said quietly. “You’re one of ours. Come with us, and we’ll explain.” 
 
    I met his gaze, hoping he could read the pleading in my eyes. All I wanted was for them to explain to girls what was happening before they kidnapped and bit them. Hell, I wouldn’t even expect them to give an unbiased account. They could present werewolfism like a doctor pushing the latest drug from their favorite pharmaceutical company. As long as the girls were told, given some kind of choice. I already knew it would work for Lindy, that she wouldn’t die. The wolves might not know it, but I knew my dreams were real. I still wanted her to be fully informed before going in. 
 
    “We’ll explain everything,” Alarick said, his voice even quieter, his eyes locked on mine. 
 
    I swallowed, my heart thrumming in my chest. Damn it, why did he have to do something nice? Why couldn’t he be an asshole like he had been my first year? Why couldn’t she be his mate, so I knew for sure that is was over and there was nothing I could do about it? 
 
    “O-Okay,” Lindy said, glancing between me and the wolves.  
 
    Vance took her hand, threading her pale fingers through his big, dark ones. “Don’t worry,” he murmured in his deep voice. “You’re safe. I won’t let anyone hurt you ever again.” 
 
    As they walked away, I tried to decide if his words would have made me feel safe or more scared when I’d come here. Probably more scared. I wasn’t exactly the trusting sort.  
 
    Brooklyn was the last in the group, and just as they started to walk away and the hall broke into a raucous of chattering gossip, she turned back and grabbed my arm. “That’s why you’ll never be one of us,” she hissed. “You betrayed your own sister-wolf.” 
 
    “What? How?” I asked, yanking my arm away. “And since when are you my sister-wolf? You barely said two words to me last year, and when you did, it was to tell me I wasn’t one of you.” 
 
    Brooklyn glared, her eyes flashing with her wolf. “You brought that girl here. Now Vance will never look at me again.” 
 
    “Um, you’re welcome,” I hissed back. “For saving your race.” 
 
    I felt a tug toward the wolves, and for a second, I forgot all about Brooklyn. I’d felt some kind of calling, a summoning. Did they want me after all? 
 
    And then Brooklyn stiffened, and I realized Alarick was calling her, not me, through whatever Alpha magic he had. With one last, hateful sneer, Brooklyn turned and flounced after them, leaving me with the race of my people who accepted me.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eight 
 
    “That was pretty hard for you, yes?” Viktor asked as we made our way across the lovely green campus at the end of the longest Monday in existence.  
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted, remembering the wolves walking away from me in their group, the one I wasn’t a part of anymore.  
 
    “It’s probably time you learned to drink from the source.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, turning to him in surprise.  
 
    “Sooner or later, you’re going to have to feed from a human,” Viktor said. “It’s important to know how, so you don’t kill them, even if you never do it after you learn how.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said slowly. He was talking about my near-fang-exposure with Lindy before I’d been distracted. I’d gotten used to drinking blood after a summer where it was all I wanted to do, but they’d never offered me a human. In fact, they’d been pretty fucking adamant about the fact that humans were strictly off-limits. I was supposed to go get an emergency packet of blood from my locker if I started to fang out in class. 
 
    “You think you’re ready?” 
 
    “Hell no,” I said. “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready. If I bit someone, I’d never stop. I wouldn’t be able to.”  
 
    “Everyone feels that way at first,” Viktor said, sliding a hand around my elbow and guiding me away from the path toward my dorm. “That’s why you’ll need to practice.” 
 
    “How?” I demanded. “I’ll kill someone.” 
 
    “You’ll practice on me,” Viktor said. “Just until you get the biting part down.” 
 
    “Wait, I’m going to bite you?” I asked. That was… Interesting. I couldn’t deny that the idea of him biting me had been a little exciting when I’d found out what he was. But vampires were about the only thing that didn’t smell like a meal to me. 
 
    “I’m your maker,” Viktor said, looking uncomfortable. “I’m responsible for teaching you.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell him that Jonathan Ravenwood was my maker first, but the thought of biting the ancient vampire made me want to puke, so I quickly decided against it. I wasn’t drooling at the thought of biting Viktor, but it wasn’t exactly horrifying, either. 
 
    “Who’s your maker?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “Dead.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” he said, his flawless brow drawing into a broody frown.  
 
    I thought that over until we reached the boys’ dorm. I wanted to ask more, but he clearly wasn’t in the mood to talk about it, so I changed the subject. 
 
    “How does it work?” I asked, hesitating as I looked from Viktor to the dorm. 
 
    “I’ll show you how to start, and how to seal off the bites so you don’t leave scars when you finish. It barely hurts them if you bite them correctly. Like a finger-stick at the doctor’s. And then once you’re done, your saliva heals them. It’s actually very quick and humane.” 
 
    I tried not to dwell on that word. It reminded me that we weren’t human.  
 
    “Well, that sounds easy enough.”  
 
    “It is,” he said with a small smile. “Once you get the hang of it.” 
 
    “How long does that take?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Depends on how much you practice. If you were to bite someone now…” 
 
    “I’d kill them,” I supplied.  
 
    “It would be very painful,” he admitted. “Even once you’ve practiced on me, you might take too much the first time you have human blood. But you’ll get better at it as you go. The important thing is that once you’re in a situation where there’s no other options, that you’re prepared.” 
 
    “And I don’t rip someone limb from limb.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Okay. Let’s get started.” 
 
    He took my hand and led me into his dorm. I’d stayed in Alarick’s room plenty of nights the year before, and as Viktor led me up the stairs to the third floor, I couldn’t help but remember the excitement I’d felt those nights, and how different this felt. This time, I was here to learn, not hook up. There was none of the giddy, first love infatuation I’d felt when I was going to spend the night with Alarick. Instead, I was nervous. Even though I didn’t want to drink Viktor like a juice box, I might still hurt him.  
 
    What if I couldn’t stop at one taste? 
 
    Viktor’s room was small like Alarick’s, and also a single, but the similarities stopped there. While Alarick’s room had been undecorated and furnished with wooden furniture and earth toned bedding, Viktor’s room was bright and light, with clean lines, white furniture, and nautical themed décor. Paintings of ships and whales decorated the walls.  
 
    “Wow,” I said. “Did Svana do this?” 
 
    “No,” he said, glancing around. “Why?” 
 
    “Guess the talent for decorating runs in the family,” I said with a nervous laugh. 
 
    He shrugged. “It reminds me of home.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, glancing around again. “So, were you like, a Viking or something?” 
 
    Viktor gave me a small smile. “Do I look like a Viking?” 
 
    Actually he was the exact opposite—trim and tall, with that jet black hair and almost delicate features. The Wolf boys looked more like Vikings than he did.  
 
    “But how old are you?” I pressed. 
 
    “I don’t really know,” he said with a shrug. “Years don’t really mean the same thing when you have an endless supply.” 
 
    “You know that’s the most frustrating answer you could give me, right?” 
 
    “It’s a frustrating question,” he replied, sinking onto the edge of his bed. His comforter was pale blue and white striped with tiny, navy sailboats. It seemed an odd choice for someone who drank blood. I figured that wouldn’t be a very good place for a newbie to practice biting. Plus, I felt weird about being on a bed with him.  
 
    I chose the chair at his desk instead of joining him. “So, how does this work?” 
 
    “Unlike human blood, our blood isn’t food,” he said, his tone becoming businesslike. “That’s why it doesn’t smell like food. It’s… Better.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Even your blood is superior.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “It will do more for you than human blood, but it won’t satisfy your hunger. It will be much harder to control yourself with a human, as well.” 
 
    “Wait, if it won’t satisfy my hunger, then how does it do more for me?” 
 
    “Human blood makes you strong,” he said. “Ours makes you stronger. You’re literally taking strength from the other vampire in direct proportion to how much blood you take. So, if you take a lot during our sessions, I’ll need to take some back at the end, so I’m not depleted and weak.” 
 
    I nodded. “Sounds fair.” 
 
    “You want to do it there?” Viktor asked, looking doubtfully at his chair.  
 
    “I think so,” I said, giving his bed the same look.  
 
    “There’s one more thing,” he said, pressing his palms down on his knees.  
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “When you drink from your maker, your bond strengthens. If you drink a lot, and I don’t take it back, it’s like… Part of me is inside you. I could summon you back to me. Even from far away.” 
 
    A nervous laugh escaped me. “That’s… Weird.”  
 
    He nodded, his gaze moving to the window. “For a long time, makers did that so they could call their progeny to fight for them, rescue them, even obey them. It’s a form of mind control.”  
 
    “Did your maker do that to you?” I whispered, feeling more uncertain by the moment. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, already knowing the answer to my next question before I asked. “They didn’t give you a choice?” 
 
    “They didn’t tell us,” he said. “That’s why I’m telling you. If you let me take some back, or you don’t take much, you’ll be fine. But it is a risk.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, nodding. “I’ll just take a little.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “What did your maker tell you?” I asked.  
 
    “We were new vampires, like you,” he said. “We didn’t know any better. But… We killed people, Timberlyn. To not be able to stop yourself until you’ve already done something so horrific… And then to do it again… It does something to you. They asked if we wanted to learn to control it, so we would stop murdering humans. Of course we jumped to agree.” 
 
    “And then they enslaved your minds?” I asked, anger tightening in my chest at the thought of someone doing that to sweet, sensitive Viktor and vivacious Svana. I could only imagine the kind of guilt and self-hatred that would brew inside a sensitive soul like Viktor’s after rampaging through a bunch of humans in the grip of bloodlust. And to have that used against him, turning him into someone’s slave…  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said, reaching out toward him.  
 
    Viktor shifted on the bed, his gaze dropping to his hands. “It was a long time ago, Timberlyn.” 
 
    “So… He… Or she… Could call you back to Iceland any time?” 
 
    He frowned. “Yes, until he died.” 
 
    Thank the stars he’d told me, or Mr. Ravenwood might have tried the same thing on me. He was conniving enough.  
 
    Neither of us spoke for a long moment. I broke the silence first. “Did you…” 
 
    The corner of his mouth tugged up into an ironic half smile. “No. A vampire can’t kill his maker. Instinct won’t let you.” 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “There’s nothing to talk about. We weren’t there. But you feel it, when your maker dies. Depending on how much of their blood is inside you, it can be pretty intense. It’s like… Having a tooth pulled without anesthesia. Only it happens in your blood.”  
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” he said, letting out a small laugh and standing from the bed. “I didn’t mean for that to get so heavy. Let’s practice.” He strode over to the chair where I sat, scooped me up, and sat down, still holding me in his arms.  
 
    Okay, maybe I hadn’t thought our practice location through. But I knew the Q&A session was over, so I focused on the task at hand. 
 
    “Do I just, like, bite your neck?” I asked, suddenly flooded with nerves again. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “You can put your teeth in any vein, but those in the neck and arms are usually close to the surface. You’ll cause less damage and have better success there. But there are veins all over the human body, from the feet to the face.” 
 
    I winced at the thought of biting someone’s face. “Neck is good, then,” I said lightly, forcing a laugh.  
 
    “Okay,” he said, leaning his head back and exposing his neck. “You’ll want to choose a vein, and then angle your head so both your biting teeth can sink into a vein. It takes less pressure than you think to break the skin—almost none. You’ll have to suck pretty hard on me, but with a human, the heartbeat pumps the blood for you, and you don’t really have to suck much at all.”  
 
    Okay, then, I thought. I’ll just sit here on his lap while he tells me how to suck on him. Not awkward at all. 
 
    I took a deep breath and leaned in, angling for his throat. I was sitting sideways on his lap, and he steadied me with an arm around my back. It always shocked me a little how cool he was, and when I gripped his shoulder to maneuver myself, I was surprised how hard his muscles were. He might be slender, but he had plenty of strength hidden inside him.  
 
    My heart racing, I pressed in against his neck and hesitated. He had no scent at all, though I could smell the faint smell of the detergent he’d used to wash his shirt. Refocusing, I rested my teeth against his cold skin, trying not to put too much of my lips on him. Viktor’s free hand came up to the back of my head, cradling it and adjusting the angle of my mouth against him. “There,” he murmured, an edge of roughness to his smooth voice.  
 
    I pressed a little harder. I felt Viktor stiffen just as I broke the skin. The next second, the taste of blood invaded my mouth. It washed over my tongue, and I was surprised to find it tasted nearly the same as human blood, though it didn’t have the insanity-inducing quality that made me want to swallow him whole that human blood possessed. Still, I pressed harder, sucking to get more. Viktor’s hand tightened on the back of my head, his fingers curling to grip my hair, but he didn’t stop me.  
 
    He cradled me closer, drawing my body firmly against his as his blood invaded my senses. I sighed with pleasure, taking a long, slow suck. A buzzing, soaring high began to charge my veins, unlike anything I’d felt before. He was right. This was better than human blood. I began to suck more greedily, energy spreading through my body in waves that made my head spin.  
 
    Viktor’s breath came faster, and I could feel my own panting gasps against his throat with each suck. My whole body was alive, more alive than it had ever been. Tingling electricity raced through every inch of my body, building in my core with an aching, throbbing need. I wrapped my arms around him, pressing myself closer, but it wasn’t close enough. I needed more.  
 
    He was right. Vampire blood wasn’t food. It was a drug. I was drinking sunshine, and silvery dew on the grass on a moonlit night, and victory, and the moment at the top of a rollercoaster where you start to plummet and your whole body is nothing but euphoric, helpless, terrifying life.  
 
    “Timberlyn,” Viktor’s voice rasped, breaking my trance. I didn’t know how long I’d been eating, but I was suddenly aware that it had been a while.  
 
    “Shit,” I gasped, yanking back and covering my mouth. I was probably drooling on myself. It was like drinking heroin, for fuck’s sake. I felt like I could fly. When I’d been lost in bloodlust, there’d been something frantic and ugly in the need for more. This wasn’t the same frenzied, gluttonous bingeing, but it was more sinister somehow, more addictive. I felt recklessly, dangerously invincible.  
 
    “Give a little suck, and then press your tongue against the punctures to heal them.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I could stop at one little suck, but I tried not to make it too long. As my warm tongue pressed to his cold skin, I could feel my heart racing in my chest. Viktor’s hand was squeezing my hip almost painfully, reminding me to keep it brief. I pulled back, my face hot, avoiding his gaze as my thoughts raced.  
 
    “I need some of that back,” Viktor said, his voice low and husky. And for one terrible second, I didn’t want to give it back. My instinct was to hoard this new power, as if it belonged to me. But it didn’t. It was Viktor’s blood, and he’d shared it with me out of kindness and concern for the human population as well as my mental wellbeing. 
 
    “Of course,” I said, hoping he couldn’t read the look in my eyes, see the selfish desire to keep what had been only a loan. I knew better, anyway. He’d warned me what could happen. Not that I thought he’d try to control me, but I didn’t like anyone even having the option. And I wouldn’t think about the other risk—the pain I’d feel when he died.  
 
    Viktor lifted me and turned me to face him, so I was straddling his lap. I was about to protest, but before I could, he wrapped his arm around my hips and slid me forward until my body was flush against his. A gasp of surprise escaped my lips. I wasn’t used to my shy friend being so forward and forceful. He wrapped his free hand around my hair, whisking it off my neck with one motion and tugging until I dropped my head back. His teeth sank into me without preamble, and I tensed, remembering the vampires biting me last time.  
 
    Viktor held me tightly against him, and after a second, I relaxed. The pain vanished almost instantly, replaced with a fluttering heat when I felt his tongue and lips massaging my skin as he sucked. He drew in a deep breath and let out a soft moan of pleasure, and a flash of self-consciousness went through me. I was sitting astride his hips, and I could feel the unmistakable ridge of his hardness against my softness. A flutter of excitement went through me, and pleasure coiled through me as he drew gently on my neck. I buried my hands in his hair, cradling his head against my throat. I could feel the pulse of my life with each suck of his mouth, my blood moving like a tide inside my body, answering the call of the moon to rise, rise, rise...  
 
    I didn’t realize I was rocking against him in rhythm with the stroke of his tongue until the pleasure and pressure crested inside me, and I gasped for him to stop. It was too late, though. Stars burst behind my eyes, and I bit down on my lip to keep from crying out as it rippled through me in waves, making my toes curl and my hands clutch him even tighter against me. Slowly, my head cleared, and I unclenched my hands from his inky black hair. When I came down from the reeling high, I realized he’d stopped biting me when I’d told him to. He was just holding me, letting me ride out the storm inside me.  
 
    I jerked back, pushing against his chest so hard I shot off his lap. I almost toppled to the floor before I got my feet under me and stood on shaking legs, smoothing my skirt down. Viktor tugged at the knees of his uniform slacks, which only made me notice the bulge in his pants was still there. Damn it. We were friends. Just friends. I hadn’t known drinking his blood was like taking a powerful aphrodisiac while pressed intimately close to him. 
 
    “So, I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said, hurrying to the door, too embarrassed to face him. 
 
    “Timberlyn,” he called after me, but I didn’t wait around to hear what he had to say. The last thing I wanted was to talk about what had just happened.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nine 
 
    I sat up, gulping in a breath of air, my lungs burning from the dream. In it, I’d been underwater, in some kind of well, trapped beneath the surface of the water. I could still feel the cool, wet stones under my fingertips. My hands felt cool and damp, and I remembered Mr. Ravenwood saying I could move through time and space. I’d teleported before—once into the woods the first time I shifted into a wolf, and at least once before that, when I’d gone out onto Gramma’s porch and fallen asleep thinking of the wolves. I’d woken up in the same place, but I’d obviously been out in the woods, and Alarick had found me and brought me back, wrapped in his blanket.  
 
    I could feel the call of the full moon outside my window tonight, even though I didn’t hear the wolves. I knew they were out there, hunting, running free in a way I couldn’t anymore. 
 
    I switched on the lamp, feeling my damp hair brushing my shoulders, and reached for my sketchbook. I wasn’t allowed to be a wolf anymore. I couldn’t run in their woods, couldn’t share the night with Alarick’s pack. Instead, I slept through the full moon now. But tonight, I didn’t have that option. I hadn’t had a nightmare in weeks, but now I had something to report to Mr. Ravenwood.  
 
    He hadn’t been at the last two council appearances, where we’d gone to report basically nothing. I didn’t know if he was pissed Lindy had been adopted by the wolves, or if he was just too bored to show up and listen to a bunch of teenage vampires gossiping about high school drama.  
 
    I quickly filled in the sketch in my book. The well. Me. And above it, a girl with red hair who wasn’t me. I focused on her, teasing out the details. The more I drew, the more frustrated I became. I was drawing myself. Or… Someone who looked an awful lot like me. 
 
    My mother, I realized with a start. My birth mother, the faerie who had raised my parents’ child as her own.  
 
    I had to see her.  
 
    I swung my legs off the bed and then stopped. The only person I’d dreamed of and then met was Lindy. And I’d dreamed of her because she was the wolves’ salvation. At least, she’d have a baby with Vance and carry on their species. But that baby would need a mate, which meant that at least one of the others needed to find a mate. Did that mean my mother was someone’s mate? And since she was much older than the Wolf brothers, I had to assume she’d be Mr. Wolf’s mate. Which meant I’d be related to him—and to Alarick. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Svana asked, pushing up onto one elbow and blinking sleepily at me. “You look upset.” 
 
    “You could say that,” I muttered.  
 
    “Did you have another dream?” Svana asked, looking excited as she sat up.  
 
    That’s when I remembered that she was the one who had told Mr. Ravenwood about my dreams last year. That slip had gotten me targeted.  
 
    But it was worse than that. Because Mr. Ravenwood had already known about me. Maybe that had brought his attention to me, given him a clue about my powers. But he’d already called me here, had already been watching me. 
 
    “Who assigned you as my guide?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” Svana asked, her eyes widening.  
 
    “When I started at Ravenwood, you were my guide for the first day,” I said slowly. “Who assigned you that duty?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, but her guilty expression told me everything. Of course. Mr. Wolf hadn’t known I was anything but human. The wolves hadn’t claimed me and shown me around the way they had Lindy. I’d stuck my nose in their business, drawing Alarick’s attention. But before that, Svana had told me to stay away from them. She’d drawn me in, befriended me, kept her sights on me. Not because she liked me, but because Mr. Ravenwood told her to. She’d been reporting to Mr. Ravenwood the whole time.  
 
    And so had Viktor.  
 
    Was that why he’d been so frosty to me at first? Because he didn’t want to get to know me, to be my friend, when he was really spying on me? It didn’t matter, though. He’d been anything but frosty to me since I’d become a vampire. Since the day he’d taught me how to bite a human a month ago, I’d gone to his room three or four times a week. He’d respected the boundaries I’d set when he kissed me last summer, even when I got carried away and would have let him cross them.  
 
    But he never tried. Maybe he knew that I was too lost in the moment to think straight. I appreciated that he never took advantage of my vulnerability in those moments, even when he could have. We never kissed or did anything more than exchange blood, sometimes in his chair and sometimes on the bed. We never talked about what happened the first time—or that it continued to happen every time after that. We never met in my room, where Svana might see us. 
 
    And he’d never told me that all along, he’d been spying on me. 
 
    When Svana didn’t say a word, I threw off the blankets and stomped into the closet.  
 
    “Timberlyn,” she called, but I ignored her, pulling on a pair of jeans and a hoodie along with my combat boots. I had given up my wolf side for her and Viktor, for all the vampires. It made them uncomfortable, so I didn’t even mention it anymore. And now it was the full moon, and I’d been in bed dreaming instead of out running where I should be.  
 
    When I emerged from the closet, Svana was sitting on the edge of her bed. “It wasn’t like that,” she said quickly, like I was going to dash out the door without an explanation. But I was done with being in the dark. I wanted to hear her explanation before I walked out. 
 
    “Then what’s it like?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest and glaring at her. 
 
    “Okay, yes, he did assign me to show you around school. I was supposed to bring you into our circle—the vampires, as you call them. To protect you. I was supposed to keep you from the wolves, but it was only because he thought they’d hurt you, and he didn’t want you to get hurt.”  
 
    “Or because he didn’t want me to help them,” I said. 
 
    Svana nodded, her eyes solemn. “Maybe that was part of it,” she admitted. “But that’s not why I became friends with you. I became friends with you because I like you, even though you made our job really difficult. We tried to stop you from going into the woods so many times, but we couldn’t really tell you why without exposing supernaturals. You were determined.” She gave me a hopeful smile, as if the fact that I was stubborn made up for the fact that our friendship was orchestrated by her creepy benefactor or whatever he was. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” I said. “Thank you for the explanation.” 
 
    “I’m your friend,” Svana insisted. “Don’t run off into the woods, Timberlyn.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, planting a hand on my hip and waiting. “Because Mr. Wolf might bite me and turn me into a wolf, and then you couldn’t spy on me as effectively? Oh, wait, that already happened.” 
 
    “Okay, I deserve that,” Svana muttered. “But that’s not why. I didn’t have to stay friends with you. I could have just introduced you to our group and stayed an acquaintance. But I liked you from the start. You’re fiery and headstrong and rebellious. You don’t let anyone tell you what to do. You do the right thing no matter what. I wish I was more like you.” 
 
    “Your flattery won’t work,” I said, even though I would have loved hearing those things from her only yesterday. I’d always put her on a pedestal, thinking she was everything I wanted to be—breathtakingly beautiful, full of life and laughter, effortlessly drawing people in while not caring what anyone thought of her. But if that meant I had to be a traitor to my own friends, no thanks. 
 
    “I just don’t want you to get hurt again,” Svana said. 
 
    “By what?” I asked. “Their dad already bit me and turned me into a wolf. Your boss already bit me and turned me into a vampire. Is there some other creature you think is going to bite me now?” 
 
    “Timberlyn, please,” Svana said. “I’m sorry. I should have told you. I just, I knew you’d be mad, and you wouldn’t understand. I know I’m your friend because I want to be, even if you don’t know it.”  
 
    “And Viktor?” 
 
    She shook her head. “He knew about it, but that’s it. That’s why he didn’t want to be your friend at first. He thought I was reckless to make friends with you. But he wasn’t assigned to you. And you’re making it a bigger deal than it was. All I was supposed to do was show you to your classes freshman year and make you feel welcome. No one told me to be your friend—or for Viktor to want to be more than friends.” She gave me a little, hopeful smile, obviously trying to bait me with her gossip. As if her teasing about Viktor could make up for what she did. 
 
    “I have to go,” I said. “I’m sorry. I need to clear my head.” 
 
    With that, I turned and left our room. Everything felt different in light of this new revelation. Even if Svana was telling the truth, how could I ever trust her after all she’d done? 
 
    When I stepped into the woods, a shiver went through me. I had so many strange, eerie memories in these woods. As I walked, my boots silent on the carpet of pine needles, something else began to take the place of my uneasiness. Energy coursed through my body with each step, pushing me onwards. The fresh, pine-scented air filled my lungs with a clean lightness I hadn’t felt in months.  
 
    Suddenly, the chilling, irresistible song of a wolf echoed through the pines. The moon was full, and the wolves were out tonight, running free through the forest as I’d done with them last year. The call sounded again, and I closed my eyes and let it wash over me. The hair on the back of my neck and along my arms stood up, and a shiver of unbearable excitement zinged up my spine. The hunt was on. 
 
    Before I knew what I was doing, I was running in their direction, faster than any human or animal should be able to run. The call lured me like a siren’s song. Only when I remembered that I was no longer one of them did I skid to a stop. My heart collapsed in on itself at the knowledge that I would not be welcome in their pack tonight. They didn’t want me to run with them, to hunt with them, to bay with them at the rising moon.  
 
    Well, fuck that. They had made me a wolf, and that’s what I was. I had as much right to run and hunt in these woods as they did, or at least as much as Brooklyn did. I peeled off my clothes, tossing them at the base of a pine, and dropped to all fours. Within seconds, my wolf form had overtaken my human one. The shift had been painful the first few times, but now it was sweet relief. It had been too long since I’d shifted, and I’d done it too seldom before that. Since turning into a vampire, I’d been so consumed with that side of myself that I’d neglected my wolf side. 
 
    My white paws struck the pine needles as I raced forward, padding across the earth underfoot, the air rippling in the fur along my shoulders and sides. I answered the call of my Alpha, my wolf, my mate. Maybe it wasn’t predestined like Lindy and Vance, but I’d chosen Alarick for a mate, just as he’d chosen me.  
 
    I burst from between the trees and into the pack gathering. The wolves lowered their muzzles and watched me warily. They’d known I was coming, of course, could feel me as well as I’d felt their presence in the woods.  
 
    Brooklyn bared her fangs and growled, low and menacing in her throat. I growled back. Alarick gave a short, sharp bark, and she fell silent and lowered her head. He approached me, his hackles raised. When I didn’t turn and run, he pounced, knocking me to the ground. We rolled over and over, coming to a stop when we slammed against the trunk of a pine, making the trunk sway.  
 
    I scrambled to gain a footing, but Alarick pinned me to the ground, flipping me onto my back and clamping his massive jaws around my throat. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Ten 
 
    Like in human form, Alarick was at least twice my size in wolf form. There was no fighting him. I squirmed further onto my back, baring my belly to him in a sign of submission, letting him know I didn’t want to fight. He was the pack’s Alpha, and I wasn’t here to challenge that. All I wanted was for them to take me back. 
 
    Alarick’s jaws fit around my throat, but he didn’t rip out my jugular. I didn’t move, even as he squeezed his jaws tighter, until I could barely breathe. I lay frozen beneath him, knowing it would be no use to fight now. My heart hammered in my chest as he stood there, clutching my throat between his deadly fangs. I let out a soft whine, running my front paw down his chest.  
 
    At last, Alarick released his grip, standing over me while I rolled up onto my feet. I understood his display. He wanted me to know that he could kill me if he wanted, that I was at his mercy. That he was sparing me because he wanted to, because he chose to let me live. Oddly enough, I didn’t really mind. I knew that somehow, in their minds, I had betrayed them. Even though I hadn’t chosen to become a vampire, I was one. Because of what I was, and what vampires wanted to do to wolves, what they had already done, my very existence was a threat to them.  
 
    But I’d given them Lindy, the answer to their problem. And I was here to beg forgiveness, to prove to them that I was still a wolf. So, that’s what I did. I ran with the pack, hunting with them and bringing my catch to Alarick. I lay down and watched him eat the rabbit, not offering me even a bite. I didn’t want one. It would have been an insult if he’d returned my gift. We ran free, streaking through the trees, down the gulley and up the other side, standing on outcroppings and baying at the moon. We mated. We ran more, until we were worn out, and we flopped down with the others in a clearing next to the little shack where I’d found Amy all that time ago.  
 
    Lindy flopped down next to Vance, fitting her smaller body against his side, and he curled around her. Alarick had lain down already, so I made my way to where he lay in the pine needles, and I fitted myself against his body in the same way, claiming the spot at his side that had always belonged to me, even when I wasn’t among them.  
 
    Alarick licked the back of my neck, his rough tongue grooming my fur. Resting a commanding paw on top of my head, he licked around my ears, sending waves of happiness and pleasure through my wolf body. At last, he settled down, resting his chin against the back of my head as we slept.  
 
    The year before, I’d always gone home before morning when I ran with the wolves. This time, I woke up next to Alarick. He stood and stretched out each powerful leg, arching his back to stretch his shoulders before nudging me and then trotting toward the cabin. I followed, and when we reached the door, he shifted into human form. I did as well, trying not to gape at the enormity of his perfect, muscular body.  
 
    “We’ve got some extra clothes in here you can wear,” he said.  
 
    “I know where I left mine,” I said.  
 
    “Okay.” He looked down at me, then reached out and pulled me into his arms. I inhaled the familiar, wild scent of him, and relief melted over me. I was back where I belonged at last. 
 
    “Get a room,” Brooklyn snapped, stomping past us, into the cabin, and slamming the door behind her. 
 
    “What’s her problem?” I asked, drawing back from Alarick. 
 
    “You’ll come back?” he asked. “After you get your clothes?” 
 
    “Of course.” I stood on tiptoes and looped my arms around his neck, giving him a quick peck on the lips.  
 
    “Are we getting a live show this morning?” Adolf asked from behind me, walking by and swatting my bare ass. “Because I’m here for it.” 
 
    “Rein it in, Moon Moon,” I snapped.  
 
    Alarick growled and glared so fiercely that Adolf visibly shrank back, holding up both hands. “Sorry, sorry,” he said, grinning and ducking his head.  
 
    I decided it would be a good time to shift back into a wolf while they hashed things out, so I went for my clothes. I found them where I’d left them, crumpled at the base of a towering pine. I pulled them on and then started back, realizing the benefit of being a vampire. I no longer had to jog through the woods as a slow human. I could streak through them every bit as fast in human form as in wolf form.  
 
    I arrived back at the shack a few minutes later, not even out of breath. So, being a vampire was pretty badass, despite my misgivings about the vampires themselves.  
 
    The Wolf boys and their posse, a pack that now numbered eight if you counted me, sat on well-worn logs and stumps around a small campfire. The smell of roasting meat filled the air, and they filled the morning with their murmuring voices and quiet laughter. I spotted Lindy, who was tucked under Vance’s arm, a dazed smile on her face. I didn’t blame her. Her transition to Ravenwood had been abrupt. She hadn’t had a whole year to find out about the Wolf boys. She’d been instantly accepted—almost forcefully—into the most prestigious, feared, desirable group in the school. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, sitting down beside her on the log.  
 
    “I didn’t know you were a wolf,” she said, looking at me with that blank, inscrutable expression she’d always worn.  
 
    “It’s complicated,” I said. “So, how are you liking it? Being a wolf?” 
 
    “It’s good.” 
 
    That was the last—and lamest—way I could imagine anyone describing this experience. But Lindy was anything but expressive. 
 
    “Did they tell you before they turned you?” I asked, unable to help it. I’d spent so many years standing up for Lindy when she wouldn’t do it for herself. If in the end, all I’d done was lead her here to be turned to a wolf against her will, I was going to… I didn’t even know. I was too pissed to think that far ahead.  
 
    “Yeah,” Lindy said. “It was a little hard to believe at first, but obviously, now I know it’s all true.” 
 
    “Did you agree to it?” I asked. “To being turned?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “They need me. I’m saving their race.” 
 
    “Well,” I said. “I’m glad you’re happy with it.”  
 
    She smiled blandly, staring at the fire, where meat cooked on spits over the flames. A minute of awkward silence passed.  
 
    “So, you’re a lone wolf?” Lindy asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said slowly. “You could say that.” I kind of liked that. It was better than saying I was a loser with no friends, as I’d been at home, or that the wolves had let me go because I had no purpose.  
 
    Suddenly, I understood again why Brooklyn had been so jealous the year before, when I’d been added, and she’d thought I might be the one they’d been waiting for. I felt pretty damn extraneous now that they had Lindy. What was the purpose of keeping me and Brooklyn around? She’d been right. There was none.  
 
    They were responsible for her now, which was nicer than saying they did it out of pity or so she wouldn’t spill the beans to the human world. Being a lone wolf was better than any of that, though in truth, I didn’t know if I really was the lone wolf type. I liked to do things my way, but I’d never chosen to be a loner. I suspected that I’d always been a pack animal, even before I was a wolf.  
 
    I looked around for Brooklyn, wondering how she was taking all this. I spotted her near the hunting cabin, hacking the little branches off a fallen tree. Stopping a few paces off, I waited for her to finish. I wasn’t sure I’d trust Brooklyn with a hatchet on the best of days.  
 
    “What do you want?” she asked, not looking up.  
 
    “How are you doing?” I asked my former roommate. “We haven’t talked this year.”  
 
    “Because you’re a bloodsucker.” 
 
    “I’m also a wolf.” 
 
    “You were never really a wolf, though, were you?” she asked, sitting up on the log and pushing hair off her forehead. “And you must not be a very good vampire, either. You still smell human, and they definitely don’t.” She wrinkled her nose at the thought. 
 
    I shoved my hands in my pockets. “I’m not here to debate my legitimacy as a wolf or a vampire. I just wanted to know if you’re okay.” 
 
    She gave me a long look. “What do you care?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “I just do. We’re more alike than you ever wanted to admit. Even if you don’t like me.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and hacked at a branch again, swinging the hatchet down on it and snapping it off. “Why are you so obsessed with people liking you?” 
 
    “Am I?” I asked, genuinely not sure how to feel about that assessment. Maybe I was. Maybe all those years of being a pariah at my old school had made me crave approval from everyone, even people who clearly couldn’t stand me. 
 
    “What do you want?” Brooklyn asked. “You want me to kiss your ass for bringing Vance his mate, so now he’ll never like me? For saving the wolves, just like you wanted? Maybe try finding my mate. Then I’ll kiss your ass.” 
 
    I thought about pointing out that we didn’t get true mates, not like a natural wolf. But she knew that. It seemed cruel to force her to face it if she’d rather live in denial. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, sinking onto the log. All along, Brooklyn had seemed prickly and bitchy, but now I thought maybe it was more than that. She was angry, and rightly so, and depressed about what had been stolen from her. She’d been a pretty, popular girl who thought she was attending some kind of special school for exceptional people. Instead, she’d been attacked, turning into a werewolf, and then basically told, “Whoops, our bad. Oh well.” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything,” Brooklyn muttered. 
 
    “I’m sorry this happened to you. That you didn’t want to be a wolf, and now you are one, and you can’t do much about it.” 
 
    Brooklyn sat back and looked at me a long moment. “What makes you think I don’t want to be a wolf?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You’re obviously unhappy.” 
 
    “So?” she demanded. “Who wants to be stuck like this? It would be one thing if I was important to them, if they treated me like they treat her.” She glared at Lindy sitting next to the fire, Vance gazing down at her like she held the keys to the universe in her hands.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I wish I’d known before you were taken, and I could have warned you.” 
 
    “It’s not fair,” she said. “I’m stuck as a stupid monster for no reason. If they’re going to change people, they should have a way to change us back if we can’t give them what they want.” 
 
    “Maybe there is,” I said, excitement flickering to life inside me at the thought. “Maybe there’s some kind of witch, some magic, that could reverse it.”  
 
    Brooklyn stared at me a second, then snorted and started hacking viciously at a bigger branch. “Yeah, right. Where? I used to have friends, to be normal. Now, the witches and other magic people at the school won’t even look me in the eye. Who’s going to help me?” 
 
    “There are other places besides Ravenwood,” I said.  
 
    The words hung in the air between us. The whole world was full of supernaturals, monsters and dangers I’d thought were only in my head—in my nightmares. Knowing they were everywhere made the world seem like a scary place. Ravenwood was a tiny haven, and though it had its share of dangers, they were somehow small here. Everything was confined in this microcosm of the larger supernatural world. The Wolf boys kept everyone in check, making sure none of the different races clashed, making everyone behave and stay in line so there was no fighting.  
 
    Out there… There were no such guarantees.  
 
    Brooklyn just shook her head. “You don’t get it. I can’t go out there. I don’t know what’s wrong with you, why you’re not a normal wolf, but it’s not the same for you. You have control of yourself. If I got mad, I’d just rip someone’s face off, and the whole world would know about wolves.”  
 
    I snorted at that. “Okay, so my wolf side is easier to control, but the first time someone stubbed their toe, I’d probably pop their foot off like the tab on a Coke can and chug every drop in their body.”  
 
    “Ew,” Brooklyn said, her nose crinkling with disgust. 
 
    I hadn’t realized I was done with this place until I was talking to her. But now that I’d found my way back to the wolves, I knew that I had to help them. The vampires would be fine without me. The wolves… They needed me. Especially Brooklyn. 
 
    Maybe Mr. Wolf hadn’t exactly created us in a lab like Frankenstein’s monster, but we’d been made into wolves alone, just like that unfortunate creature. We could spend our whole lives searching for a mate, a partner, just one person to understand us, just as that monster had. But we’d never find one. We only had each other.  
 
    “We’ve all got our problems,” I said. “But I’m leaving. You can come, or you can stay. You know what your life here will be like. If that’s not enough for you, this is your chance.” 
 
    Brooklyn looked at me a long minute. “You’re leaving?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said, popping the “P” and rocking back on my heels.  
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To another supernatural community,” I said.  
 
    “And you just happen to know about this community?” 
 
    “Mr. Ravenwood told me,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “The creepy old vampire?” 
 
    “That’s the one,” I said, a little surprised that she knew about him.  
 
    “Is he going?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Think about it?” 
 
    I turned and made my way back to the fire where Alarick and the others sat enjoying the fire on the cool morning. Brooklyn joined us after a few minutes, and I waited for her to tell everyone what I was planning, but she didn’t say anything. We ate the meat, though I knew I wasn’t supposed to eat food anymore. It smelled and tasted so good, though. And I didn’t want the wolves to cast me out again when they realized I couldn’t even share food with them.  
 
    I was relieved it didn’t make me sick right away. A bit later though, I had to excuse myself and go into the woods to expel the now-foreign substance from my stomach.  
 
    When I returned to the fire, everyone was cleaning up. I approached Alarick first. I didn’t want him to think I was poaching his pack. After pulling him aside to give us a little privacy, I took a deep breath and dove in. “I’ve been thinking about leaving.” 
 
    “I’ll walk you back,” he said. 
 
    “No, I mean leaving here,” I said. “I want to give your pack the chance to join me, but they’re your pack, and I wanted to talk to you about it first.” 
 
    Alarick gave me a long, searching look. “You want to leave Ravenwood Forest with my pack.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said.  
 
    “Do you know what happens to an Alpha without a pack?” 
 
    “No, I don’t mean I’d take them from you,” I said quickly. “I meant that you’d all come with me. If you want. Or just whoever wants to.”  
 
    “Oh,” he said, giving me a sour look.  
 
    “Okay, so I’m guessing that’s a no,” I said. “But hear me out. I think there are werewolves out there. Mr. Ravenwood found some within our lifetime. He said they’re under intense magical protections so no one can find them. But they might still be out there. Instead of bringing humans here and hoping one will be a viable candidate, what if we went out there and looked for some natural wolves that your dad might have missed. Some of your pack could find mates.” I paused, gulping down my nerves. “You could find a mate.” 
 
    “I already chose a mate,” Alarick said, glowering at me. “But she turned into the enemy.” 
 
    “I’m not your enemy,” I said. “Just because you don’t like vampires, that doesn’t mean every one of us is evil.” 
 
    “You chose the vampires.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “You chose to exile me from your pack.”  
 
    “I’ve seen you leaving Viktor’s room,” he growled. He slid his hand around the side of my neck, lifting my chin with his thumb so he could examine my neck. “Is he the one leaving these marks?”  
 
    My heart stammered in my chest at the thought of what I’d been doing with Viktor all those nights. The bites healed, but apparently the fact that I was still alive, with warm blood and a beating heart, meant that I could still get hickeys, unlike Viktor. But this wasn’t about that.  
 
    I shook my head. “I chose you, not Viktor.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like it.”  
 
    I sighed and pulled away from his exposing grip. “You broke up with me, Alarick. What I did while we were apart is none of your business. But if you want to go there, you have quite a reputation with the ladies, and it’s not like I expect you to have turned into a monk while we were apart.” 
 
    He glared, and I thought he wasn’t going to answer, but at last he did, though it was a change of subject that might as well have been a confession. “If you’re a vampire, why do you still have a heartbeat?” he asked.  
 
    I shrugged. “Mr. Ravenwood says I was already something else. Maybe that’s why I can’t be completely vampire or completely werewolf. My heart stopped, but it started up again instead of staying quiet like a regular vampire. But yes, I drink blood. I have vampire teeth. I can’t pretend I’m someone else just because vampires make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to,” he said, glaring down at me like I’d offended him.  
 
    I planted a hand on my hip and looked right back at him, refusing to back down like everyone else did. “Really?” 
 
    “All I ever wanted was to protect you,” he said. “I sat by your bed every minute while you turned into a wolf. Why would you think this was any different?”  
 
    “You were going to sit by my bed while I turned into a bloodthirsty fiend?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “While the girl you claimed to love, the girl you said you’d choose as a mate, turned into the thing you hate most.” 
 
    “Yes, damn it,” Alarick burst out. “I don’t give a single fuck what you turn into. You’re still you, and I would have been there for you. But you refused to see me.” 
 
    “Because I was ashamed,” I said, my own voice as full of frustration and anguish as his. “Can’t you understand that? I was a disgusting monster. I was disgusting to myself. I wasn’t going to let you see me that way, knowing that even a normal vampire is disgusting to you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, don’t confuse the facts, Timberlyn. You’re the one who broke up with me. Not the other way around. You turned into a vampire, and you made it pretty fucking clear you wanted nothing to do with me. For four fucking months you refused to even let me see you.” 
 
    “I told you why,” I said, crossing my arms and glaring up at him. “You could try to be understanding.”  
 
    “I might be if you hadn’t been seeing Viktor and your vampire friends every fucking day during that time.” 
 
    “They were bringing me food,” I snapped. “You want me to starve?”  
 
    “No,” he said. “I just wanted a chance to apologize, but you wouldn’t even give me that.” 
 
    “Apologize for what?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    He gave me a hard look. “Because I fucking failed you. I didn’t protect you that day. I’m your mate and your alpha. I should have died protecting you before I let one of my pack—especially you—be killed by vampires.”  
 
    “Alarick,” I said, my heart twisting inside me. “Please tell me you aren’t really blaming yourself for that. You were hurt. If you’d come into that room, the vampires would have killed you. There were a dozen of them.” 
 
    “And I’d have been a worthy mate to you.” 
 
    “A dead mate,” I said, stepping forward and wrapping my arms around him. “Alarick, I never blamed you for a single second. It never even crossed my mind. Please don’t blame yourself. It’s not your fault in any way, and even if you’d turned tail and run, I wouldn’t blame you. I’d be happy that you were alive.” 
 
    He swallowed, his huge hands encircling my waist. “You’re warm.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, pressing my body to his and laying my head on the bulging muscles of his chest. The top of my head barely reached his nipples. I’d forgotten how insanely big he was. I couldn’t even reach my arms all the way around his torso.  
 
    Alarick lifted my chin again, this time leaning down to brush his lips over mine. “We’ll go with you,” he murmured against my lips.  
 
    “You will?” I asked, drawing back and looking up at him, hope springing to life inside me. 
 
    “Well, I’m not going to let you go alone,” he said. “It could be dangerous.” 
 
    Relief flooded through me, and I realized just how much I’d wanted that answer. Not just that he’d go with me, but that he wouldn’t tell me I was crazy to go looking for more wolves when his father had already told us there weren’t any. “Thank you,” I said, stretching my arms up to slide around his neck. Alarick lifted me off the ground, his kiss firm and commanding this time. Automatically, I wrapped my legs around him, circling his hips and linking my feet behind him. He moaned and kissed me harder, angling so ours mouths fit together in their perfect, familiar rhythm. He cradled my head in his palm, cupping my bottom with his other hand and crushing me against him.  
 
    “I hate to break up this little scene, but we’re about to head back,” Adolf’s voice cut in after a few minutes. 
 
    Suddenly, I realized my teeth were out. I pulled my mouth from Alarick’s and covered it with my hand, embarrassment flaming inside me. Shit. I knew getting angry brought them out, but I hadn’t known kissing would make my fangs descend.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I mumbled behind my hand. 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” Alarick said, setting me back on my feet, confusion furrowing his brow. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    I realized then that I didn’t taste blood. I hadn’t nicked his tongue. And thank god for that, because I probably would have attacked him if I’d tasted his blood. 
 
    “No reason,” I said, trying not to move my lips too much as I spoke.  
 
    Alarick turned to his brother. “Actually, we want to talk to you before everyone leaves.” 
 
    Adolf raised his brows, glancing between us. “Okay.” 
 
    “Come on,” Alarick said, wrapping my hand in his and tugging me toward the group.  
 
    They were now standing around waiting, the fire beside them dead and the food long gone. They fell silent when Alarick arrived.  
 
    “Timberlyn is back with us,” Alarick said. “But we’re not staying. She’s found out about the possibility of other wolves in a protected area, and she’s going to try to find it. I’m going with her. You can come with us, or you can stay here at Ravenwood with my father. That choice is yours. I don’t know when or if we’ll return, but we’ll be leaving in a week. Take that time to think it over and decide for yourself what you want to do.” 
 
    “You’re not coming back?” Brooklyn asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alarick said. “That depends on what we find.” 
 
    “What makes you think there are more wolves?” Jose asked. “We’ve looked everywhere, and so has Mr. Wolf. If we didn’t find anything, why do you think you will?”  
 
    “They’re protected by magic that keeps outsiders from detecting them,” I said. “I don’t know if we’ll find anything or not. But I’m willing to take that chance.” 
 
    “Why?” Donovan asked. “You’re not a natural wolf, Timberlyn. You’re not going to find a mate or be able to reproduce with one.” 
 
    “My mother might be there,” I admitted. “My birth mother. There are other supernaturals besides wolves. So, I’m not going for entirely unselfish reasons. But around the time she was there, there were also wolves in the community.” 
 
    He nodded, seeming satisfied with that answer.  
 
    “What if you find Alarick’s mate?” Brooklyn asked. 
 
    I swallowed hard, aching at the thought of that possibility. But I wasn’t going to deny him that if he had the chance to meet her. “Then we’ll find her,” I said. “If he’s happy, I’m happy.” 
 
    I knew that wasn’t entirely true. It would break my heart into a million pieces to see him happy with someone else. I’d probably want to murder her. But if I found my mother, I’d go and live with her and try not to run into him too often. 
 
    “You’re not going to graduate high school?” Lindy asked, gaping at me. 
 
    I shrugged. High school seemed silly and unimportant right now. I had bigger things to worry about. And Ravenwood would probably let me come back and finish whenever I wanted. They didn’t seem very particular about education. Svana and Viktor were way older than high school students should be and probably weren’t actually learning anything in their classes. The Wolf brothers kept order at the school and went to classes, but they had been there for five or six years already.  
 
    “I know I have a year and a half left before I graduate,” I said. “But hopefully I can transfer to another school or come back here. Right now, this seems more important.” 
 
    “No one needs to decide anything today,” Alarick said. “We’ll meet in a week and discuss plans with those who want to leave with us.” 
 
    Just then, the scent of a wolf filled my nostrils. Alarick tensed, and the others turned in that direction as well. An unfamiliar grey wolf stepped from between the trees, and a second later, Mr. Wolf emerged from its body, standing tall and broad in a patch of midday sun filtering through the pines. “I couldn’t help but overhear you,” he said, his greedy eyes raking over the group of wolves he’d assembled on the island. “Sorry to ruin your little plan, but no one is going anywhere.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eleven 
 
    “You’re not stopping us from leaving,” Alarick growled at his father. 
 
    “I’ve worked too hard to assemble this group to let you leave now,” Mr. Wolf said. “Not when I’ve finally found a viable candidate.” 
 
    “We don’t have to leave,” Vance said, taking Lindy’s hand and pulling her over to join Mr. Wolf. “Lindy and I will stay here. I’ve found my mate. We have no reason to leave.” 
 
    “And the rest of you will find your mates, too,” Mr. Wolf said. “If Timberlyn stays. If she leaves, you’ll never find your mates. Brooklyn is the only one I can allow to leave this island.” 
 
    I glanced at the girl, wondering how she felt about being singled out, about being the one wolf allowed to leave. Mr. Wolf might as well have called her expendable. She stood glaring, a furious frown darkening her brow.  
 
    “You can’t stop us,” Alarick said. “You don’t own our lives.” 
 
    “I think I can,” Mr. Wolf said, prowling forward. “Timberlyn has a gift even I couldn’t have predicted. She can find our mates and bring them right here. There’s no need to leave.” 
 
    “I can’t bring them here,” I said. “And some of them may not accept your invitation. Then what?” 
 
    “Then we have ways to make them comply,” Mr. Wolf said with a cruel sneer.  
 
    “Fine,” I said. “I’ll call my parents and tell them I want to leave Ravenwood. You can’t stop them from taking me out of your school.” 
 
    Mr. Wolf threw back his head and laughed. When he recovered, his expression remained amused, which made shivers crawl down my spine as he spoke. “I can make you an orphan,” he said. “Your parents could die in a tragic accident on their way to visit you, and that grandmother of yours, well, she’s knocking on death’s door already. Lucky for you, a kind benefactor at the school would be willing to take you in until you finish your education.” 
 
    “You sick fuck,” I whispered, staring at the monster in front of me.  
 
    “Not sick,” he said, leering down at me. “Determined. I let nothing stand in my way.” 
 
    “Leave us alone,” Donovan said, stepping forward. “You had no use for us for most of our lives, Dad. Why don’t you go back to pretending we don’t exist?” 
 
    “Your answer is in your question,” Mr. Wolf said. “Now, I have a use for you. None of you will be leaving the academy except Brooklyn. If you’d like her to go searching for your imaginary wolf pack, she’s welcome to go. The rest of you will stay here until you’ve given me what I want.” 
 
    Brooklyn growled low in her throat, her wolf flashing in her eyes. Alarick reached out a hand, setting it on the back of her neck, and she fell silent, but her eyes still held murder. 
 
    “Like hell,” Alarick snapped at his father. “There’s one of you, and half a dozen of us. Just try to make us stay.” He glared back at the older man, stepping forward until they were almost toe to toe, with Alarick towering over Mr. Wolf.  
 
    “Listen,” I said, holding out a hand to stop Alarick, who was straining toward his father like he wanted to throttle him. “We want the same thing you do. I’m helping you continue your species. But we won’t be your prisoners.”  
 
    “That would be one thing if I trusted you,” Mr. Wolf said. “But, you see, my sons hate me. They’ll do anything to destroy me and all I’ve worked for. And you—you’re a vampire. Your kind is responsible for the disappearance of mine. Do you really think I’m stupid enough to believe that’s why you’re leaving?”  
 
    “You don’t have to believe me,” I said. “But we’re leaving.” 
 
    “Then make sure you say goodbye to your grandmother before you leave,” he said. “Since you won’t be seeing her again.” 
 
    Alarick sidestepped me and grabbed his father by the throat. “You’re the one who won’t be seeing her again,” he said. “You won’t be seeing anyone, Mr. Wolf. Including us, or your precious project finding success, or your grandchildren repopulating our species. Because you just signed your own death warrant.” 
 
    “Let him go,” Vance said, nudging Lindy behind him and stepping up to Mr. Wolf’s side. “We don’t harm a wolf for a mere human. Your girlfriend’s human grandmother is hardly worth the life of a fertile wolf. She’ll probably only live a few more years, anyway.” 
 
    “Timberlyn?” Alarick asked, never looking away from his father, whose face had gone purple. “What do you want me to do with this sack of shit?” 
 
    I wanted him to snap Mr. Wolf’s neck, showing him how it felt to be expendable. But I wouldn’t let myself be drawn in, wouldn’t let myself become evil as he was.  
 
    Before I could say a word, though, Mr. Wolf began to shake violently, his face elongating and fangs sprouting from his lips as they drew back in a snarl. 
 
    “Don’t you dare shift, you dirty coward,” Alarick barked, shaking his father. 
 
    But it was too late. With a violent shudder, Mr. Wolf completed the transformation, becoming an enormous wolf in Alarick’s hands. His front paws struck, raking down Alarick’s body. His claws shredded Alarick’s shirt and sank into his flesh, leaving deep, bloody furrows down his chest and abdomen. Alarick swore and threw his father to the ground, stumbling backwards.  
 
    “Alarick,” I cried, diving toward my wolf. But Mr. Wolf caught my heel in his powerful jaws, and I hit the ground hard. I felt the bones in my foot and ankle snapping as he crushed my foot, wrenching like he’d tear it from my body so I could never escape easily again. I screamed, my fingers raking the ground for purchase. Alarick dropped to his knees and shifted, blood still pouring from his middle. He dove forward, sinking his teeth into Mr. Wolf’s shoulder. 
 
    Instead of releasing me, Mr. Wolf tore at my foot, and pain slammed into me hard enough to take my breath. I kicked out at him with my free leg, and my boot connected with his skull. I felt the crack of bone. He released me with an enraged howl, then dived on top of me and struck blindly, his teeth tearing into my side before Alarick wrenched him free.  
 
    Blood spurted from the hole he’d torn in my flesh. I screamed and rolled over, trying to stop the bleeding with my hands. Adolf shot past me in wolf form, diving into the fight. Donovan, Jose, and Brooklyn were all shifting, too. Vance pushed Lindy back toward the shack before dropping to his knees and changing into the wolf I’d run with and hunted with and shared kills with. But instead of helping the pack, he leapt onto Donovan’s back, snarling and snapping as they rolled across the ground, going for each other’s throats.  
 
    Fuck. This wasn’t just a little skirmish. This was the pack dividing into two factions—those who wanted to leave, who wanted to protect humans and do things differently, and those who agreed with Mr. Wolf. To them, protecting the species and increasing their numbers came before anything else. Any cost was worth it just to get one viable mate like Lindy.  
 
    “Are you okay?” my old friend asked, crouching beside me.  
 
    “No,” I gritted out. I was pretty sure I was holding my guts in.  
 
    “Why is this happening?” Lindy asked, waving her hands frantically in front of her. “What should I do?” 
 
    “This doesn’t need to happen,” I managed. “No wolf should die right now. But they won’t listen to me.”  
 
    Vance dove in and grabbed Brooklyn, hurling her to the ground and clamping his teeth on her throat. She howled and raked her claws through his fur, leaving a series of gashes in his thick coat. Adolf charged, snapping at Vance’s front leg and taking him down. Brooklyn rolled to her feet and bit down on Vance’s haunch, ripping fur and skin and spraying blood.  
 
    My teeth throbbed, my mouth aching at the scent of so much blood. Alarick was rolling and biting with Mr. Wolf. Donovan leapt onto them, clamping onto the back of his father’s neck and hanging on, trying to pull him free while Jose dove in, snarling and snapping.  
 
    Alarick let out a roar and ripped his father free, and a second later, he hurled his body through the air. The enormous wolf thumped to the ground beside me, making the earth shake beneath us. Lindy shrieked and covered her face. Adolf dove toward the body of Mr. Wolf, but I held up a hand. “Wait,” I yelled. “Don’t kill him!”  
 
    The body was mangled and drenched in blood, which sent a sharp pain knifing into my teeth. I needed food to heal. And here it was… 
 
    I winced as I felt my teeth come out, aching for a taste.  
 
    “He’s dead,” Lindy shrieked, cowering back against the wall of the shack. Vance backed toward her, baring his teeth at the other wolves as if they might attack his mate.  
 
    Alarick was swaying on his feet, a grisly pool of blood spreading around him.  
 
    “No one needs to die,” I yelled. “Stop fighting. We all want the same thing—to save the wolves! Killing each other won’t accomplish that.”  
 
    Alarick took one step and sank to the ground. I stumbled to my feet, cursing through the pain, and staggered over to him. I sank down next to him, trying not to breathe in the delicious smell of blood all around me, urging me to eat, to heal. His fur was matted with blood, and I had to hold my breath as I searched for his injuries. Jose and Brooklyn lay on the ground in wolf form, but I could see their sides moving as they breathed.  
 
    “Vance, you’re done,” Adolf said, standing tall in his human form, blood trickling from a dozen small injuries on his giant body. “Take your mate and go back to our father’s house. It’s all yours. You’re no longer part of our pack.” 
 
    “What are you going to do to him?” Lindy asked in a high, tremulous voice, peering around Vance at Mr. Wolf. 
 
    “I’m going to finish what we started,” Adolf said, standing over his father’s form. Donovan had returned to human form and was crouching over the old wolf, whose breathing was quick and shallow.  
 
    “No,” I said. “No more killing.” 
 
    “He’s going to die anyway,” Donovan said.  
 
    Mr. Wolf let out a low, long whine. Blood trickled from his muzzle onto the ground.  
 
    “I’ll heal him,” I said, crawling toward him on one elbow, still holding my side with the other hand. Blood was dripping between my fingers, and I was too lightheaded to stand.  
 
    When I reached his side, I pushed up onto my knees and took a moment to catch my breath before breaking the skin on my wrist.  
 
    “No,” Vance said sharply.  
 
    I looked up to find him in human form, his eyes hard. “I’m saving him,” I said. 
 
    “He’d rather die,” Vance said.  
 
    “You don’t get to make that call,” I said, holding my wrist toward Mr. Wolf’s bloody muzzle.  
 
    He let out an ear-piercing whine. 
 
    Donovan took my hand and gently moved my hand away. “Vance is in Mr. Wolf’s pack,” he said. “Mr. Wolf is his alpha. He can communicate that to Vance.” He looked up at the other boy, a question in his eyes. 
 
    Vance gave a curt nod. “He doesn’t want to live as a vampire,” he said. “He’d rather die.” 
 
    “He said that?” Adolf asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    For a minute, no one moved. I had an almost irresistible urge to defy them. Panic battered my brain, telling me to hurry, to save him. That I had an obligation to save him, that it was better to live as a vampire than to die. But just as I wanted the girls they chose to have a say in what happened to them, I had to respect Mr. Wolf’s wishes. I knew he was wrong, but I didn’t get to choose this when he didn’t want it. I had to allow him the dignity of dying the way he wanted—as a wolf, not a vampire.  
 
    Brooklyn shifted to human and sat up, holding her head. A huge purple bruise was forming on her forehead, but she stood and made her way over. Jose rose a minute later, and Adolf and Donovan helped Alarick. I wanted to ask what was happening, why we weren’t doing anything to help. But they seemed sure that his fate was sealed. Though it went against everything I’d ever known, I didn’t spring into action and try to interfere. We all sat around Mr. Wolf, waiting in respectful silence while he breathed his last breaths.  
 
    Then, we raised our heads to the sky and let out mournful howls for the fallen wolf.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twelve 
 
    “Take him home,” Alarick said at last, when the wolf’s side had gone still at last. He turned to Vance, who was barely injured. Alarick, meanwhile, looked like he might collapse at any moment. Still, his voice was strong and commanding. “We all need time to heal, and then we’ll be gone. Ravenwood is yours.”  
 
    I waited for Vance to attack while Alarick was weakest, but after a moment, he nodded and stepped back. He must recognize he was outnumbered, and maybe he was more levelheaded than Mr. Wolf. Maybe he knew that killing a wolf defeated the whole purpose of what they’d been trying to do all along.  
 
    Alarick returned his nod before turning away and starting for the cabin.  
 
    “I have something I want to say to him,” Brooklyn said, stepping forward and shaking her brown hair back before addressing the dead wolf. “I hope you rot in hell, you sadistic, sick bastard.” She spit on his body, then turned and stomped away. 
 
    Vance’s eyes flashed with his wolf. “No one else better dare to disrespect our fallen leader,” he growled. “Or there will be more casualties today.”  
 
    We were all too shocked to move, and no one said a word for a minute. I was pretty sure that, no matter their relationship with their father, none of the other wolves would have even thought of disrespecting the dead like that. After a solemn nod, I stepped back and limped toward the cabin where Alarick and Brooklyn had gone. I expected Jose to go off with Vance, as they’d always seemed inseparable, but he followed us to the cabin instead. 
 
    There, we set up our plan. Werewolves didn’t heal instantly, despite being able to heal themselves. And I needed energy to heal, which meant I needed food. I wasn’t about to ask the wolves if I could have some of their blood, since they all had wounds of their own to recover from. As much as I hated to, I knew I had to leave Alarick’s side. His injuries were most severe of all, but Donovan assured me he would heal, and I had no choice but to take his word. Controlling my own hunger was getting harder by the minute. By that night, I had to leave the wolves and go back to the school to recover. 
 
    “Oh my god, what happened to you?” Svana asked, shooting to her feet when I came staggering into our dorm room and collapsed onto the bed. I’d wrapped my hoodie around my side, but she could smell the blood, of course.  
 
    “Wolf bite,” I said, hardly able to speak. Pain was lancing through me with every move I made, and walking back from the cabin had been pure torture. Mr. Wolf had bitten me in the soft area right above the hip, which meant every step was a reminder of the muscles in my side that had been torn through by his savage wolf teeth.  
 
    “I’ll get you blood,” Svana said. “Stay right there. Don’t move.” 
 
    She returned in a few minutes with twice my usual dinner. “Thanks,” I said, trying to keep myself from snatching the bags and attacking them like the animal I’d been all summer. The relief of eating made me almost cry. I could feel the energy fortifying me from the first gulp. 
 
    “I’ll go to the others’ rooms and see who has an extra baggie or two,” she said, going into planning mode. “And let me text Viktor. He’ll get anything the boys have in their dorm.”  
 
    For the next week, Svana brought me blood, and I ate and rested, waiting for the horrible wound to heal. I couldn’t help but think about where the blood came from, though. In my bloodlust over the last summer, I hadn’t thought about it. I’d needed it too much. Now, I remembered the girls in the basement of the clinic, hooked up to machines. I knew they would die—the Wolf brothers thought they had died. But the vampires were keeping them alive somehow, through artificial means or magic, and siphoning their blood. I couldn’t help them—as soon as they were taken off the machines, they’d die—but it still bothered me to think about it. 
 
    I tried to focus on my own healing, on the fact that I’d die, too, if I couldn’t eat. Actually, I probably wouldn’t die. I’d kill.  
 
    Things between Svana and me were strained since I’d found out the truth. Even though I’d mostly forgiven her, and I believed that she’d chosen to be my friend, it still hurt that she hadn’t told me. Our whole friendship was based on a lie, and even if the friendship itself was real, I couldn’t forget that.  
 
    My wound had healed by the next weekend, and I went to see the wolves. They were staying at the little shack in the woods, all of them piled into the tiny space, holding vigil for their injured Alpha. It was clear he wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. I stayed with him for a weekend before returning to classes. Lindy and Vance were already back in school when I returned, and I thought of how many times the wolves had been absent in the past few years. Had they fought often, needing time to recover from their wounds? 
 
    Since I was not part of Vance’s pack, I chose to sit with the vampires at lunch. We drank sodas and pushed our food around our plates for the benefit of curious human eyes. Amy was lusting after some freshman warlock, and everyone was as welcoming as usual. But like Svana had, I knew they were only following Mr. Ravenwood’s orders. We still lived together, and watched TV together, and hung out with Amy. But something had shifted. 
 
    I didn’t go to Viktor’s room anymore, either. In truth, I’d probably mastered the art of biting someone weeks ago. I felt guilty and awkward around him now, as if he’d caught me doing something shameful, like looking at porn. The whole thing now seemed like another fevered, strange dream, like coming out of an addiction and wondering why you didn’t stop—why you couldn’t. I didn’t know if drinking vampire blood had the same effect on others, or if I was some kind of fetishist, like a human who got aroused by food. In truth, I didn’t really want to know. It was over, and I didn’t plan on ever doing it again, even if I got the chance. 
 
    I didn’t tell anyone I was leaving Ravenwood soon. I didn’t want it getting back to Mr. Ravenwood. He’d already gotten pretty pissed about Lindy turning out to be a wolf mate instead of his. Instead of hanging out with the vampires on weekends, I started going back to Gramma’s every weekend and spending the time with her. She hadn’t been able to see me over the summer, but my blood cravings were pretty much under control now, so I didn’t feel like I was putting her in danger by being alone with her for the weekend. 
 
    I had actual school work to do, too, since I hadn’t been at Ravenwood for years like a lot of the students. So I threw myself into studying and taking my finals for the first semester. I knew that would be a good stopping point, so I could start school somewhere else. By the time the semester ended, the wolves had all healed, including Alarick.  
 
    Then came my last visit with the Council before going home for winter break.  
 
    “How are the wolves?” Mr. Ravenwood asked.  
 
    “Fine,” I said.  
 
    “All recovered?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” he mused. “Though without Mr. Wolf, I’m sure they’ve devolved into chaos. Pack animals are so predictable.” 
 
    I wondered if he’d still be saying that when we didn’t return to the island after the break. But I wasn’t going to correct him. As far as he knew, I was just a spy who happened to have access to another group of supernaturals on campus. The half dozen wolves here were no threat to him. They wouldn’t stop his plan for world domination. But he liked to know what was going on with them, and he’d been practically giddy when he found out Mr. Wolf had died.  
 
    “I assume you’re going home for vacation,” he said, sliding a tiny glass vial across the table toward me. “If you bite any humans, open this and make sure they inhale some of the scent. It makes the memory fade. If you kill anyone, dispose of the bodies. And if you need help with anything, my number is on the side of the vial.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, surprised he was actually making sure I had a safe trip back home, even if it was just to keep the vampire secret a bit longer. In truth, it wasn’t just his secret. I was a vampire, too. Our existence had to be kept secret for my sake, too. 
 
    “Have a good visit,” he said with a robotic smile, as if he’d forgotten how to feel genuine emotion. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, turning and starting for the door. I turned back at the last minute. “And you, too. Have a good holiday. I hope you have someone to spend it with.” 
 
    I stopped by the giant refrigerator and stuffed my backpack with blood packets, each about as big as a Capri Sun and packaged in thick, clear plastic. Even though I was allowed to take as much as I wanted, and even expected to take extra since I’d be gone for nearly a month, I felt guilty as I zipped my bag, like I was stealing. I was accepting their generosity and then abandoning them. Still, I had to eat, and I didn’t want to hurt anyone. 
 
    When I returned to campus, I headed to Alarick’s room. The three Wolf brothers, Jose, and Brooklyn were all inside, preparing the light packs they’d carry on their back as wolves. We’d decided to travel on foot as wolves once we reached the mainland, since the Wolf brothers had become Canadian citizens when they moved here with their father, and none of them had passports, so we couldn’t fly. We could move quickly as wolves in rural areas, then shift to human and travel by bus in urban areas.  
 
    “Your pack should be light,” Adolf said to me, reaching for my bag. “What did you bring, six pairs of shoes?” 
 
    I twisted away before he could lift it off my shoulders. “I can carry it,” I said, glaring.  
 
    He shrugged. “You’re going to tire yourself out and have to leave it behind, anyway.” 
 
    I didn’t answer. I didn’t want to tell him that my bag was full of blood, and that I’d be lightening my load each day when I ate. The others had brought maybe a couple energy bars, but they were counting on being able to hunt and buy food on the way. I didn’t have that luxury. 
 
    We finally took off, all of us buzzing with energy of both the excited and nervous variety. But we hadn’t even reached the woods when I felt the presence of others. I turned and spotted a trio of vampires who were all too familiar.  
 
    Amy waved, looking uncertain.  
 
    I hesitated, then dropped Alarick’s hand. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I strode over to where the vampires stood behind the boys’ dorm, watching us. “Hey,” I said, hooking my thumbs into the straps of my backpack. 
 
    “I thought you were going home for the break,” Svana said.  
 
    “I am,” I said.  
 
    Her gaze moved to the wolves behind me, then back to mine. “They’re going with you?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I can give you a ride,” Viktor said. “To the airport or… Wherever.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “But we’re good.” 
 
    None of us spoke for a minute. “Do they have cars?” Amy asked. “That’s a long way on foot.” 
 
    Suddenly, I felt a bit choked up. I was leaving my friends, and I might not see them again. They weren’t perfect, but they’d been my friends for two and a half years. “I’m going to miss y’all,” I said, my throat tight.  
 
    “Were you going to say goodbye?” Viktor asked. 
 
    I nodded, avoiding his eyes. I hadn’t been. They were probably supposed to stop me if I tried to disappear. Mr. Ravenwood might punish them, and the last thing I wanted was for them to take the fall for my disobedience. I’d never been good at following rules, and this was no different. But Mr. Ravenwood was going to be pissed when his human compass didn’t return to him.  
 
    On a more selfish level, I didn’t know what to say, how to say it. I knew I might not be back, and I didn’t like goodbyes. I’d either come back and finish school here, or I wouldn’t. Goodbyes only made things harder for everyone. On top of that, it was too complicated to try to explain to them right now. I was one of them, but I wasn’t. Just as I was a wolf, but not a wolf. I needed to find where I really fit—if that place existed.  
 
    “So, that’s it,” Svana said. “You’re just leaving.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, but before I could, she pulled me into a cool, lavender-scented embrace. “I’ll do what I can,” she whispered, and I squeezed her back, knowing what she meant. She was going to keep Ravenwood off my back as long as possible, not rat me out.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    I’d barely let go of her when Amy threw herself into my arms. “I’m going to miss you so much,” she blubbered. “Are you sure you have to go?” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll see you again,” I said, forcing a laugh. “At the end of the world, right?” 
 
    “It better be before then,” she said. “We didn’t even get to go dancing yet this year!” 
 
    “We’ll go next semester,” I said, pulling back.  
 
    My eyes were wet as I turned to say goodbye to Viktor. Though we’d never dated, there had always been a lot of heavy stuff between us, even before he became my maker. But he wasn’t where he’d been standing just moments before. I swallowed, hurt twisting in my chest.  
 
    I looked to Svana, my eyes wide. “He left?” 
 
    She gave me an apologetic shrug. “You know he loves you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, knowing it would be hypocritical of me to get pissy about him leaving without a goodbye, since I’d been ready to do the same. “Tell him… Thank you.”  
 
    I knew it was so far beyond insufficient, but what could I say? He was my maker, and he’d saved me from death. If not death, then from being tied more closely to Mr. Ravenwood than I was. And he’d liked me, even when I’d been unable to return the feeling. We’d only shared one kiss, but we’d shared a much more intimate connection when we fed from each other.  
 
    And in truth, he’d always given me more than he took from me. I knew I was much stronger than a new vampire should have been. I knew our bond was closer than it should have been. I’d let that happen, and now I was paying for it with each painful beat of my heart. But I also knew it could have been worse. I had taken Viktor’s blood, enough that he could have compelled me to stay. But he hadn’t. He hadn’t even asked me to. He’d seen me leaving with Alarick, and he knew what it meant. I couldn’t blame him for not wanting to stick around and watch me walk away. In a way, he’d made this easy, and I was grateful, even if I couldn’t feel it through the hurt just yet.  
 
    There was nothing I could do to make things right between us. I couldn’t change the way things had gone. Sometimes, everything didn’t tie up perfectly in a neat little bow. Sometimes, there was no closure. I knew I’d come back to this moment again, that it would nag at the back of my mind the way a missing tooth called your tongue to return to the empty space over and over. But somehow, the lack of closure felt right for us. Nothing between us had ever been defined or spoken aloud. It mirrored how things had always been between me and the vampires—uneasy somehow, ill-fitting, open-ended. 
 
    “You coming or what?” Brooklyn called, sounding impatient. 
 
    And so, I gave the vampires one last smile, turned, and joined the wolves. It had always been the wolves. They had called me to this place. And now, they were leading me away from it. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “So, where exactly are we going, Timberlyn?” Brooklyn asked, lounging back against Adolf, who was lying on his back staring up at the moon overhead, a hand resting on his full belly. We’d hunted and brought down a deer tonight, but I knew we wouldn’t always get lucky. I didn’t care if it was the only time we ate this good on the trip. I’d learned a valuable lesson tonight. As long as I was in wolf form, I could eat like a wolf. That meant the blood packs would last me that much longer. It also meant I had to carry them longer, but it was well worth the tradeoff.  
 
    Especially since eating with the wolves seemed to make them fully accept me as one of them—at last. 
 
    “Mr. Ravenwood said that they took me from someone ‘nearby’ to my parents,” I answered Brooklyn. “Which means Arkansas. Unfortunately, there’s a lot of places there for a pack to hide.”  
 
    “And fortunately, you can find anything,” Alarick said, wrapping his arms around me and burying his nose in my hair. I was sitting between his thighs, my back to his chest, his arms around me. Now that we were back together, I never wanted to be away from him again.  
 
    “Well, I don’t know about anything,” I said. “But I do seem to have a highly evolved internal compass and dreams that sometimes come true.” 
 
    “Have you dreamed about any other wolves?” Jose asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “No. I’m sorry. Not yet.” 
 
    He lay back on the ground, obviously disappointed.  
 
    Alarick brushed my hair aside and ran his lips across the skin at the nape of my neck, sending shivers spiraling through my entire body. “Want to turn in?” he murmured against my ear. 
 
    “Someone should keep watch,” Brooklyn said.  
 
    “Why?” I asked. “We haven’t crossed the border. We’re not doing anything illegal. And Mr. Ravenwood knows I’m going home to Arkansas for the break.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, what if one of your ‘friends’ told him we aren’t coming back?” Brooklyn asked. “I don’t want to be ambushed in the night by a bunch of psycho bloodsuckers.” 
 
    Alarick dropped his forehead against the top of my head. “She’s right,” he said. “I’ll keep watch.” 
 
    I wanted to protest, but I knew he was duty bound. His pack always came before his own preferences. I tried to hide my disappointment. We’d barely gotten back together before he got hurt, and we hadn’t slept together since before last summer. I’d been really looking forward to having some time alone to make up. But it didn’t look like it was happening tonight.  
 
    “I’ll take the next shift,” I said, standing and stretching. “Come wake me when you get tired.” I leaned down to plant a kiss on Alarick’s lips. “But one of these nights, you’re going to have to give it up, big man.”  
 
    He chuckled and swatted my bottom as I started for the tent. Brooklyn scoffed and rolled her eyes. I couldn’t tell if she was jealous that I’d gotten Alarick because he was the alpha, or if she really liked him. But she was obviously still annoyed that I’d ended up with him.  
 
    “Want to keep watch while I shift?” I asked her.  
 
    “Fine,” she said, pushing up and stomping after me. We’d decided to sleep as wolves when we were in the woods, since that made tents unnecessary, as well as keeping us in our strongest form in case anything went wrong. But I didn’t like undressing in front of the guys while they were in human form. Somehow, shifting back to human from a wolf didn’t make me feel as self-conscious as undressing in front of them.  
 
    “You know, you could have a mate,” I said as I undressed in the dark a little ways from the campfire.  
 
    Brooklyn sighed. “Alarick’s not your mate, Timberlyn. We’ve been over this.”  
 
    “I’m not talking about Alarick,” I said. “Remember when you said you could have a mate, even if they say only natural wolves can?” 
 
    “Yeah, what do I know?” she asked. “I was stupid to think that I was special. Obviously lots of girls can turn to wolves. Look at you, and now Lindy.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Lindy.” 
 
    Brooklyn sighed again. “What are you trying to say? Do you want me to apologize for being a bitch to you last year?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Lindy was a human. She’s a created wolf. And she has a mate.” 
 
    Brooklyn was quiet for a long minute. “You know that’s why I was a bitch, right? Because I liked Vance. And now I’ll never get him. Because of you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you mentioned that,” I said. “But if you find your own mate, you won’t even remember what you saw in Vance. Your feelings for him will pale in comparison.” 
 
    “If you’re done changing, look out for me,” she said after a pause.  
 
    So, that conversation was apparently over. I gathered my clothes into a bundle while she changed, and we both shifted into wolves and carried our clothes back to the campsite.  
 
    We crossed the border in the morning and ran through most of the day, even though it was freakishly cold and hard going in Montana. We slept as wolves, all of us huddled together the next night. Then it was more running the day after that. I was beginning to regret bringing such a heavy pack. Like Adolf said, it weighed me down and made me slower. But I was grateful on the third day and night, when we didn’t catch anything but a few mice in the barren lands of South Dakota. I let the others eat while I snuck off, saying I had to use the bathroom. All the running had us all ravenous, and I was no exception. I sucked down two bags of blood at each meal instead of one, and I was still irritable and badly craving more when we ended the day’s travel. I knew the others had it worse, having only a few energy bars to tide them through the day. 
 
    Adolf and Brooklyn went off to hitch a ride into the nearest town to get food, giggling like it was the most hilarious and amusing thing ever. Even that annoyed me in my travel-weary state. My paws hurt like hell, so I’d stayed in wolf form to lick them for a while. I knew I needed more food, too, but I’d only brought two dozen bags, enough to last me for the whole trip—eating my normal ration. If I ran out and couldn’t eat for the last week, I’d probably kill someone. 
 
    I realized then that I was assuming I’d go back to Ravenwood Academy at the end of the break. And I knew that wasn’t going to happen. How the hell was I going to get blood on my own?  
 
    Panic darted through me. I couldn’t tell my parents what I was. They’d think I was crazy and throw me in Cedar Crest like they had Gramma when she’d sensed something their minds couldn’t comprehend. And I wouldn’t bite my little sister. I vowed that right then. I’d never hurt Josie. 
 
    I went off behind some sandstone formations and changed into my clothes. My teeth throbbed painfully, straight down into the root, when I saw all the blood in my bag. It looked like so much. Surely it would be okay to have just one more… 
 
    “Timberlyn?”  
 
    Alarick’s voice interrupted my internal struggle, and I quickly zipped my bag and straightened. He stepped around the side of the formation, and relief filled his eyes as his brow smoothed. “Sorry,” he said. “You’d been gone a while, and I got worried.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I lied, shaking my hair back. I wasn’t about to remind him of what I really was. They seemed to have forgotten for the moment that I wasn’t just a regular wolf like them. After all, I’d eaten all our kills with them. I’d run as a wolf for days with them. And I hadn’t shown them any indication that I was eating anything different than they were when we weren’t wolves. 
 
    We returned to a tiny fire Donovan was stoking. “Ready for another cold one?” he asked, not looking up. 
 
    “That sounds like a beer,” Jose said, leaning back on his elbows. “What I wouldn’t give for a cold one of those right now.” 
 
    “I’d take a sizzling steak with mine,” Alarick said.  
 
    “Yeah, or a burger,” Donovan said. “With fries. A mountain of fries. Not those wispy little wimp fries, either. I want thick ones. Man fries.” 
 
    We all laughed at that, and the others looked at me. I realized I was supposed to join in, to say what I wanted. But my brain was thumping in rhythm with my heart—blood, blood, blood. 
 
    “Cookies,” I blurted out. “My gramma’s cookies with milk.” 
 
    Or blood, my mind suggested.  
 
    Brooklyn and Adolf arrived back a few minutes later, carrying white plastic grocery sacks full of Styrofoam takeout boxes of refried beans, Mexican rice, enchiladas, burritos, tacos, and an extra one filled with churros. 
 
    “Well, it’s not fries and beer,” Jose said. “But burritos are good, too.” 
 
    I waited while everyone chose a box with what they wanted. “What do you want, Timberlyn?” Alarick asked. 
 
    Blood, I want fucking blood.  
 
    “Nothing,” I said. “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “You’ve been running all day,” he said, his brow furrowing with concern. “You must be hungry.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not,” I said. “I’m fine. Really. You guys go ahead.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Alarick asked, coming to crouch beside me.  
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest, wishing he’d go away, that he could see I didn’t want to talk about it.  
 
    “You have to eat, Timberlyn,” he said. “You need to keep your strength up.” 
 
    “No, you have to eat,” I snapped. 
 
    Alarick’s lips tightened, and he stood and stalked off into the dark. I closed my eyes and cursed myself for letting my temper flare. But I was so fucking hungry.  
 
    “Aww, you hurt his feelers,” Adolf said. 
 
    “Shut up, Moon Moon,” I muttered.  
 
    I knew he was right, though. I’d just wanted Alarick to understand that I didn’t need the same food without me having to saying it to the whole group. But now it was too late. He’d pushed until I had to admit it, to explain myself to them. Otherwise, they’d think I was a bitch to their alpha for no reason. 
 
    “I can’t eat regular food,” I blurted out. “It makes me puke.” 
 
    They all stared at me.  
 
    “You mean, you eat blood?” Brooklyn asked, wrinkling her nose. She wasn’t the only one who looked like she was about to lose her own appetite at the thought.  
 
    I swallowed hard and looked down at my feet on the hard, sandy ground. “Yes.”  
 
    “But you ate with us yesterday,” Donovan said. “When we got the bighorn sheep.” 
 
    “I can eat in wolf form,” I said. “But this stuff? I can’t eat human food.” 
 
    Donovan looked off at the starry sky, his brow creased with thoughtfulness while he chewed. Jose pushed his food away, looking queasy. Brooklyn had stopped eating, while Adolf kept wolfing down his food like I hadn’t said anything at all about drinking blood. 
 
    “You ate with us once before,” Donovan said at last. “At the fire the morning after you joined our pack. Can you only eat meat?” 
 
    “I can’t eat anything when I’m in human form,” I said. 
 
    “Except blood,” Brooklyn supplied, as if anyone could forget. 
 
    I got up and walked away, leaving them with their delicious-smelling food that I’d never eat again. I’d never eat Mexican food, or Gramma’s cookies, or steak, or burgers and fries. But it wasn’t the food I’d really miss. It was the communion of eating with my friends.  
 
    I found Alarick behind the stone formation where he’d found me earlier. He was leaning back against it, and he didn’t look at me when I approached, though he must’ve heard me.  
 
    I stopped beside him, but he still didn’t move. Damn it. I really did hurt his feelings. I hated myself for it. All I wanted to do was wrap my arms around him and— 
 
    Bite him— 
 
    No. I wanted to tell him I loved him. What the fuck was wrong with me? 
 
    Oh, right. I was a bloodsucking monster.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, leaning my back on the wall next to him. God, he must’ve thought I was so disgusting, like a big, human-sized leech.  
 
    “I heard what you said to the others,” he said. “Why didn’t you just tell me?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  
 
    “Don’t you trust me?” he asked, and the anguish in his voice broke my fucking heart. 
 
    “I was ashamed, okay?” I said. “You might think you’re a monster, but you have other wolves like you. I’m the only vampire here. I knew they’d all be disgusted if I told them. They hate vampires. And you do, too.”  
 
    “I don’t hate you.”  
 
    “I know,” I said, my throat tightening. “But that doesn’t mean you don’t hate that I’m a vampire.” 
 
    “I know what you are, Timberlyn,” he said, turning to face me. “It doesn’t matter to me. I love you.”  
 
    I nodded, my throat too tight to speak.  
 
    “Just… Don’t keep things from me,” he said, stepping forward and cupping my cheek in his huge palm. “I want to be part of your life. Every part.” 
 
    Tears of frustration and hunger pooled in my eyes. How could I explain this ravenous, maddening craving to someone who’d never had it? Suddenly, I missed my vampire friends so bad. Even the ones who had been turned long ago remembered what it was like. 
 
    “Tell me what it’s like,” Alarick whispered, leaning closer. 
 
    I closed my eyes, trying not to breathe him in. I loved his wild ocean and pine scent, but right now, all I could think about was the smell of his blood underneath it. I could hear it pumping through his veins, calling to me like a siren. I knew wolves didn’t smell good to the other vampires—they smelled like dog. Not to me. Maybe because I was a wolf, too. All I knew was that they might not smell as tasty as humans, but they sure as hell smelled edible. And the hungrier I got, the harder it was to remember they weren’t there for my eating pleasure. 
 
    “It’s like wanting something so bad you think you’ll die if you can’t have it,” I said. “But not being able to have it.” 
 
    “I know a little about that,” Alarick said, lifting my face and skimming his lips across mine.  
 
    My teeth throbbed so hard I gasped in pain, and I covered my mouth, trying to hold myself back from sinking them into his lip.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, looking startled. 
 
    A tear spilled down my cheek, and I shook my head. “Can you… Bring me my backpack?’ 
 
    “Timberlyn,” he said, pulling my hand away from my mouth. His eyes pleaded with me, but I couldn’t show him. 
 
    “Please, just go,” I whispered, ducking my head. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’ll bite you,” I whispered. “I won’t be able to stop myself.” 
 
    “So bite me.”  
 
    My teeth throbbed again, aching at the thought. “What?” I breathed. 
 
    Alarick leaned in, resting a hand on the stone behind me, and lifted his chin. “Go ahead,” he said. “I want to help you.” 
 
    “Alarick,” I said, my voice choked with longing. I could see the vein in his throat pulsing, feel the heat of his skin caressing my lips.  
 
    “Do it.”  
 
    He pressed even closer, until his skin touched my lips. I couldn’t stop myself. The next second, my teeth were sinking into him.  
 
    Alarick sucked in a breath, and I tried to remember Viktor’s training through the haze of hunger, but it was so hard. Unlike Viktor’s blood, which I had to suck out, Alarick’s flowed up my teeth and flooded across my tongue, pumping into my mouth until I was nearly choking on it. He stepped closer, his free hand landing on my hip and squeezing me against him.  
 
    “Timberlyn,” he said, his voice a rough growl. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, tearing my mouth away and pressing my fingers to my lips. “Shit. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “No,” he said, pulling my hand down from my lips. “That was… Hot.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    In answer, he stepped forward, his hips pressing me against the wall. I could feel his hardness biting into me, and my heart flipped in my chest. “Do it again,” he commanded, his voice husky.  
 
    “Are you sure?’ I asked, not daring to hope. It had been something unspoken—unspeakable—between me and Viktor. I knew that it turned him on, and he must have known what it was doing to me because he made sure to move against me in just the right way so that I never left his room unsatisfied. But he’d never acknowledged it, and I’d thought it must be something taboo even to vampires.  
 
    I’d certainly never dreamed it would be something that anyone besides a vampire would find arousing.  
 
    “Does this feel unsure?” Alarick asked, his hips pinning mine and his breath hot on my cheek. He leaned in, baring his throat to me again, and I ate. It was so much better than eating the packets in my bag. His huge, hot hands moved over me, and after the initial hunger subsided, I focused on him as well. My hands slid over his huge frame, his impossibly broad, muscular shoulders, his tapered waist. I gripped his shoulders as he lifted me, letting me wrap my legs around him the way I liked.  
 
    I knew I had to stop before I made him weak, so I drew back, closing the bites the way Viktor had taught me. Still, I could tell I’d bitten too hard, leaving a monster hickey on Alarick’s neck. But he hadn’t complained. In fact, he kept touching me even when I pulled back from his throat. His big hands pushed up my shirt, and he lifted me higher, his mouth moving hungrily over my skin.  
 
    “I want you, Timberlyn,” he said, drawing back to catch his breath. “Can we do it here?” 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask,” I said, reaching for his shirt and peeling it over his head. He laid it down, laying me on it, and I let myself sink into the relief of our bodies together again, finally. Into the bliss of his mouth, his hands, his body on mine as if it had been made for me, every stupendous inch of him was somehow, incredibly, mine. And I was his. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    The trees on either side of the two-lane road swayed closer as we approached, as if beckoning us. I hurried forward, excitement building inside me. I’d seen this place in my dreams. Yes, it looked like any other road through the rural Ozark Mountains, but I was sure it was the one. As we passed between the trees, they sighed—a welcoming, relieved sound. But something else wasn’t so welcoming. A crackle of electricity zapped along my spine, making my fur stand up.  
 
    Alarick let out a low, menacing growl, and the others halted, their hackles raised, too. I stopped, staring up at a tree that had been struck by lightning, one half of it lying at an angle against another tree, cleaved from the living side. Spikes of fibrous would jutted skyward from the break, and on the tallest one, a raven sat watching us. I knew that tree. It was unmistakable, copied in photographic detail into my sketchbook just the night before.  
 
    The raven called once before taking flight and disappearing over the trees. A shiver of excitement and trepidation went through me. This was it. 
 
    At the same time, I was flabbergasted. My parents had driven along this road a dozen times, with Josie and me in the back seat arguing or singing or ignoring each other. It was literally ten minutes from the town where I’d grown up. Mr. Ravenwood had said he stashed me with a family nearby, but this was fucking ridiculous. I’d literally grown up just a few miles from my birth mother, never knowing she existed at all.  
 
    In fact, in all the times we’d driven this road, I’d never noticed the splintered tree. I couldn’t remember anything I’d seen on this road at all. I knew there was a gas station down the road, and that further on, there was the Buffalo River, where outdoorsy tourists and locals went to swim and canoe when the water was high. Now, it looked like any other road, with barren, leafless trees lining it on either side and a bent guard rail where someone had driven too close to the edge.  
 
    I didn’t like shifting in front of the pack, but when sometimes, it couldn’t be helped. Like now. I shifted into human and gestured at the tree. “That’s the tree from my dream last night,” I said. “I’m sure you all felt that magic, too. I guess they don’t have wards on the valleys keeping people from entering, but they might know we’re here. And if they have disguising magic on the whole valley, they probably don’t want us knowing what they are. So, we should probably go in as humans. I’m going to change.” 
 
    I stepped over the guard rail, grabbing onto some saplings to keep from sliding down the steep slope. Once I found a spot I could stand on without tumbling to the bottom of the mountain, I changed into my boots, jeans, and leather jacket. Everyone else had brought lightweight nylon pants and jackets, but I didn’t own any outdoorsy gear. I’d gone along on the occasional hike when my parents required a family outing to a local trail, but I’d always been the stay at home and read kind of girl. After hauling my heavy-ass wardrobe across a continent, I would definitely be rethinking my attire before taking any more cross-country journeys.  
 
    When I arrived back up on the road, the others were standing there waiting. For me. It was jarring to suddenly be in a position where people were looking to me for guidance, believing in the dreams that had made me a freak for so long.  
 
    “What now?” I asked, turning to Alarick, our leader.  
 
    “Have you seen anything else in your dreams?” he asked. “Or can you use that internal compass that got us here?”  
 
    “The problem is, I’m not sure what the compass is pointing to,” I admitted.  
 
    “The wolves, right?” Jose said. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “Or it could be my mom, or maybe Delilah…” 
 
    “Your old roommate?” Donovan asked. “Why would you be called to her?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. 
 
    “Well, this is just great,” Brooklyn said. “We followed you across an entire fucking continent, and for all we know, your hunch led us into a death trap?” 
 
    “I hope not,” I said. “But I don’t know what we’re going to find. I’m not psychic. I just know where to find things.”  
 
    “And you said you were coming here to find our mates,” Jose said. “I came for that.” 
 
    “So, what are we going to do? Go knocking on doors and asking girls to try on a glass slipper?” Adolf asked.  
 
    “If there are wolves here, they’ll want to find their mates as much as we do,” Alarick said. “Let’s just keep going until Timberlyn sees something else she recognizes.” 
 
    We walked for another twenty minutes before we saw a little trailer off to the left, on the downslope off the hill. It looked like one strong wind might roll it down the mountain into the valley below if not for the trees blocking the way. Two guys were standing out front watching the road as if waiting for our arrival. One of them was almost as big as the Wolf boys, with tattoos covering his bare arms and neck; the other was skinny and big-eared with a goofy grin and an oversized sweater that made him look like a kid playing dress-up in someone else’s clothes.  
 
    “Hey,” drawled the tattooed guy, striding up the driveway faster than such a big man should move. After watching the Wolf boys for the past three years, I recognized a shifter’s gait when I saw one.  
 
    The goofy guy was hot on his heel. “You folks ain’t from around here, are you?” he asked, looking us over.  
 
    “No,” Alarick said.  
 
    “You lost?” asked the guy with tats.  
 
    “No,” Alarick said again. 
 
    “Then what’re you folks doing here?” asked the skinny guy.  
 
    “We’re looking for someone,” I said. 
 
    “Is that so?” asked the big guy, crossing his arms over his chest. “Who you looking for?” 
 
    “My mother,” I said, deciding that was the safest of the options. 
 
    “Who’s your mama?” asked the skinny guy.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at a rusty pickup that was lumbering up the hill toward us. We stepped off the road onto the end of the gravel driveway to let it pass, but instead of going on, it pulled over right behind us, two tires on the road and two off.  
 
    Four guys hopped out of the back of the truck, all of them looking rough and redneck. I’d lived in the area all my life, so I knew this sort. They were poor, bored, and pissed off from breaking their backs every day, never knowing the world had glued the soles of their boots to the ground before telling them to pull themselves up by their bootstraps. In other words, they were ready to kick some ass the moment someone came in here looking at them sideways.  
 
    Alarick tensed, a growl rumbling inside him. But these guys weren’t just rednecks. They were redneck shifters. And if we fought them, we’d never get what we wanted. Even if we won, there were plenty more to take their place if they were anything like the humans I knew. There was no shortage of desperate, angry people in the world.  
 
    “Wait,” I said, holding up a hand. I was momentarily distracted by a flash of red hair as the two people from the cab of the truck climbed down. The driver was a black guy, but the woman who climbed out of the passenger side… 
 
    When she rounded the hood of the truck, though, I saw that she was only a few years older than me—nowhere near old enough to be my mother. We were surrounded now, and unease made my pulse increase with each passing second. My whole pack was edgy, and Brooklyn’s wolf was showing in her eyes.  
 
    “Look, you’re right that the rest of us aren’t from around here, but I’m from St. Paul,” I said, turning back to the tatted up big guy. “I just found out that I was adopted, and my mom’s from somewhere around here. I just wanted to meet her. We’re not here to cause any trouble.” 
 
    The guy stepped forward, towering over me. Alarick’s hand slipped around my forearm, but I didn’t step back. I faced up to the giant. Eyes narrowing, he leaned down until our noses almost touched. That’s when I realized he didn’t smell like a wolf. He wasn’t human, either, though. 
 
    “You think I’m stupid, little girl?” he asked. 
 
    “Mind putting some distance between yourself and my girl?” Alarick growled. 
 
    The guy’s eyes flashed, and I thought he was going to get into it with my companions, but the redheaded girl stepped over to his side and grabbed his arm. “Yeah, Efrain,” she said. “I don’t appreciate your lips being that close to anyone’s but mine.” 
 
    The guy, Efrain, backed off me and slid an arm around her waist. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll play nice if this chick can stop lying and tell me why she brought a bunch of werewolves in here and thought we wouldn’t notice.” 
 
    A chorus of murmured agreement went around the circle surrounding us.  
 
    “That’s who we’re looking for,” I said. 
 
    “But you ain’t a werewolf,” said the skinny guy with the big ears. “You smell straight human to me.” 
 
    “Actually, I am a wolf,” I said. “I just got some mutated genes, or maybe because I was already something else when I got turned into one…” 
 
    “Prove it,” the guy said, grinning broadly. 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” the redhead said, slapping his arm. “You’re not seeing her naked.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Alarick gritted out.  
 
    “I’m Cayenne,” the girl said, holding out a hand to me. I took it, and a current of electricity zinged up my arm. I could smell a tinge of fire, like people are supposed to smell before lightning strikes, and for a second, I was underwater, in the well from my dream, staring up at the blurry face and red hair hanging down as she leaned down toward me. 
 
    I gasped and yanked my hand back, confused by the conflicting sensations. “Timberlyn,” I said with a shaky laugh, wiping my palm on my jeans.  
 
    “If you’re looking for the werewolves, they’re right over the mountain in the next valley,” Cayenne said, pointing to the top of the steep hill we’d been climbing. “This is the Third Valley—home to shifters. The werewolves live in Second Valley. You’ll want to talk to Harmon. He’s their alpha. He’ll know all the wolves, including your mother. Although…” She gave me a long, calculating look. “I don’t know any wolves who look like you.” 
 
    “No redheads in the area?” I asked hopefully, remembering my dream again. I’d thought that was my mother, but maybe it was this girl. And if it was her, why was I supposed to meet her? 
 
    “Oh, there’s lots of redheads,” the black guy said with a grin. “But they all live in First Valley, and they’re all Cayenne’s sisters. Her parents mate like bunnies.” 
 
    “Gross,” she said, swatting his arm. I looked from one of them to the next, trying to figure out which one she was with, but it was impossible to tell.  
 
    “So, there are really wolves here?” Jose asked, looking painfully eager. It broke my heart for him. He wanted a mate so badly that I knew he’d be devastated if we’d come all this way, and found real werewolves, only to find out that his mate wasn’t here at all. 
 
    “Yep,” said the guy with the big ears. “A whole mess of them. Just follow that road and take your first right on the old logging road to get to their community.” 
 
    I thought Jose’s eyes were going to pop out of his head at the thought of a community of his kind. Even Brooklyn looked excited for probably the first time in her life.  
 
    “Thank you so much,” I said. “I really appreciate it. If there’s anything we can do for you…” 
 
    “You could shift,” the guy suggested, grinning his fool head off. 
 
    “Boy, I will slap you into next week,” Cayenne threatened, raising a hand. They all cracked up laughing, including Cayenne and the guy she’d threatened. He pulled her into a hug and kissed her, and we took that as our cue to leave.  
 
    After a few more thanks and a wave goodbye, we left the shifters and started up the mountain toward the valley where a whole community of wolves waited. My heart thudded in my chest with every step. I knew that finding even one of my pack’s mates would be incredible, but I couldn’t help but dread meeting them. After all, Alarick’s mate might be among them.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    We almost missed the old logging road, but I felt the zing of magic again, and when we looked around, I spotted the cleared entrance into the trees. I knew we were headed in the right direction the way I always seemed to know that. A raven perched in a tree overhead, watching us as we passed.   
 
    “I think that’s a shifter,” Alarick said as the bird flew off.  
 
    “I think you’re right,” I said. “But they have a right to know who’s in their territory. And we come in peace. It’s not like we’re here to kidnap their women.”  
 
    I realized what I’d said a second too late, and I reached out and squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He shrugged. “We barely knew our father, but we know he was an asshole.” 
 
    Adolf, who was on my other side, nodded. “You didn’t say anything that the whole world doesn’t already know.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Donovan said. “You have no reason to apologize, Timberlyn. Our dad was kidnapping girls.”  
 
    “You don’t miss him at all?” I asked, studying them from the corner of my eye. We hadn’t talked about their father’s death since it happened. Alarick wasn’t one to dig into his emotional baggage, and I wasn’t super close with the others, though we were comfortable with each other now. 
 
    Alarick shrugged. “There’s nothing to miss.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “He was never a father to us,” Donovan said quietly. “He could have chosen differently, but he put us in foster care when we were little, and he didn’t come back for us until he needed something.”  
 
    I could feel some anguish coming from Donovan, even if he talked tough. I couldn’t tell about the other two. I could feel Alarick sending calming vibes to his brother through their bond, but I couldn’t tell if he cared about his father at all, or just his brother. I wasn’t inside the bond the way the others were. I could feel it, but it was different for me. Like the dominance display, somehow it didn’t really affect me. 
 
    “Look, it is what it is,” Adolf said. “Our dad was a selfish prick. He said he was coming back for us when we were kids, but it took eight fucking years for him to show back up.” 
 
    “And in that time, he had time to get rich, buy up a bunch of land around Ravenwood, and basically adopt Vance and Jose here,” Donovan added bitterly. “So obviously it wasn’t too dangerous for him to come back for us. He just cared more about making new pups than taking care of the ones already in existence.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, man,” Jose said. “If it makes it any better, we had no idea you existed until you showed up with Mr. Wolf at Ravenwood.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Alarick said. “And he didn’t bother to change that once he got us back. He could have still been a father to us, but he had other priorities. Don’t worry, I won’t be like that.” 
 
    He slid an arm around me and squeezed, and I almost lost my breath. Shit. Alarick was thinking about babies already?  
 
    “Getting a little ahead of ourselves here,” I said. “Let’s just see if your mate is here before you think about pups.” 
 
    “My mate is right here,” Alarick said, bending down to nuzzle the top of my head as we walked.  
 
    “Ugh, you two make me gag,” Brooklyn snapped.  
 
    “I’m okay with it,” Adolf said, throwing an arm around her shoulders. “We can watch.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Brooklyn said, fluttering her lashes at him. “Maybe you can pick up some pointers.” 
 
    “Hey,” he protested, and we all laughed, glad for the change to lighter topics.  
 
    A minute later, we emerged from the woods into a long, rectangular clearing. A small crowd gathered at the far end around a pavilion, picnic tables, and a huge fire ring with a pyre of wood erected in it. The wind shifted, and the smell of wolf hit us like a wall. We all stopped short, gaping in awe.  
 
    Alarick whistled under his breath.  
 
    “Ho-ly shit,” Jose said.  
 
    “Are those all wolves?” Brooklyn asked, her eyes widening in shock.  
 
    A couple broke from the crowd and started toward us. 
 
    “If they’re hostile, we’re fucked,” Donovan said. 
 
    “Come on,” Alarick said, moving toward the people who were approaching.  
 
    We met them in the middle of the clearing. They stopped a few paces from us, watching with suspicion. I knew they were making themselves vulnerable right now, with only two people against our six. But they must have fifty to a hundred wolves to back them up, while we had none. 
 
    “You’re wolves,” said the male from the couple, a tall guy with black hair and strikingly pale blue eyes. The girl had stark white hair and a serene, watchful air as she looked us over.  
 
    “Yes,” Alarick said. “From the Ravenwood Pack.”  
 
    “How’d you find us?” the girl asked, cocking her head to one side like a curious cat. She wasn’t a wolf, I realized. She moved differently. She smelled different, too.  
 
    “She found you,” Alarick said, nodding toward me.  
 
    “How?” she asked.  
 
    The guy rested a hand on her lower back, and she gave him a deferential nod, letting him speak. “You’re an alpha,” he said to Alarick. “Where’s the rest of your pack?” 
 
    “This is my pack,” Alarick said. “There are two more wolves in Vancouver, but they cut ties with us. We thought we were the last of our kind.” 
 
    The guy’s eyes moved over us. I assumed he was their alpha, the one Cayenne had called Harmon. “Are you here to join us or fight us?” 
 
    “Neither,” Alarick said, drawing up. “I cannot submit to another alpha. But my wolves need mates. If anyone in your pack is without a mate, and you’d be willing to let them meet my brothers, my packmate, and this she-wolf we created, I’m willing to let them swear into your pack.”  
 
    “You’d give up one of your six members?” Harmon asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’d give up four of them, if you have their mates,” Alarick said, his arm tightening around my waist. “What’s best for the wolf is best for the alpha.” 
 
    Harmon nodded, holding a hand in front of his heart, facing outward. “A strong alpha is always best for the wolf,” he said. “If you’re not here to fight us, let me introduce you to my mate, Stella, and the Three Valleys pack. We call ourselves the Lunessa Pack.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Alarick said with a nod. “We’re honored.” 
 
    “More like excited out of our fucking minds,” Adolf said. “We thought we were the last wolves in the world.” 
 
    The tension eased, and Harmon turned and motioned for us to follow him to his pack. “It’ll be nice to have some new faces around here,” he said. “I don’t know about other wolves in this world, but one of our shifters visits other worlds and has mentioned wolves in at least one of them.” 
 
    “You’ve been to other worlds?” I asked, excitement tightening inside me. Mr. Ravenwood had told me I could walk between worlds.  
 
    “We haven’t been there,” Stella said with a small laugh. “Probably the same reason we have no idea how many wolves are in this world. We don’t get out much.”  
 
    “I can see why,” Brooklyn said. “Managing a pack this big must be a full-time job.” 
 
    “For Harmon,” Stella said. “I’m the shifter queen, so I have my hands full with that.” 
 
    “You’re a shifter,” I said, nodding. “You didn’t smell like a wolf.” 
 
    “Neither do you,” she said, her nostrils flaring as she inhaled. “You’re… Human?” 
 
    “I’m a created wolf,” I said.  
 
    She kept scenting the air in a very inhuman way. Obviously staying secluded in their shifter world made them forget some of their shifter habits weren’t exactly normal to the rest of the world.  
 
    “No, a fae,” she said, still scenting. “And… Witch? No, mage. I can’t tell. I’m not getting any wolf, though.” 
 
    I was glad she wasn’t getting any vampire, either. If this pack was anything like ours, they wouldn’t be too happy with that part of my nature. As long as I stayed well fed, I wouldn’t be a danger to them, so I figured I should keep the bloodsucking under wraps. We were only here for a visit, after all.  
 
    “Lunessa wolves,” Harmon said, spreading his arm to gesture at all his dozens and dozens of wolves. “This is what remains of the Ravenwood Pack. They are here to search among us for mates. Let’s show them hospitality during their visit.” 
 
    He went to light the fire, and the wolves surrounded us, chattering with excitement. Obviously, they weren’t used to seeing other wolves, since none existed. I stood there feeling overwhelmed and dazed. I couldn’t believe it. We didn’t have to kidnap and kill girls. There were so many right here, right in front of us. It made my head swim.  
 
    “I guess none of us were going to be the savior of the wolf race after all,” I said to Brooklyn. “They apparently don’t need saving.”  
 
    Brooklyn didn’t answer. She was staring at a guy with a missing arm. As I looked around, I noticed lots of severe injuries. A few missing limbs or eyes, some with scars on their faces, more with a cane or a limp when they walked. Apparently having a lot of wolves didn’t mean life was easy. I started to say something to Brooklyn, but when I turned back, she hadn’t moved. She was still staring at the guy, a shortish Hispanic man who looked to be in his mid-twenties, and who apparently found Brooklyn as captivating as she found him.  
 
    “How’d you find us?” a voice asked from beside me. I turned to find Stella, the snowy-haired shifter queen, standing beside me again. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said. “And hard to explain without sounding insane.” 
 
    She quirked an eyebrow skeptically. “You’re not talking to a human.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Well, I guess I have some kind of faerie gift of sight. Or so I’ve been told. I have dreams that are…”  
 
    I tried to think of the word. They weren’t exactly prophetic. They usually didn’t come true. They just showed me important things. It was up to me to interpret them. 
 
    “I see things in my dreams,” I said at last. “And I have this sense of where to find them, I guess.” 
 
    She nodded, staring wistfully at the fire. “That must be so useful. I wish I could do that.”  
 
    “It’s not all fun and games,” I assured her. “Lots of them are nightmares.” 
 
    She shrugged. “But at least you’d know.” 
 
    Shifting uncomfortably on my feet, I glanced around at the pack with their various scars and old injuries. “So, what happened to your pack, anyway?” I asked. “Is that from dominance fights?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” she said, the faraway look disappearing from her eyes. She shook her head and gave a little laugh. “No, that’s mostly from a big battle between the wolves and the shifters a few years ago. But don’t worry about your friend. We’re on good terms now.” 
 
    I didn’t realize what she was talking about until I turned and saw Brooklyn sitting on a picnic table with the guy she’d been having a staring contest with. Now, they were talking animatedly, both of them using big hand gestures, their knees angled to press against the other’s.  
 
    “Whoa,” I said. “That’s her mate?” 
 
    “Seems so,” Stella said. “That’s Fernando. He’s my stepbrother, and don’t worry, he’s a really good guy. He plays in our band.” 
 
    “You have a band?” I asked, shaking my head in wonder. This was the weirdest thing I’d heard yet.  
 
    “They’re really good, too,” Stella said. “They’ll probably play after dinner. If you want to hunt with us tonight, we can do that, too.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “Thanks.”  
 
    Stella moved off to talk to someone else, leaving me standing there thinking about dinner and how I could excuse myself from that. I’d be fine during the hunt, so I could eat then. But it would be so rude not to eat when these people seemed to be having a welcoming party for us. I’d probably just have to eat and then try not to get sick until dinner was over.  
 
    Thank the stars I didn’t smell dead, so they couldn’t tell what I was. I didn’t have to worry about getting too hungry anymore, either. I still had a handful of food packets in my bag, and Alarick had been generous with his blood. I was the one who always had to stop, to tell him that I’d weaken him if we weren’t careful. 
 
    Which meant I just had to make sure no one knew I was a vampire, and I’d be fine.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    As if he’d heard me thinking about him, Alarick turned my way from where he’d been talking to Harmon while a gaggle of girls hovered, obviously hoping to get a chance to talk to him. He said something to the other alpha, then joined us without so much as glancing at the girls.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, sliding a possessive arm around my waist. “You doing okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I’m good. But I think your fan club over there is disappointed that you ignored them.” 
 
    He grinned down at me. “As long as the president of my fan club doesn’t think I was ignoring her.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help laughing. “Now I’m the president of your fan club?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah,” he said. “President, queen, and prime minister.” 
 
    “Okay, now you’re just being ridiculous,” I said. “Fan clubs don’t have prime ministers.” 
 
    “Mine does,” he said. “I’m looking right at her.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Then my first act as prime minister of your fan club is to kick out all your other fans.” 
 
    “I didn’t know there were other fans,” he said, leaning down and brushing his nose across mine. My pulse fluttered and my knees went weak the way they always did when he was about to kiss me. His strong arm tightened around my waist, holding me up, and his lips pressed against mine.  
 
    After a second, I pulled away, dizzy from his kiss but still clearheaded enough to remember why we were here.  
 
    “What about your mate?” I asked.  
 
    “What about her?”  
 
    “Shouldn’t you be trying to find her?”  
 
    “I already found her,” Alarick said, nuzzling my ear.  
 
    “Yeah, but your real mate.”  
 
    “Doesn’t get any more real than this.” 
 
    “Be serious,” I said, pushing against his mountainous shoulder until he drew back.  
 
    “I am serious,” he said, looking down at me with a sober expression. “I’m not looking for someone else, Timberlyn. I chose you to be my mate. And I’ll keep telling you this as long as you need to hear it. But it won’t change. You’re it for me.” 
 
    “But…” I swallowed hard, trying to think of how to do this without hurting him. If he had a mate, a true mate, he should find her. I loved him enough that I didn’t want him to miss out on that, even if it meant I had to miss out on him. I couldn’t saddle him with a defective wolf-slash-vampire-slash-faerie when he could be with a real, natural-born wolf. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” Alarick warned.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re breaking up with me for my own good.” 
 
    “I wasn’t—” I started to protest, then stopped myself. 
 
    “I wrote the book on that shit, remember?” Alarick said. “If you want to look around and try to find a mate here, as your alpha, it’s my duty to let you do that. But I’m not looking for anyone but you, Timberlyn.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, realizing I hadn’t even considered that I might have a mate here. First off, I had spent the past year thinking I didn’t have a mate. Second, I was happy with Alarick. The last thing I’d been thinking about was that I might have someone better for me. It was impossible to imagine something that felt more right than what we already had. I’d been so busy worrying about losing the best thing I’d ever had that I hadn’t even considered I might find something better. 
 
    But no. There was no one better than Alarick—and no one better for me.  
 
    “I don’t want anyone else,” I said, linking my arms around his neck. “Trust me, you’re more than enough man for this girl.”  
 
    “Thank fuck you said that,” he said, relaxing against me. “I was afraid I was going to have to fight someone for you, and I really don’t want to have to kill your true mate to get you to choose me.”  
 
    “So, that’s pretty fucked up.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, an edge of defensiveness in his voice. “If I just outright attacked him, their pack would kill us all. The only option would be a duel for the right to be your mate.” 
 
    “A duel?” I asked, laughing. “Like with guns?” 
 
    “No,” he said scowling. “A werewolf duel is a one-to-one fight for either a position in the pack, usually alpha, or for a mate.” 
 
    “Are you making this up?” I asked, giving him a suspicious look. “I’ve never heard anything like that, and you’ve only been in a pack of six, where obviously none of that happened. And you said you didn’t know much about werewolf culture.” 
 
    “I’m not making it up,” he insisted. “Mr. Wolf told us when he brought us to Ravenwood to meet Jose and Vance that it might happen. And I had to put him in his place.” 
 
    “Put him in his place?” 
 
    “I’m more dominant than him,” Alarick said. “He was used to being alpha, and he didn’t like that I was stronger. That’s why he didn’t run with our pack. I won a dominance duel with him about a year after we started Ravenwood, but he refused to be my subordinate. He chose to not align himself with our pack anymore, becoming a lone, dominant wolf. The others had to follow me, as their new alpha.” 
 
    “But Vance didn’t.” 
 
    “Until that last fight,” Alarick said. “Then he chose to turn on us. It’s not like they’re my puppets. If they want to follow a different alpha, or leave the pack, then can.” 
 
    “Now he’s alpha of his own pack of two,” I said.  
 
    “It’s not ideal,” Alarick agreed. “But it’s better than being a lone wolf.”  
 
    “What do you think will happen to them?” 
 
    “I’ll let him know we found more wolves,” Alarick said. “He’s not that dominant. He chose to follow my father, and then I expelled him from my pack. He’s no alpha. He’ll want to join a pack, especially so his pups can find mates.” 
 
    “And you and me will be our own pack.” 
 
    Alarick swallowed, his eyes moving to the wolves behind us. “I don’t know,” he said, a troubled frown creasing his brow. “If everyone finds a mate, I guess we might.” 
 
    Just then, Jose stepped out of the crowd and spotted us. “You won’t believe this,” he said breathlessly. 
 
    “You found your mate?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I didn’t find her. All these wolves, and she’s not here.” He sounded so utterly dismayed I would have laughed in a different situation. But there was nothing funny about this. 
 
    “But you could still be compatible with someone,” I said. “Enough to have pups. And look, we don’t even have to create wolves to do it. There are tons of them right here.” 
 
    “I never cared about genetic compatibility,” Jose said. “I want my mate. I always wanted my mate. I just went along with the rest because I was hoping that the person who was compatible was my mate. That’s why I left Vance. I already know he’ll carry on the species. It is saved. But I want that for myself, too—a mate, pups, a big family.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said. “I’m so sorry, Jose. Maybe there are more wolves out there who are protected by magic like this pack, undetectable to outsiders.” 
 
    “Are there?” he asked eagerly. “Can you see?” 
 
    “I’ll try,” I promised. “I’ll see what I can find in my dreams tonight.” 
 
    I’d started trying to direct my dreams the year before when I’d been dreaming about Delilah all the time, so this wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility. I just hoped I wouldn’t let him down.  
 
    People who had gone home to get food began to trickle back to the pavilion where they were setting up a potluck-style dinner, barrels of cider, and a few hanging lanterns. The bonfire was blazing in the cold December night, and the stars twinkled overhead. I looked around for my pack, finding Brooklyn still so absorbed with Fernando that she hadn’t even introduced him. I was glad she’d found a mate and proven everyone wrong. This seemed like a warm, welcoming little community where she could be happy at last—something she definitely deserved after all she’d been through. 
 
    A clamor started up at the entrance to the clearing, and I turned to see a group of about twenty more people arriving, all of them carrying dishes of food and laughing amongst themselves. 
 
    “Shifters,” Alarick said, tensing. “Harmon said that’s why the wolves are all scarred up.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “Stella said they’re friendly now. Look, they’re bringing food.” 
 
    He relaxed a bit but continued warily watching their approach. A girl with auburn hair flowing almost to the ground came skipping in front of them, holding a five-dollar bottle of knock-off champagne in each hand. She looked about my age but was skipping like a child on her bare feet, above which she wore a filmy purple dress. “Look what I found,” she called, hurrying over to Stella to present her queen with the cheap gift. “It’s fizzy!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Stella said, smiling. “Most champagne is.” 
 
    “You’ve had it?” the girl asked excitedly. “It’s like magic on your tongue!” 
 
    Just then, Jose shot up from the bench where we’d been sitting. “No,” he whispered, his eyes wide. “It cannot be.” 
 
    Alarick got to his feet, too, tensed as if ready for an attack.  
 
    “My mate,” Jose said, disbelief and awe mingling in his voice. “There’s my mate. She’s… Beautiful.”  
 
    “She’s a shifter,” Alarick said, surprise evident in his voice. We didn’t know enough about wolves to know if that was normal. If they could mate with a human, why not a shifter? After all, even the Lunessa pack’s alpha was mated to a shifter.  
 
    I scanned the group, not sure who Jose was talking about until he moved forward to meet them, taking a bowl of chips and a jar that looked like homemade salsa from a limping woman wearing jeans and a faded camo shirt. I was glad she had someone to call her beautiful, because I was pretty sure no one had ever called her that in her life. She had a long face and an overbite which when combined had the unfortunate effect of making her look like a goofy horse.  
 
    “Well,” I said as Jose introduced himself to the woman. “Two down, two to go.” 
 
    Alarick snagged my hand and pulled me up from the bench, sliding an arm around me and squeezing my slender body to his giant one. “I’m glad you didn’t say three again.” 
 
    Stella approached with the champagne-bearing girl, an arm around her shoulders. “This is my sister and co-queen, Astrid.” 
 
    “And these are all my boyfriends,” Astrid said, motioning to four guys who had trailed over behind her.  
 
    “Wow,” I said. “It must take a lot to satisfy a queen.” 
 
    “It does,” Astrid said, smiling with the pure happiness of a child. 
 
    “I’m Timberlyn, and this is Alarick, the only boyfriend I need,” I said, smiling to let her know I wasn’t making a criticism of her choices. What shifters did was none of my business.  
 
    “Are you joining the Three Valleys?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, no, we’re just visiting. We got here today.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “I saw you arrive. I told everyone you were coming.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “I like to keep a lookout,” she said. “Since I’m a bird.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, realization dawning. “You’re the raven we saw.” 
 
    “Yes!” she said, clapping her hands with excitement. “And you’re Cayenne’s sister.” 
 
    “What? No,” I said, my heart suddenly hammering.  
 
    “Oh, sorry,” she said. “She said you were looking for your mother, and you’re a faerie witch with red hair, so I figured you were Sagely’s.” 
 
    “Who?” My head was spinning with what she’d said, how casually she dropped these little bombs. 
 
    “Sagely is a faerie witch in the First Valley,” she said. “She has, like, ten redheaded daughters or something.” 
 
    “Do you think it could be her?” Alarick murmured, his arm tightening around me. 
 
    “Why didn’t she say anything?” I asked incredulously. “We met Cayenne.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know,” Astrid said, snagging a handful of chips from a bowl on the picnic table and munching away. “She’s a witch, so she can’t smell what you are. You told her you were a wolf, and she believed you. You really shouldn’t lie.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” I said, sinking down onto a picnic bench, my whole body suddenly trembling. “That must be her. That must be my mother.”   
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    I knew I shouldn’t be shocked to find my mother here. Mr. Ravenwood had told me she was here, and I’d followed my sixth sense or internal compass, or whatever it was called, to find her. Still, now it was real. My blustering, cheerful dad and my fussy, Stepford mother were not my parents at all. That, I could believe. Of course I loved them, but we’d never been close. I’d never quite fit.  
 
    But then there was Josie. God, it hurt just thinking about not being her sister. And Gramma. I was glad she could finally tell them she’d been right all along, that I had been different when I came back after disappearing for a day as a baby. I’d been different because I was a different child. But I was jealous just thinking about some other girl—the real Timberlyn—going to meet them. Bonding with Josie over vintage video games and helping her and Gramma bake the famous chocolate chip cookies. I’d never get to eat those cookies again. 
 
    I knew cookies were a ridiculous thing to be freaking out about, since I couldn’t eat human food anymore, anyway. But my mind couldn’t comprehend the whole loss, so that’s what it latched onto, irrational as it was.  
 
    “Let me know what you need,” Alarick said, sitting down beside me and putting a strong arm around me. I nodded, and he sat there silently, his steady, supportive presence never wavering as I reeled with emotion. After a while, I calmed down enough to join in as everyone loaded their plates and feasted, half of them sitting at the many picnic tables while the others stood around talking and eating from plates they held in their hands. I was relieved that the atmosphere was so informal, making it easy to just hold a plate and not eat anything. Adolf and Donovan, who had not found mates, stood with us and slowly stole all the food off my plate, anyway. 
 
    After a while, I spotted a head of bright red hair, and my heart lurched in my chest. I set my empty plate in one of the tubs for dirty dishes and started her way. When she turned, though, I saw that it was Cayenne.  
 
    “Hi,” I said, stopping in front of her. I would have liked to have this conversation in private, but she was surrounded by the men I’d seen earlier, along with one new one, a blond with a crewcut. They showed no indication that they were going anywhere, all of them hovering protectively behind her like her own personal army. 
 
    She finished chewing her food, her eyes suspicious as she looked me over before speaking. “Hi.” 
 
    “So, I thought you were a shifter.” 
 
    “I thought you were a wolf,” she said. “Because you told us that.” 
 
    “I am,” I said. “But that’s not all.” 
 
    “So I heard,” she said. “Astrid thinks you’re my sister.” 
 
    “Is there any possibility I could be?” I asked. “The person who told me said I was switched at birth. He called me a changeling. He said it happened when I was a baby.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, and she squinted at the trees behind me, a thoughtful look on her face as she took another bite of her meat filled tortilla. She chewed and gazed off for a good minute. I could practically see the wheels turning.  
 
    “It’s gotta be Amaryllis,” she said at last. “She’s the most ungifted witch the world has ever known. Plus, her hair’s barely even red.” She gave a sniff of disdain for her poor sister who probably spent her whole life trying to do magic and failing, since she was only human. Though to be fair, it sounded like Cayenne cared more about her hair than her magic. I hoped her life had been happy despite these supposed shortcomings.  
 
    “You okay, Timberlyn?” Alarick murmured, stepping up beside me and gently resting his fingers against my lower back.  
 
    “Amaryllis,” I whispered. “That must be my real name.” 
 
    “You want me to call you Amaryllis?” Alarick asked skeptically. 
 
    “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t feel like an Amaryllis. I feel like Timberlyn.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” he said. “I could never change my name.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, pulling back to look up at him. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because,” he said with a shrug. “It’s my name. It means wolf. And I’ve always been Alarick.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” I said, holding up a hand. “Your name means wolf, too?” 
 
    He frowned. “Yeah…” 
 
    “So you’re a Moon Moon, too?” I asked, laughing. “Oh, man. I’m going to give you so much shit for this. I thought it was just Adolf. Does that mean you’re all Moon Moons?”  
 
    “What’s a Moon Moon?” 
 
    “Your name is Wolf Wolf,” I said. “It’s like Moon Moon. Man, if I’d known that, I don’t think I’d ever have been able to take you seriously.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing you never knew,” he said. “Now, I believe we were talking about your name, not mine. Amaryllis.”  
 
    “Ugh, don’t call me that,” I said, rolling my eyes. I decided right then that I wasn’t changing my name. “If this other girl wants to change her name, there will just have to be two of us.” 
 
    “So, you’re a witch,” Cayenne said, handing her plate to one of her bodyguards after leaning in to give him a quick kiss. “What can you do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I have visions and dreams. And I can find things. And a couple times, I… I don’t know what it’s called. I thought about being in the woods one time, and I opened my eyes, and I was in the woods.” 
 
    “Cool,” Cayenne said, looking more excited the more I spoke. “Apparition can take a long time for some witches. That means you have a decent amount of magic. I bet with some training you’ll be a really strong witch.”  
 
    “Yeah, if I could learn to take my clothes with me when I do it, that would be great,” I said, and everyone cracked up. The tension broken, I felt more relaxed and ready to ask my next question. “So, do you think your parents would want to meet me?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah,” Cayenne said. “Oh, and witches get a collective of men to protect us. So, you have like five dads.” 
 
    Alarick’s hand moved around me to my hip, tightening his hold. “Don’t worry,” I said, laughing. “I told you, you’re more than enough for me. Maybe it’s my wolf side, but I only want one mate.” 
 
    “Must be,” Cayenne said. “Because that’s just crazy. Why would you want one when you could have four?” She gestured around her at the four guys, introducing them as Efrain, Malik, Oral, and Nelson.  
 
    “I hope you’re an expert,” Alarick said, shaking Oral’s hands.  
 
    “It’s all about the ears,” Oral said, laughing and tugging on his gigantic ears before turning to Cayenne. “They’re like handlebars, right, baby? Steer me where you want me to go.”  
 
    Cayenne swatted at him, and he pulled her in to kiss her while we greeted the others. 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel at ease and relaxed with all these supernaturals around me, as if I’d finally found the place I’d been looking for all my life—a place where I belonged. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Are you going now?” Brooklyn asked, appearing in the doorway as I shouldered my pack the next morning. I could have left it, but considering I didn’t know if we’d be back to stay at Stella and Harmon’s lodge again that night, I figured I shouldn’t leave a bag that still contained blood packets.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said to Brooklyn. “What’s up?”  
 
    “Are you coming back?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. I didn’t know what the witches’ accommodations would be like, or if they’d welcome the Wolf brothers staying with them. We were going to meet my birth parents, but beyond that, I didn’t know what to expect.  
 
    “I’m staying,” Brooklyn said.  
 
    “I know,” I said, adjusting my pack. “I’m glad you found your mate. Congratulations on that.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, looking uncharacteristically subdued, almost nervous. “So, this might be goodbye?” 
 
    “Well, Alarick says he can’t submit to Harmon. I guess they’re both too alpha. So, yeah, we’re leaving. I’m not sure if we’ll stay with the witches a while first, but I know Donovan and Adolf would like to find mates, too. And they aren’t here. So there’s no real reason to hang around.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Brooklyn said, taking a deep breath and shaking her brown hair back. 
 
    “Wait, don’t tell me you’re going to miss me,” I said with a grin. “You hated me the whole time we were at Ravenwood.”  
 
    “I have to tell you something,” Brooklyn said, biting her lip and casting a guilty look my way. 
 
    My heart lurched, and my mind immediately went to the secret I’d been keeping from the wolves—that I was also a vampire. Had she told them? 
 
    “Okay…” I said slowly. 
 
    Brooklyn crossed her arms and hunched her shoulders, avoiding my eyes as she spoke. “Remember when you took the compatibility test?” 
 
    “Yes…”  
 
    “Well, the guys asked me to do whatever it took to distract their creepy old dad,” she said. “And… It ended up there was only one way to keep him distracted all night.”  
 
    “Oh my god,” I said, sickness gripping my insides at the memory of the last thing I’d seen at that Christmas ball. Brooklyn grinding on Mr. Wolf, his creepy hands all over her. “Brooklyn. I’m so sorry. I would never have asked you to do that or wanted you to do that. I’m sure they didn’t mean you had to go that far.”  
 
    She scoffed. “You’ve met them, haven’t you? They’d go to any length to get a mate. And I—I was disposable to them.”  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whispered, a knot forming in my throat as I sank onto the edge of the bed. She was right. And in some way, I was to blame. They’d been sneaking me out, so Mr. Wolf wouldn’t be part of the test. 
 
    “I know it’s not your fault,” she said. “You were the same as me.” 
 
    “Then why are you apologizing?” I asked, swallowing hard. I knew there was something more, something she was working up to. 
 
    She gnawed at her lip again, leaning back against the doorframe. “Well, I know that now,” she said. “But I was so pissed about it, that I had to do that for you, and that you might be the wolf they were looking for while I was just trash to them…” 
 
    My heart began to hammer, and I clenched my fists on my knees and waited for her to go on. 
 
    “I sort of… Manipulated him into telling me about the test. And then I trashed your results.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    She pulled her shoulders up toward her ears, looking miserable as she stared out the window instead of at me. “I’m sorry. I’m a small, petty, jealous person. If I couldn’t be special, I didn’t want to have to watch them kiss your ass and ignore me for the rest of my life. Or shove me off on their dad every time they needed to distract him.” 
 
    I thought about it a long minute, then shook my head and stood. “Okay. Thanks for telling me.” 
 
    “I’m sure there’s lots of alchemists or witches here who could do it,” she said desperately. 
 
    “You know, I don’t really care,” I said. “I chose Alarick, and he chose me. We don’t need alchemy to know we love each other.” 
 
    “But he could be your mate.” 
 
    “He is,” I said. “We didn’t need a test to tell us that.” 
 
    “That’s not the same as a fated mate.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I think I always knew we were supposed to be together. I dreamed about him long before I met him.”  
 
    Brooklyn looked like she’d argue, but then she shook her head and moved on. “Are you mad?” 
 
    “No,” I said honestly. “They treated you horribly, and I get why you did it.” 
 
    I’d been so sure the test would show that I was Alarick’s mate, and now I knew why it hadn’t. But in truth, she’d probably saved me a ton of drama and heartache, given me freedoms I’d never have had if I’d been compatible with a wolf. Of course, I also wouldn’t have ever been attacked, killed, and turned into a vampire. But that was all in the past now.  
 
    “I should have told you before,” Brooklyn said. “I wanted to. I just didn’t know how, and I thought Alarick might murder me or cast me out, and I’d be a lone wolf.” 
 
    “And now you found your mate.” 
 
    “And I realize how selfish it is to keep anyone else from theirs,” she said. “I hope you can find Donovan’s and Adolf’s, too.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” I said. I stopped in front of her, and after a second, I laughed and gave her a hug. She might not be perfect, or have made all the right decisions, but I was hardly one to talk. In truth, I’d gotten used to her prickly exterior, and I’d sort of miss her. She had a lot of fight in her, and I could admire that. Plus, it was nice to see that after so much heartache and trauma, she’d finally found the mate she’d wanted so badly.  
 
    “I might see you again,” she said, releasing me after our embrace. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “If not… I hope you’re happy.” 
 
    With that, I headed downstairs, thanked our hosts, and after a bit of instruction, I took off with the Wolf brothers.  
 
    “And then there were four,” Donovan said as we traipsed into the woods on the trail that they’d told us led to the witch valley. We followed it past an old, falling down stone house in a briar patch, a little stream, and up the mountainside. It was dotted with blackened tree trunks amid lots of smaller trees, obviously the site of a recent forest fire. When we reached the top of the mountain, the trees were healthier, and we found Cayenne and Malik waiting in a clearing where they said they’d meet us, in the shadow of a huge white lighthouse.  
 
    Astrid was doing cartwheels in the grass beside them, but when she saw us approaching, she jumped up and ran to meet us.  
 
    “Where’s your escort?” I joked, noticing her entourage was gone. 
 
    “They’re working,” she said. “But I see you’ve brought yours.” 
 
    Alarick growled, but I just laughed. “These are wolves looking for mates. Not me.” 
 
    “If you say so,” she said with a grin. “But I’d take them all, if I were you.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not her,” Alarick grumbled. 
 
    Cayenne and Malik joined us, and we started down the other side of the mountain into the witch valley. Every time I thought of what lay ahead, my palms got sweaty and my stomach dropped out like I was on a rollercoaster. Astrid skipped ahead, swinging around trees and singing in a high, musical voice, again reminding me of a child—or a princess from a Disney movie. 
 
    “Why is there a lighthouse here?” Alarick asked, glancing back over our shoulder. 
 
    “A sea witch brought it,” Cayenne said. “She locked Astrid up in there for, like, sixteen years. That’s why she’s so… Astrid.” 
 
    “Well, that explains a lot,” I admitted. 
 
    “You should have seen her when she first came out,” Malik said, shaking his head and smiling. 
 
    “Do you know of anywhere else we might find wolves?” Alarick asked, linking his hand through mine and helping me down a small rock ledge.  
 
    “Sure,” Astrid said from ahead, leaping up onto fallen log and running along it, her banner of hair rippling out behind her. She whooped and jumped off the other side. “But not in Midgard.” 
 
    “Where?” I asked, frowning. 
 
    “Oh, that’s this world.” She stood waiting, winding her hair up while we all climbed over the log in a much more orderly fashion. Her way looked more fun, though. “I should mention, I’m not just a shifter. I’m also part goddess. I’ve been to three other worlds so far, but my bucket list is to visit the other six. Do you know about bucket lists?” 
 
    “Wait, let’s go back to the part about the other worlds,” I said, excitement building as I remembered the vampires’ explanation of my powers. “You know how to get there?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. “There’s an entrance in the Third Valley. Some other godlings showed it to me. I helped them save the world.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” Donovan said, looking at her like she was crazy. “And there are wolves there?” 
 
    “In at least one of them,” Astrid said before bounding down the hillside, her hair now piled up in a beehive-type style that towered above her tiny frame.  
 
    “Mr. Ravenwood said I was a world walker,” I said to Alarick. “I’m pretty sure Delilah is there. They were talking about her, and that the only way I could have seen her was to have whatever gift I have. Apparition, or whatever Cayenne called it.”  
 
    “You think she’s still alive?”  
 
    “I’m sure of it,” I said before turning to his brothers. “Maybe I can bring you guys through, too. We’ll find your mates. I promise.” 
 
    “I’m up for some otherworldly adventuring,” Adolf said, excitement flashing in his eyes. “That sounds pretty epic to me. I was going crazy stuck at Ravenwood all those years.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, realizing I hadn’t said anything to Alarick about Brooklyn’s confession. I thought about not telling him, but he had a right to make the decision as much as I did. So, I filled him in as we descended into the valley, glad to have something to distract me from thinking about what lay ahead. I was relieved when he agreed that he didn’t care about a test. We were both sure we belonged together, regardless of what fate might or might not have to say about it. We were choosing each other, choosing our own fate.  
 
    As we entered the community in the valley, I kept looking around at the small log-and-stone houses, trying to remember anything. I’d been a baby when I’d been taken, but I’d hoped some subconscious familiarity would linger. Nothing jarred even the faintest memory, though.  
 
    We passed a large stone well, the old-fashioned kind with a bucket hanging above it and a little roof overhead. I recognized that from my dream, but nothing else. Astrid darted off to see a friend, and Cayenne led us through a gate and up a quaint stone walkway to a big house with cedar siding and a green tin roof.  
 
    “This is my parents’ house,” she said, pushing open the door. The sound of chaos instantly enveloped us. Seemingly oblivious, Cayenne waded into the herd of mostly-redheaded children who came running to greet her. From what I could tell, their ages ranged from about two to twenty. There must have been at least a dozen of them. And all of them seemed to be buzzing with some kind of tingling energy that crept along my arms and into my chest. Head spinning, I gripped Alarick’s hand. 
 
    “Cayenne,” said a petite redheaded woman, emerging from another room to greet us. “I didn’t know you were coming over.” She waded through the kids to hug Cayenne and reach up to kiss her cheek. She looked about forty.  
 
    The buzzing in my blood ratcheted up a notch, and my knees went weak. 
 
    My mother. 
 
    “Timberlyn, this is my mom, Sagely,” Cayenne said. “Mom, this is Timberlyn. You and my dads are going to want to talk to her somewhere private.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sagely said, turning to me. Our eyes met, and for a moment, the air seemed to leave the room. “Only Quill and Fox are home. Should we wait?” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re going to want to wait for this,” Cayenne said.  
 
    “Okay,” Sagely said, still staring at me funny. The buzzing of magic was vibrating through every cell in my body. 
 
    Cayenne led the kids outside, and suddenly, the room felt empty and too quiet without them. Footsteps sounded on the wooden floor, and a moment later, an attractive guy with a blond ponytail appeared, and the buzz of magic around us became almost unbearable. “What’s with the quiet?” he asked as he stepped into the room. He pulled up short, staring at me. 
 
    “Go on,” Alarick said. “Tell them.” 
 
    “Maybe we should be sitting down for this,” I said when we’d finished introductions.  
 
    “Yes, of course,” Sagely said, gesturing to the abundance of seating in the big living room. I took a seat on a sofa between Alarick and Donovan, with Adolf on Alarick’s other side.  
 
    Sagely and the guy she’d introduced as Quill sat on a love seat. By the time we’d finished arranging ourselves, a slender guy with black hair had appeared beside them, startling me, since I hadn’t heard or seen him come in. “This is my husband, Fox,” Sagely said. “Cayenne says you have something important to tell us?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, smoothing my hands along my thighs to steady them. “I think I’m your daughter.”  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    I waited, my heart hammering in my chest. Suddenly, I wasn’t so sure I should have blurted that out. What if they were mad? What if they thought I was some kind of intruder, trying to steal their magic? They had wards all over these valleys for a reason. 
 
    “What makes you think you’re our daughter?” Quill asked, sitting forward and resting his elbows on his knees, his head quirked to one side.   
 
    I went through the story quickly, about how I’d disappeared for a day as a baby, then come back different. How I’d grown up just a few miles down the road, and how I’d never fit in because humans could tell I was different, though they didn’t know how. How I’d been recruited to Ravenwood and turned into a wolf. How Mr. Ravenwood had told me I was a changeling, and that I had unexplainable powers, and sometimes “woke up” in strange places where I hadn’t been a moment before.  
 
    By the time I finished speaking, I sounded crazier than anyone had ever accused me of being. Hell, I’d started to doubt my own sanity. And that was with leaving out the part about turning into a vampire, too. I wasn’t sure how witches felt about them. At this point, my vampirism felt like a small thing. As long as I had Alarick to feed from, I was fine. And I never planned on being far from him, anyway. It no longer affected my life much, unless you counted my sex life, which had definitely gotten spicier since blood had become involved. 
 
    Not something I was about to go into with my alleged parents. 
 
    No one spoke when I finished, and I sat there squirming and trying to quell the urge to laugh and say I’d been kidding, that I made it all up.  
 
    Finally, Alarick cleared his throat. “Cayenne said there’s a witch here named Amaryllis who might be… Human.” 
 
    Sagely exchanged a worried look with her husbands before turning to us. “Yes,” she said. “That’s possible. We do have a daughter who appears not to have magic. But…” 
 
    “But she’s your daughter,” I said softly, thinking how hard it would be for my parents to accept that I wasn’t the person they’d always thought I was.  
 
    “Well, yeah,” Quill said, shifting and putting an arm around Sagely.  
 
    “I’m not trying to take her place,” I said. “I’m going to tell my parents, and I’ll leave their contact information in case you want to tell Amaryllis. She might want to meet her birth parents, too. That’s all I wanted. I’m not planning to come live with you or to give up the family I’ve always known. I just thought… I don’t know. I might get to know you a little, too.” 
 
    “We’d like that,” Sagely said, squeezing Fox’s hand and smiling at me.  
 
    “So, do you need, like, a DNA test or something?” I asked. “I mean, you must wonder…” 
 
    “No,” Sagely said. “You have the same magic as us. We can feel it. And it makes sense, from what you told us. It matches up with the time I took Amaryllis into town, and when we came back, she was… Different. She got very sick the next day, and we thought something must have happened because of the sickness. That it used all her magic to stay alive.” 
 
    “So… Not to be rude, but… Who’s my dad?” I asked, looking from the two men on either side of my biological mother to a picture showing her in a wedding dress with them and two more men, all of them wearing matching tuxedos.  
 
    “We are,” Quill and Fox said at the same time. The exchanged a look and then laughed. 
 
    “Well, all of us,” Fox said. 
 
    “Witches have multiple partners,” Sagely said. “When we bond the way we have, it ties us together in a way so that you could have magic or even DNA from any or all of my husbands.”  
 
    I forced myself not to show my frustration, not wanting to offend them. My brain was trained to think of one man as my father, but I’d have to be satisfied with their explanation for now.  
 
    “Can I meet my sisters?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Sagely said, standing from the couch with the two men.  
 
    “Are all those kids yours?” I asked, trying to imagine this tiny woman squeezing out even half the kids I’d seen when I came in.  
 
    “No,” she said, laughing. “But a lot of them are. Some are friends and neighbors. Believe it or not, I’m a grandma to some of the little munchkins.” 
 
    “And yet, you don’t look a day older than the day we met,” Fox said, kissing her cheek.  
 
    “You mean when you tried to kill me?” she shot back, grinning. 
 
    He smiled back, revealing sharp teeth that would put mine to shame. “You said you’d stop bringing that up in twenty years,” he shot back. “I think that day has come and gone.” 
 
    We walked out with them still exchanging quips. The group of kids outside came running with Sagely called, and she introduced me to so many people I forgot all their names five minutes later. All but Amaryllis, who went to talk to her parents alone. I couldn’t help but compare the lives we’d lived. I had one sister, but our house was a palace of solitude compared to theirs. I wasn’t sure if I’d have liked all the commotion around me all the time. I liked to process things quietly—and alone. But maybe if I’d grown up here, I wouldn’t be quite such a loner. I’d grown that way by habit, not by choice. 
 
    The witch community gathered, and we had a cookout despite it being Christmas Eve. Everyone welcomed me, and I met Sagely’s two remaining husbands, who I couldn’t quite think of as my fathers yet. She assured me I was welcome any time, and I told her I planned to go home for Christmas and break the news to my own parents after we had our last “normal” Christmas. Not that anything was normal for me anymore. 
 
    After locking eyes with Amaryllis a dozen times, and her dropping her eyes each time, I made my way over. “I guess we should meet,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, definitely,” she said, her eyes shifting nervously as she took in my companions. She wiped her palms on her jeans. She wore her muted, reddish-brown hair pulled back in a low ponytail. A pair of glasses perched on her nose, behind which Josie’s eyes stared back at me. It was the oddest, most surreal feeling I’d had yet, like I was looking in some kind of distorted, funhouse mirror and told this person was me, even though I knew she wasn’t. 
 
    “So, I guess I’m you, and you’re me,” I said, forcing a laugh. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said again. “Weird, huh?” 
 
    “Are you going to go by Timberlyn?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh—no,” she said, laughing nervously. “I don’t guess so. I feel more like an Amaryllis.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said. “I’m not changing mine back, either.” 
 
    She bobbed her head in a nod and pushed up her glasses. “Do you have magic?” 
 
    “Apparently,” I admitted. “I’m sorry. Did it suck growing up here?” 
 
    “Yeah, kinda,” she admitted. “What about at your house?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I never really fit with them or… anywhere. I always felt misplaced.”  
 
    “Really?” she asked, her eyes widening and a smile forming on her lips. “Me, too! Like, I’m basically a total nerd, and my parents don’t care, but my sisters… God. You’d think I personally offended them every time I said I wanted to read instead of go exploring in the woods.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, laughing. “I’m a nerd, too. Although… Exploring in the woods sounds kinda fun.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “I’d rather read about someone else exploring.”  
 
    I started to agree, but things were different now that I had friends, now that I had options besides sitting around in my room alone. I’d always love reading, but now I had my own adventures, too. “Depends on the day for me,” I said at last.  
 
    “So, what are they like?” she asked, her eyes alive with excitement. “My birth family?” 
 
    “Well,” I said slowly. “How much time do you have?” 
 
    We ended up chatting for hours, filling in each other on the details of our families, their quirks and weirdness, their annoying habits, and the great and wonderful things that made them who they were—our families. We both agreed we wanted to get to know our birth parents, but we weren’t ready to give up the families that raised us. I was glad Amaryllis seemed really cool and nice after she got past her nervousness. I thought she’d fit in great with my family, and probably even Josie. My parents would be super excited to meet a daughter who felt comfortable without a single stitch of black in her outfit.  
 
    Though the witches invited us to stay, I wanted to get home in time to hang up my stocking with Josie. I was way too old for the tradition, but I was feeling especially nostalgic after talking about my family with Amaryllis for so long. I’d never been away from my family on Christmas, and seeing my birth family just made me miss the family I’d always known even more. I knew I’d be back to see the wolves on occasion and the witches frequently. I hoped to get to know that family as well as I knew my own in time. But the family that raised me was still my family and always would be. 
 
    We headed out in the evening, planning to shift into wolves and stay at my house for the next few days. Astrid skipped ahead, waving before turning into a falcon and swooping off overhead. When we reached the top of the mountain that ran east to west, forming a ridge between the First and Second Valleys, I felt a knot of dread forming in my stomach. The Wolf brothers stopped in the clearing where the lighthouse stood sentinel over the valleys. We’d meant to go west from there toward the little town where my parents lived, but something stopped me. Something was wrong.  
 
    “Did you feel that?” Donovan asked, slinging off his bag. 
 
    Alarick grabbed the front of his shirt, ripping it off in one swift motion as he began to shift, his eyes already flashing with his wolf. I could feel it, too. The others were stripping their clothes, but I stood frozen, not sure what to do. Not sure if I was a better fighter as a vampire or a wolf.  
 
    “Shift,” Alarick barked at me, dropping to his knees, fur already rippling across his powerful body.  
 
    I slung my pack off, trying to count the number of cold, dead spots I could feel in the woods in front of us. There had to be a hundred or more.  
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered, glancing around, searching for the bird that might bring us backup. Because I might be stronger as a wolf, and the Wolf brothers wouldn’t go down without taking out a few vampires each, but there was no way we were getting out of this alive if no one came to help. But all I saw was a cardinal perched on the side of the lighthouse, pecking at the chipped paint.  
 
    Before I could even undress to shift, a familiar figure stepped from between the trees. My heart turned cold in my chest when he grinned, baring his fanglike canines.  
 
    Alarick growled, but I put a hand on his neck to stop him. We needed to buy time if nothing else. Maybe the others would smell vampires, or the witches would know their wards had been broken. 
 
    “There you are, my little lamb,” Mr. Ravenwood said. “So far from my flock.” 
 
    “I told you where I was going,” I said, gritting my teeth. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Mr. Ravenwood said, raising one finger and moving it in a slow circle to indicate our surroundings.  
 
    “How’d you find me?” I demanded.  
 
    “You didn’t think it would go unnoticed when you failed to appear where you said you would,” he said.  
 
    “And after we stocked you with food for the trip,” Imani said, slinking up behind Mr. Ravenwood and resting a hand on his shoulder while she leered at me.  
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, planting my hands on my hips.  
 
    Mr. Ravenwood chuckled, the sound so cold it sent an icy shiver down my spine. “I want you, of course,” he said. “You’re a useful member of my army, Timberlyn. You didn’t think I’d allow you to come and go as you please without answering to me, did you?” 
 
    “Considering you never told me otherwise, yeah, that’s exactly what I thought.” 
 
    “Oh, but I did tell you, my lamb,” Mr. Ravenwood said. “I gave you a choice to join me or die. And by taking my blood, you chose to join me. We’ve been over this.”  
 
    “No, fuck that,” I said. “I never chose to join your army. I’m not helping you wipe out humanity.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re not wiping them out,” Imani said, running her tongue along the edge of her teeth. “We’re simply taking our rightful place at the top of the food chain. You belong there, too, little lamb. Don’t tell me you won’t enjoy it. Imagine. Fresh, hot blood at your beck and call, whenever you want. Not something you have to hide, as if the most basic act of survival is a shameful secret.” 
 
    The wolves shifted around me, but I buried my hand in Alarick’s fur, trying to steady him. We might be able to talk our way out of this. And if not, I’d go willingly if it meant the Wolf boys wouldn’t be hurt. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “I’m a vampire. But you’re not my jailer. I went home for Christmas. You even agreed to that.” 
 
    “Of course I’m not your jailer,” Mr. Ravenwood said. “I’m your shepherd. And you, my lamb, are not at home.” 
 
    “What, am I on house arrest?” I snapped. “I’m literally ten minutes from home.” 
 
    “Oh, but don’t go getting upset, lamb,” Mr. Ravenwood said. “I’m not angry with you. In fact, you’ve performed flawlessly.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did you think I was stupid?” Mr. Ravenwood purred. “I knew if I forced you to see this place for me, you’d lie. And I knew without a doubt that the moment you were back here, you’d go looking for your birth mother. That’s why I told you where she was—as near as I could remember. Only a faerie seer could get past these wards to find this place. And you did, my lamb.” 
 
    “No,” I said, shaking my head and stepping back. How could I have been so stupid? Mr. Ravenwood had told me that as my maker, he always knew where I was. But he’d seemed so unconcerned with me this semester, never treating my information as different from any other vampire when I made my reports. He’d barely even reacted when Lindy went off with the wolves instead of him, only getting pissed for a day and then letting it drop without any repercussions. Had it all been leading to this?  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Mr. Ravenwood said with a toothy grin. “I’ve been searching for this place for over a decade. And you found it in days, like the true seer you are. Don’t worry, Timberlyn. We’re not here to hurt you. You’re a greater treasure than even I knew.” 
 
    “What do you want with the valley?” I asked. “If you’re going to try to kidnap more babies, forget it. I’ll go with you. But no more.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not here for the faeries,” he said. “I’m here to finish off the last of the wolves.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    “Don’t count on it,” a voice growled from behind me. I turned to see Harmon, the raven-haired alpha, and his entire pack behind him.  
 
    Thank you, Astrid, you adorable little freak, I thought to myself, my knees nearly buckling with relief.  
 
    Now I understood why Mr. Ravenwood had seemed so unconcerned with the wolves at Ravenwood Academy. It had all been an act so he wouldn’t raise my suspicions. Now, we’d even gotten rid of Mr. Wolf for him. There was only Lindy and Vance, if he hadn’t killed them before he came. Even if he hadn’t, they could make all the babies they wanted, but they couldn’t repopulate the species with only one family line.  
 
    “Oh, good,” Mr. Ravenwood said. “You came to meet us. You’ve made it almost too easy. Hope you’re ready to die, you ugly mutts.” 
 
    “Leave,” Harmon said. “And no one has to get hurt. Take your compass with you.” 
 
    It took a second for me to realize he meant me, and the sting of his words bit into me. But I couldn’t blame him. I’d led vampires to his hidden, idyllic valley, and now more of his pack would bear the scars of this fight for the rest of their lives—and those were the lucky ones. 
 
    “He’s right,” I said, stepping forward. “Let’s just leave them alone. They’re not repopulating the world. They’re happy to stay hidden here and not bother anyone. If we just leave them here, I’ll go with you and work for you however you want to use my gifts.” 
 
    “This is how,” Mr. Ravenwood said. He raised a finger and made a beckoning motion to the woods behind him, never taking his eyes from the wolves. Behind him, a small army of vampires crept from the woods. My heart skipped a beat when I saw their numbers. I lost count as they streamed out, and I had to feel for them with my mind. They formed a solid wall of cold, at least four times the number Harmon had in his pack.  
 
    “Hold them off,” Harmon barked to the Wolf boys before he dropped to his knees to shift. Behind him, his pack dropped as one, like every knee bowing at once to pray. Except there would be no quiet reflection today. These people shook and twisted, clothes ripping from their bodies as wolves emerged from their human forms. It was truly a sight to behold. 
 
    Mr. Ravenwood gestured to his army, and a wave of vampires leapt at us. Alarick dove for Mr. Ravenwood, but another vampire intercepted, and my ‘shepherd’ was lost behind a melee of bodies. Alarick’s jaws snapped closed on the vampire’s throat, and she screamed in rage, clawing at his powerful shoulders. She buried her hands in his fur, ripping out a chunk of flesh before he slammed her to the ground, pinning her with his paws and tearing her head from her body. 
 
    Adolf and Donovan stood side by side, ripping vampires apart as they came, but they wouldn’t be able to hold off the onslaught for long. Another vampire leapt onto Alarick’s back, wrapping her arms around his neck. When I saw her arms tighten, ready to rip his head off, I leapt at her without thought, without shifting. My fist connected with her face so hard her nose caved into her skull, and she was torn from Alarick’s back. I grabbed another vampire as it flew toward me, flinging it far off into the trees.  
 
    Adrenaline and power coursed through me as I marveled at my freakish strength. I’d never fought as a vampire before, but damn. I hadn’t realized how strong Viktor’s donations had made me. Realizing how strong I was didn’t make me feel better for long, though. It made me realize what we were up against. Most of these vampires weren’t new like me. They were all strong. 
 
    The pack of wolves behind us had finished shifting, and they charged forward with snarls and growls, barreling into the vampire frontline. After knocking a few more vampires off, I was slammed to the ground. A grey wolf lunged for my throat, and I screamed, throwing my arms up to block the attack.  
 
    “Stop,” I screamed. “I’m on your side.”  
 
    The wolf clamped down on my forearm. I screamed, and Alarick’s enormous form instantly leapt to our side, snarling at the smaller wolf until it released me. If I didn’t shift, Harmon’s pack was going to think I was a vampire and kill me. And even though I’d led the vampires to them, it had been an accident, and I didn’t think he’d want me killed if I fought on their side. I rolled to my knees and shifted, ripping out of my clothes without taking the time to take them off. The next moment, a vampire hurled himself into Alarick’s side, and they rolled away together, and I was glad I hadn’t taken more time to shift. I leapt onto the vampire, ripping him from my mate and snapping his neck with my jaws. 
 
    Before I could turn, one hit my back like a wrecking ball. I roared in pain as the iron fist slammed into me again, cracking ribs inside my powerful wolf body. Spinning to face my attacker, I lunged, but he was faster. He sidestepped my attack and leapt onto my back, straddling me and digging his heels into my ribs with crushing force. I reared back and threw myself onto my back, landing on top of him with all my weight before rolling to one side and gaining my feet again. The vampire was just as quickly back on his feet. That’s when I recognized him as someone from school, someone I’d sat with at lunch for most of this semester.  
 
    These vampires weren’t strangers to me—at least not all of them. They were a mixture of young people who’d gone to Ravenwood Academy and older people I didn’t know, but who probably lived around the area. I pleaded with the vampire to somehow recognize me, to know my eyes, but he leapt in, throwing another punch. Knowing what it would cost to stop fighting, I let instinct take over. I dodged his fist and sank my teeth into his middle. He screamed, and I felt cold blood spread across my tongue.  
 
    Suddenly, hunger gripped me. I hadn’t been able to sneak off to eat since my morning frolic with Alarick, and now I was swept up in the the confusing sensations of my wolf knowing this was not food, and my vampire knowing how close it was to food. But even my vampire side didn’t go blood-lust crazy over vampire blood. Still, in the moment I realized that, I realized how strong this would make me. I couldn’t drink from him in wolf form the way I did in human form, but I licked at his wounds for a second, instantly feeling a surge of energy. 
 
    A vampire shriek tore me from my victim, and I lifted my head to see Amy hurtling toward me. Her blonde hair was wild around her, her lips pulled back to reveal her delicate, deadly canines. Her eyes blazed with murder. But I knew Amy. I had been through so much with her over the past three years—being an innocent human kept in the dark, losing her to Mr. Wolf and then finding her, standing my ground and insisting on being her friend when we’d both turned into supernaturals who were supposed to be enemies. I knew how much she loved to dance, how her boy-crazy mind worked, and how fun and loyal she was. I’d risked my life to rescue her from the wolves, and she’d saved hers to give me time to get into the lab last year.  
 
    And now, she was trying to kill me. I screamed her name in my mind, hoping she’d hear me, that we had some kind of vampire bond, even as meager as the one I had with the wolves. But she didn’t stop coming. She slammed into me, sending my body crashing to the ground, rolling across the dry, yellow grass and slamming into the side of the lighthouse. I could feel the old building shudder and crack somewhere deep inside, but it had stood solid for so long that it wouldn’t fall from one blow. I leapt up, darting aside as Amy came at me again.  
 
    I didn’t know what to do. If I tried to shift back to human to show her who I was, she’d kill me. The shift took a minute, and that minute left me too vulnerable to risk it. She obviously didn’t know who I was in wolf form, because she came flying at me, slamming into me again. Her legs wrapped around me, squeezing like iron bars tightening every second. I twisted my head around, grabbing her shoulder and trying to wrench her free without hurting her, but there was no way.  
 
    Suddenly, Brooklyn appeared at my side, limping with one leg, her muzzle smeared with blood. Relief washed through me. She knew Amy, had known her before I did. She’d get her off me, throw her far into the woods, where she’d be safe from this. She saw my struggle, that I couldn’t grip Amy well from this angle, that Amy was squeezing the life from me with her crushing legs that made my ribs crack and pain grind through me with every breath.  
 
    Brooklyn leapt forward, bit down on Amy’s neck, and ripped her head off. Her body fell limply to the ground beside me. Brooklyn charged off without a second look, plowing down another vampire. I stood there, too shocked to move. Amy’s head lay in the grass, her lifeless eyes staring up at me. I remembered those eyes so differently, filled with laughter and happiness, overflowing with life. Her beautiful face was slack; blood drained from her body into the dead grass at my feet. I couldn’t move.  
 
    All that we’d been through was gone. We’d been willing to die to save her from the wolves. But in the end, I hadn’t. A wolf had killed her after all, and I couldn’t save her. There was nothing to do, no way to save her, no way to bring her back. Vampires could heal from everything but a beheading or a wooden stake in the heart.  
 
    Suddenly, I didn’t want to fight anymore.  
 
    But all around, vampires and wolves tore each other limb from limb. Somewhere along the way, shifters had arrived, and all manner of animals were attacking the vampires. I spotted Alarick fending off two vampires while a third one hung onto his back. Adolf and Donovan stood side to side, with their heads facing opposite directions, taking down every vampire who came at them. But other wolves lay broken on the ground, holes in their hides, limbs missing, and worse. We were bigger and stronger, but they had hundreds of vampires. Even with the addition of the shifters, it was impossible to tell who would win. And no matter who came out on top, too many casualties would be paid by both sides.  
 
    I had to stop them. But how?  
 
    How could I stop a fight when the vampires’ only goal was to kill the wolves? They couldn’t be negotiated with. They wanted nothing but death. 
 
    And then I saw a small crowd of people emerging from the north side of the mountain, the one we’d come from last. The handful of redheads gave them away—my sisters. The witches and faeries and other supernaturals had come. In a moment, my birth mother was at the front of the crowd, throwing up some kind of glimmering bubbles over injured wolves and vampires alike. Fox leapt into the fight like a kid on Christmas morning, and a handful of others who looked as slender and small as him joined. Others started blasting fireballs at the vampires, heaving stones from the earth at them, and otherwise kicking ass.  
 
    I took a moment to breathe, to test my injuries. But I didn’t have long. Suddenly, a vampire flew through the air and crashed into the lighthouse, blasting straight through the wall. Pieces of siding topples from the gaping hole. I turned back in time to see another vampire clear a handful of fighters and fly at me, her silky black hair streaming behind her. She landed in front of me in a crouch, her eyes fixed on me with burning intensity. 
 
    Svana.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I did not want to do this. I strained to send her some telepathic communication, to let her know it was me. But apparently that was not among my powers.  
 
    I stepped aside, so I was practically guarding Amy’s body, and growled, hoping Svana would understand. When her gaze landed on Amy, she hesitated. Turning back to me, murderous rage filled her pretty lavender eyes, and she shrieked as she leapt at me. I darted aside, pain lancing through my ribs where Amy’s grip had cracked them. A glint of triumph lit Svana’s eyes, and I knew she’d seen that I was injured. She spun in a blur, the way she had the first time I’d seen her fight, outside Mr. Wolf’s shack when we’d gone to save Amy. But this time, I was the outmatched opponent.  
 
    I tried to avoid her, but it was like dodging someone in a martial arts movie set on ten times the normal speed. Snarling, I slashed my teeth at her, trying to warn her back. But after a few evasive moves, her foot slammed into my front legs, taking them out from under me. I rolled away, but she dove onto my back, grabbing my front leg and wrenching it backwards until it snapped. I roared in pain, but before I could tear myself free, Viktor landed on my exposed belly. Pinning me front legs to my body with the powerful strength of his legs, he wrapped his hands around my neck and began to squeeze.  
 
    I knew if I screamed for Alarick, he’d leave whoever he was fighting and come running. But that might leave him vulnerable to attack. And if it didn’t, he’d rip of Viktor’s head off when he saw him choking me.  
 
    I braced my hind legs against him and tried to focus past the pain and panic to my human side. My only chance was to shift as quickly as I could and hope they would spare me if I showed myself. I couldn’t be sure anymore—I had turned my back on them and chosen the wolves. But I’d run out of other options. Every second, I could feel Vickor’s hands squeezing tighter, choking the life from me.  
 
    I desperately grasped at my human form, praying it wasn’t too late, as blackness overtook my vision. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty 
 
    I stared up into Viktor’s beautiful eyes, now cold and inhuman, for one terrible moment. A moment in which I thought I’d made a terrible mistake, giving up the only advantage I had. Or that I hadn’t had the strength to shift into human at all. But then his fingers relaxed, and he blinked at me in bewilderment.  
 
    “Timberlyn?” 
 
    “Yes, you jerk,” I said, so relieved I began to shake uncontrollably. “Did it never occur to you that werewolves aren’t just animals—we’re people, too?” 
 
    “You need to get out of here,” Svana said. “Mr. Ravenwood is going to kill all these wolves. Why are you in wolf form?” 
 
    “I’m not anymore,” I rasped, staring up at Viktor, a weird current passing between us. He was, and would always be, my maker. I couldn’t shake that connection just because I’d chosen to leave the vampires behind. And he couldn’t shake it by refusing to say goodbye or refusing to accept my choice. 
 
    “Of all the times I’ve pictured us in this position, none of them were quite like this,” he murmured, his eyes dropping to my lips, his thumbs gently caressing my throat where he’d been choking me just seconds before. The pleasure of our familiar position, one we’d taken so many times as we exchanged blood, was stored in my muscle memory, and his touch awakened it all over again.  
 
    “Get off,” I said, my face heating as I shoved at his chest with my good arm. 
 
    The bastard had the nerve to grin down at me.  
 
    “Hey, asshole,” a gruff voice growled behind Viktor. “Want to tell me why you’re on top of my naked girlfriend with your hands around her throat?” 
 
    “Not really,” Viktor said, hopping up from me and holding out a hand to help me up. He flashed Alarick a grin, but there was a challenge in his eyes.  
 
    “Didn’t I tell you that if I ever saw you touching my mate, I’d rip your fucking head off?” Alarick snarled, his muscles bulging under his skin, making him look like he wouldn’t have to be in wolf form to make good on his threat. 
 
    “I didn’t hear her complaining,” Viktor shot back.  
 
    “You have about ten seconds to disappear before I dispose of you like the parasite you are,” Alarick said. “And that’s out of respect for my mate and her misguided fondness for you. Not because I respect you, you sniveling little leech.” 
 
    “Stop,” I said, clambering to my feet with Viktor’s help. “I’m your mate, Alarick. Viktor is my maker.” 
 
    “What the fuck does that mean?” Alarick growled. “Because it better not mean the same thing that mate means to a werewolf.”  
 
    “Let’s just say it’s not the first time we’ve been in that position,” Viktor said. 
 
    Alarick lunged at him, his hands closing around Viktor’s neck. A flash of panic darted through me, and I wedged myself between them, the strangling hold of Alarick’s hands seeming to grip my throat as well as Viktor’s. 
 
    “Stop,” I screamed, shoving at the brick wall of his chest. He didn’t budge. His eyes stayed locked on Viktor, the veins along his forearms bulging as his grip crushed Viktor’s windpipe.  
 
    “Stay out of this one,” Alarick growled, never even glancing my way.  
 
    “You’re hurting me,” I gasped.  
 
    His gaze flew to me. “What?”  
 
    “I have to protect him,” I blurted, not knowing where the words came from but knowing they were true. “Don’t hurt him, or I’ll hurt you.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m her maker,” Viktor gritted out. “We’re bonded.”  
 
    “Well, unbond yourself,” Alarick barked. 
 
    “He can’t,” I said, shoving him again, trying not to jostle the arm Svana had snapped when I was in wolf form. “Let him go.” 
 
    Alarick released Viktor, shoving him backwards so hard Viktor went tumbling. I sucked in a breath, so relieved I thought I’d collapse.  
 
    “You’re bonded to him?” Alarick demanded, wheeling on me. 
 
    “What’s your deal with him?” I asked, starting to throw my hands up before pain rocketed up my arm, stopping me. I gasped, cradling my injured arm in my other one. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Alarick asked, his brow furrowing with concern. 
 
    “Fine,” I said through gritted teeth. “Now, tell me what’s with you and Viktor. It’s gone on long enough. It’s time for it to end.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to tell,” Alarick said. “Except that he’s always all over you, and you’re my mate.” 
 
    “What was your history before I came to Ravenwood?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Alarick said, glowering at Viktor as he loped back to join Svana.  
 
    I turned to Viktor. “You hated the Wolf brothers when I got to Ravenwood. You told me to stay away from them.” 
 
    “Because I knew they had to be behind the girls disappearing,” he said sourly. “And I didn’t want you to be one.” 
 
    “Why?” I demanded. 
 
    “Because,” he said, dropping his gaze to the ground. “I… I hoped…” 
 
    “She chose,” Alarick growled, wrapping a possessive arm around me. “There’s no hope for you, buddy. So get lost.” 
 
    “Is that what you were going to say?” I asked Viktor, swallowing hard. I’d always thought there was bad blood between them already. I couldn’t believe it was that simple, that it all started with me. Had their history really started when I stepped between them?  
 
    Viktor glanced up at me through his lashes, every inch the shy boy I knew and loved so much. It killed me that I couldn’t love him the way he wanted, the way he deserved to be loved. 
 
    “Yes,” he muttered. “I hoped for once someone would pick me instead of falling all over yourself for one of them.” 
 
    “Viktor…” I said, stepping forward, my heart squeezing so hard I thought I’d cry. 
 
    Svana cleared her throat. “Listen, you have to come with us, Timberlyn.” She shot a panicked look at the rapidly dwindling number of fighters retreating toward the woods, away from the mountaintop with the heavily damaged lighthouse that had seen at least half a dozen bodies thrown through the walls. Some fighters in the clearing were dead, others injured, and still more trapped in whatever spells the witches were casting.  
 
    “No,” I said. “I made my choice. I’m Alarick’s. You need to get the vampires out of here. Take Mr. Ravenwood past the wards. Once he’s gone, he won’t be able to find his way back.” 
 
    “He’ll find you,” Viktor said, unbuttoning his shirt and pulling it off. He stepped forward, gently wrapping it around my shoulder and easing my arm into it like a sling before tying it snugly against me. His eyes searched mine as he spoke. “You didn’t tell us you’d had his blood. He says he’s your maker.” 
 
    “You’re my maker,” I said fiercely. But I couldn’t lie to them. “But yes, I did take some of his blood when he was trying to kill me.” 
 
    “Then he’ll always find you,” Svana said. “Do you want this to keep happening? Or do you want to go with us? We’re your friends, Timberlyn. You know we’ll take care of you.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, my eyes falling on a wolf whose side was barely rising and falling with shallow breaths as blood spread around him. My stomach turned with horror, and I recognized the familiar wolf I’d known for the past three years. Jose. He’d wanted a mate so badly, and he’d barely met her before his life ended. My heart broke for him, and I knew she was right.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Viktor said. “But you’re bound to us now. And this is how we live. We don’t get the freedoms wolves have.” 
 
    “You don’t have any freedoms,” I blurted. “Not if you don’t have a choice in where you go.” 
 
    “Timberlyn,” Alarick said. “You can’t go with them.” 
 
    “I can’t stay with you,” I said, my throat tightening with the ache of not wanting to let go. “He’ll find us. He’ll always find me, Alarick. And he’ll kill you. I can’t let that happen. I can’t put you in danger.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” he said, wrapping his arms around me and holding on like he’d never let go. “I’m not leaving you. You’re my mate. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I said, tears flowing down my cheeks as I reached up to kiss him. “Which is why I have to do this.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I won’t let you go.” 
 
    I cupped his cheek in my palm, trying to swallow back the choking tears in my throat. “You’re my one true love, Alarick Wolf,” I whispered. “But I always knew I’d have to let you go. I thought it would be to let you be with your mate, but I always knew it would happen. I chose to love you, anyway. I chose to love you because I know that if I really do love you, I’d be happy when you’re happy, even if that was with someone else.” 
 
    “There will never be anyone else,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. 
 
    I nodded, gathering myself. “I know,” I said. “Because I know you love me. Which is why you have to let me go. The only thing that will make me happy is knowing you’re safe. I could never be happy knowing I’m bringing danger to you. It will follow me wherever I go as long as I live.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” he said. “I’ll kill Ravenwood.”  
 
    I shook my head, swallowing back the sob. “You can’t. I can’t let you. And he won’t let me bring a werewolf along. He only let you live as long as he did because he was tricking me. I’d rather you live here where he can’t find you again, and be safe, and hate me, then to go with me and get hurt. So go. Please.”  
 
    A sob tore from me, and Alarick slowly released his grip, stepping back with a look on his face that I couldn’t bear. I dropped my eyes, forcing myself to turn away and cover my face as another sob tore through my body.  
 
    Svana took my elbow and guided me away as pieces of my heart fell at my feet. I didn’t break in some beautiful way, like shattering glass. It was ugly and visceral, a rending of my soul as it was torn from my body with each step I took away from the boy I would love with every breath until I met my final death. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    As I walked away, my legs numb, my heart gone, Svana and Viktor took their places on either side of me, not speaking. I saw Stella and Harmon limping toward us, holding each other up. They were both battered and bloody.  
 
    “You’re a vampire?” Stella asked, her voice dismayed and accusatory. “How? You shifted into a wolf with us. You hunted with us.” 
 
    “I’m both,” I said, a tear leaking down my cheek though I’d thought I couldn’t cry any more. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know… I had no idea they’d come here. I didn’t know they were following me. But I’m leaving now. I know I can never make up for what I did, for bringing death to your peaceful valley. But I won’t come back. I’m so sorry.” I choked back a sob and walked away before they could tell me what I already knew—that their blood, all this blood, was on my hands.  
 
    I saw the crumpled form of a girl, her bare back pale and her hair spilling forward over her face as she sat over a wolf, keening softly. As we passed, I realized who it was. Brooklyn sat mourning the mate she’d been told she’d never have, the mate she’d found only the day before, now lost forever.  
 
    In that moment, my resolve returned. I would not live under this evil. I would not be part of a people who wanted to annihilate an entire species, who wanted to enslave humanity. I had chosen to take Mr. Ravenwood’s blood, to continue living. But if this was the price I paid for that choice, it was too high. I had made the choice to live on when he’d tried to kill me. Now, I could make the choice to stop, to refuse to be a tool in his arsenal. It was my life to end.  
 
    As we left the clearing, leaving the wolves and shifters and witches who had taken us in and welcomed us, only to be repaid with bloodshed and death, a crackle of magic swept over me. We had passed through the wards, the spells that hid the valley from us. I knew that if I turned back, I would still remember where it started and how to get back, though no one else would. They would be sure it was in another direction, and they’d walk through the woods confused and lost. But they had me, and I could lead them back. They would force me to go back until every wolf was gone, and then what? Would it stop there, or would the vampires decide that shifters were also a threat? What about the other supernaturals? 
 
    Ahead, I saw a small group of vampires. I felt strong and calm. I reached up and broke a sturdy, thin limb from a tree as we passed. I would end Mr. Ravenwood, or I would end myself. I wouldn’t participate in the demise of the wolves or anyone else. 
 
    Mr. Ravenwood stepped forward, a haughty, amused smirk on his face. “And what is that for, little lamb?” he asked. “Do you think you’re going to kill me?” 
 
    Hell, yes, I did. 
 
    “Go on then,” he said, spreading his arms wide and leaving his heart unguarded. “Try it.” 
 
    I clutched the splintered wood in my grip so tight I could feel it creaking. Swallowing hard, I stepped forward. Hatred like I’d never felt before burned through my blood, through my limbs. It wasn’t rage. Rage was wild and chaotic. This was cold and deadly.  
 
    I didn’t stop until I was right in front of him. I stared into his eyes, and I knew my own gaze was as pitiless and inhuman as his. I might have chosen to drink his blood, to become like him, but I hadn’t chosen to be this monster. He had made me that way. 
 
    I raised the branch, ready to drive the stake into his cold, dead heart. But I couldn’t. As much as every impulse in my body, every thought in my head, every desire in my heart wanted this, instinct refused to let me. I stood frozen, my body refusing to obey my mind. I was bound to this asshole for all of eternity.  
 
    “Just as I can always find my flock, my flock must always protect its shepherd,” he said with a chuckle, dropping his arms to his sides.  
 
    “That’s bullshit,” I said. “Sheep don’t protect their shepherd. You’re supposed to protect your flock, not send them to die fighting wolves while you hide back here in the woods like the cockroach you are.” 
 
    “Such harsh words,” he mocked. “I’m hurt. Truly hurt.” 
 
    “Fine, so I can’t kill you,” I said, gripping the branch with impotent rage, my hands shaking with it. The coldness in my heart was gone, replaced with a blaze of fury so hot it nearly choked me. “But my compulsion to protect you ends with that. You can’t compel me to do your bidding like some sick puppet. I still have my own will. So know this. I will never be your weapon. I won’t help you destroy anyone.” 
 
    “You know, I thought you might say that,” Mr. Ravenwood said. “I’m a smart man, Timberlyn. So I thought to myself, what could I give you that would make you change your mind?” 
 
    He turned to the group of vampires behind him and snapped his fingers. “Bring the girl.” 
 
    My heart stuttered in my chest when I saw them begin to lower a cage from the trees above. Had they saved Amy? Caught Brooklyn? The only other girl I cared that much about was Svana, and she was standing right beside me.  
 
    As the cage lowered, I could see there was a figure kneeling inside, her entire body covered in a black shroud. Mr. Ravenwood liked his ceremony. Suddenly, my mind moved back to the last time he’d done something like this. He’d brought me Amaya and demanded that I kill her. Was this the same thing—a sacrifice he’d force me to make to show my loyalty to him and his sick plan? Had she lived? And then I saw how small the person was, and my heart stopped in my chest. Fuck. Had he gone after my family—after Josie? 
 
    My heart was pounding so hard I thought I’d be sick. The cage reached the ground, and Imani swung open the steel bars of the door and stepped behind the figure before yanking off the cloth with a flourish. A girl knelt inside the cage, her head bent and her hands bound in front of her with a steel chain. Her black hair hung to her shoulders, and she wore a black corset top and a black and purple skirt above a pair of worn combat boots. 
 
    “Delilah,” I gasped.  
 
    Her head jerked up, and she shot to her feet and lunged forward. “Let me go, you creepy old bastard,” she screamed at Mr. Ravenwood as a chain holding her to the floor of the cage jerked her to a stop. 
 
    “Imani, you can release her,” he said. “We’ll hunt her down if she runs.” 
 
    “I’m not an animal, you sick fuck,” Delilah snarled at him. “You don’t hunt people down.” 
 
    “You’re alive,” I breathed, hope springing to life inside me again. Especially when I caught the scent of vampire coming from her. She was like me now. Yes, I had friends who were vampires, but Viktor and Svana had been vampires too long. They’d been broken, had accepted the way things were. Delilah obviously was in my camp on this one. 
 
    “No, I’m not fucking alive,” she snapped. “I’m a vampire, Timberlyn.”  
 
    Imani undid a lock on the chains holding Delilah to the cage, and the bonds around her waist and hands fell to the ground around her feet. I shrank back when I saw the hatred burning in her eyes. 
 
    “Now, isn’t this a sweet little reunion,” Mr. Ravenwood said.  
 
    “I gave my life so that you could take down the Wolf family,” Delilah said, stomping toward me. She stopped in front of me, her hands balled into fists at her sides. “And did you do it, like you said you would?” 
 
    I swallowed hard and shook my head. “They’re not the bad guys here, Delilah.” 
 
    “No, you fucking didn’t,” she answered, as if I’d never spoken. “I knew you were full of shit, that you were creaming your panties over their muscles just like every other airheaded bimbo at that school. But I let you convince me otherwise. And guess where that left us?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said.  
 
    “You lied to me,” she hissed. “You made me believe you were going to take out the assholes. You know where I spent the last year? In a cage like a fucking monster, because that’s what I am.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I repeated, my throat tight. It was true. She had gone into those woods to take down the Wolf boys with me. She’d died, and I hadn’t. I’d taken their side.  
 
    Delilah’s eyes bored into mine with the same intense hatred as she continued in a slow, deliberate voice. “While you were shacking up with your dreamboat, I’ve been experimented on, and trapped in a cage, and fed humans when they knew I couldn’t help but kill them. And you know why? Because apparently witches don’t make very good vampires, and I didn’t turn the right way. So I got special treatment.”  
 
    “I’m a vampire, too,” I said, tears pooling in my eyes. “I know what the hunger feels like. I know you couldn’t help it.” 
 
    “No, I fucking couldn’t,” she said. “Just like you couldn’t help yourself when one of those assholes batted his eyes at you, right? Well, I’m sure it was all fun and games for you, but they killed me, Timberlyn. I’m a fucking monster now. A creepy, undead, bloodsucking parasite. And for what?”  
 
    “We’re still people.” A tear escaped and rolled down my cheek. I swiped it away and reached my hands out to her. We both stared at the splintered piece of wood still clutched in my hand for a moment. “We can still make a difference,” I whispered. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, swallowing hard. “We can.” 
 
    Without warning, she lunged for me. My hands jerked up instinctually. Delilah let out a choked gasp as the makeshift stake still clenched in my fist tore into her. I screamed, trying to release my grip, to get away from her. But her hands had closed around mine, holding it tight around the wooden weapon. Her gaze found mine, and through her gasping breath, she whispered, “You’re so fucking incompetent.” 
 
    I stared back at her, too stunned to move. She’d done it on purpose. She’d run herself through with the blunt end of a broken branch rather than stay a vampire.  
 
    She angled the piece of wood up, toward her heart, and pushed my hand away before throwing herself forward on the ground. A sickening, ripping sound broke the silence, and the broken, bloody end of the stake tore through the back of her shirt and protruded toward the canopy of bare branches overhead. 
 
    I screamed and dropped to the ground beside her, grabbing at the stake without thinking. A jolt of electricity volleyed up my arm, clenching my hand around the stake and contorting every muscle in my body. I gasped, crying out in pain as the current ripped through me.  
 
    “Timberlyn,” Viktor cried, falling to his knees and yanking me away from Delilah. My breath was ragged as I sat there, trying to process what the fuck had just happened. I could feel Delilah’s magic sitting uneasily inside me in a vibrating, shimmering orb, like an unstable particle that might burst and create a black hole inside my chest. 
 
    Viktor studied me for a second before turning to my former roommate. He rolled Delilah over, revealing her blank, staring eyes. They would haunt me for the rest of my life. She had chosen that, though. She had chosen death over living as a vampire, just as Mr. Wolf had. A small part of me wondered why I couldn’t do the same. Was I a coward, like she said? Or were vampires really that evil, and somewhere inside, I was just the same? 
 
    “She’s dead,” Viktor whispered, his trembling fingers gently closing her lids.  
 
    I already knew she was, though. I knew because I’d absorbed her magic when she went. But I couldn’t come to terms with the reason. Yes, we were vampires, but we weren’t monsters. Vampires weren’t inherently evil. My friends weren’t perfect by a long shot. They made mistakes, and sometimes acted like jerks, and did things they didn’t agree with because their laws said they had to. But no one could look at Viktor and Svana and Amy and tell me they were worse than any human or werewolf or other being who walked this earth.  
 
    Viktor gripped the branch and yanked it from Delilah’s middle before standing. Then he reached out a hand to me. Our eyes met and held. Then, they dropped to the stake. When I met his gaze again, there was a question there. I gave the smallest shake of my head before letting him pull me to my feet. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, wrapping an arm around me, pulling me into his chest. I slid my good arm around him, a sob threatening to rise in my throat. I swallowed it back, knowing this wasn’t the time for tears. His fingers brushed mine as he pressed the bloody stake into the palm trapped between our bodies.  
 
    A tear leaked from my eye, soaking into his shirt. “I can’t,” I whispered against him, pressing my lips to his silent heart.  
 
    “Try.”  
 
    He thought of himself as my maker, but I couldn’t hurt Mr. Ravenwood, either. He should understand that.  
 
    Maybe he did. He and Svana had told me they didn’t agree with Ravenwood. But they were bound to obey him by law because he belonged to the Council, and they were vampires. But if I had a stronger tie to Viktor, and he commanded me to try… Just try… 
 
    Viktor pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “I love you, Timberlyn,” he whispered. “I always have.” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered, my throat tight. “I love you, too.” 
 
    He lifted my chin, his luminous lavender eyes searching mine. “I want you to be happy. Okay?” 
 
    I nodded, a single tear catching on my lashes before spilling down my cheek. His lips brushed over it, and then over mine. I kissed him back this time. He was my maker, and I owed him my life, but that’s not why I loved him or why I kissed him. I loved him because he was good and kind, because he’d seen me through the worst months of my life and still loved me afterwards, because he was my complicated, sensitive, devastating, beautiful friend. And I kissed him because I knew this was goodbye.  
 
    After a second, I felt his teeth extend, and I tensed. This wasn’t that kind of kiss. There were tears running down my face, and he was getting aroused? 
 
    I started to pull back, but he buried a hand in my hair, deepening our kiss. The next second, he angled his head, forcing his tongue into my mouth. I struggled against him, but he held me flush against him, my bare skin against his cold, silent chest. Then his tongue slid along one of his needle-sharp fangs, opening a long cut in his flesh and sinking into my mouth again. Realization dawned, and I stopped struggling and sucked shamelessly at his tongue. I drew his blood into me, knowing I was doing more than kissing him. I was gaining strength, deepening our bond. I was feeding the flames of my rage and hate, my defiance.  
 
    “Well, isn’t this touching?” Mr. Ravenwood interrupted after a minute. “I guess I didn’t need Delilah to tug at your heartstrings after all.”  
 
    Viktor’s hands tightened on my waist for a second, his breath quickening. I breathed him in, my own grip lingering, not wanting to let go. And also knowing that if I broke the kiss too soon, if I let them smell the blood Viktor had fed into my mouth, they might suspect.  
 
    At last, he pulled away, his lips brushing over mine one last time. Our eyes met, and what was left of my heart broke for him, for what he was giving up for my happiness. I wanted to break down in sobs, to collapse on the ground, to hold onto him and never let him go. But he stepped away, leaving me to face my other maker. 
 
    Sadness and fury raged inside me as I stared at the ancient vampire who had tried to kill me. I’d stolen his blood, and he’d claimed me as his own when I became a vampire. He expected me to fall in line, but he should have asked the Wolf boys how well that would work. Instead, he had demanded my obedience without earning it. He had turned my friend into a vampire against her will, just as Mr. Wolf had done with the wolf girls. It was his fault Delilah was dead. 
 
    It was his fault and Viktor and Svana were forced to follow laws they knew were wrong. And he’d followed me here, which caused the deaths of countless wolves, vampires, and others. I would never get to take Amy dancing again, as I’d promised. Jose would never get to have his mate, to have the pups he’d so badly wanted. Brooklyn would never get to know and love the mate she’d been denied for so long. And so many more had lost their lives today.  
 
    This man didn’t even care. He showed no more remorse, no more sadness, for the fallen vampires than the wolves. To him, everyone was disposable. And he intended to dispose of millions more before it was over. The worst part was, he was going to use me to do it. He’d use me to hunt down the wolves, force me to reveal their location, and he’d kill them all.  
 
    I would rather die on my own stake, as Delilah had done, than give up Alarick Wolf to this man. He’d already made me walk away from him, breaking the heart of the one man I loved more than anyone had a right to love. The look on Alarick’s face replayed in my mind, the utter devastation I’d caused by walking away—by following this psychopath like the sheep he said I was. 
 
    “Are you ready to join us, Timberlyn?” Mr. Ravenwood asked, a haughty smile playing over his lips even as I moved the stake to my good hand. 
 
    “Never,” I whispered, my fingers tightening on the bloody stake Viktor had pushed into my hand. I swallowed hard, trying to lift it, but I couldn’t. Everything in my body rebelled against it. He was my maker. My creator. My father. He was my commander.  
 
    But no. Fuck that. He was no father to me. He’d stolen me from my biological fathers as an infant. He hadn’t raised me and provided for me and done the best he could like my adoptive dad, either. He had done nothing but try to steal my gifts by draining every drop of blood from my body. Hell, he hadn’t even tried to make me. He’d tried to murder me. I was the one who had stolen his blood to save myself.  
 
    I was my own maker.  
 
    With all the fury I possessed, Delilah’s magic in my chest, and the strength of Viktor’s blood charging through my veins, I forced my hand to rise. I forced myself to go against every instinct in my body. The instincts that had led me into the woods to save Amy. The instincts to search for Delilah, sure that she was alive against all evidence, to save her. The instinct to find mates for the wolves, even if it meant I’d lose my own wolf, Alarick. The instinct to follow Amaya, to save her. That instinct had even pushed me to offer Mr. Wolf my blood so that he could live. I was a protector by nature.  
 
    But not today. 
 
    Today, I was a killer.  
 
    My arms felt like they were chained with steel like Delilah’s, but I forced them to move. I let rage consume me, though it felt like tearing my body in two. I planted my feet into the ground, swaying to keep upright, and I clenched my teeth with the effort, and with all the strength I possessed, I drove the stake into Mr. Ravenwood’s heart.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Mr. Ravenwood stared down at the stake protruding from his chest. He raised his bewildered, disbelieving gaze to mine. I stared back. No one moved.  
 
    “You can’t,” he said, his voice faltering. “It’s impossible.” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” I said, my breath coming hard from the effort. “You can’t enslave humanity.” 
 
    Maybe I was still a protector after all.  
 
    “This isn’t over,” he said, his voice sounding weaker as he swayed on his feet. “This is bigger than me. Bigger than all of us. It’s the natural progression of things. The natural order. We’re at the top. We’ve evolved past humanity.” 
 
    I wanted to speak, but my throat felt immobilized. My feet were cemented to the ground. And pain flashed through me with each beat of my heart, as if someone were flicking a dying cigarette lighter to life against the inside of my skin.  
 
    His blood, I thought. He’s dying. I hurt because his blood is inside me.  
 
    But even as I knew the truth, I couldn’t seem to respond. Everyone was frozen in shock.  
 
    “My legacy will live forever,” Mr. Ravenwood whispered, a trickle of blood escaping the corner of his lips. “You can’t stop what I’ve started. Soon, the world will be ours.” 
 
    But nothing would be his. Nothing but death.  
 
    He sank to his knees, drew a ragged breath, and coughed out a spray of blood. Then, he collapsed to his side in the dirt, his body looking small and so very vulnerable as he curled into the fetal position.  
 
    “You—!” Imani’s shriek echoed through the woods like the scream of an injured bird. She flew at me, her eyes flames of rage, her hands extended into claws. Viktor leapt between us, and she smashed into him. I stumbled backwards, unable to understand what I’d done for a moment. 
 
    “Go!” Viktor yelled. 
 
    I turned and sprinted up the hill, my legs suddenly alive, burning with energy that needed to be spent, with strength that he’d lent me. He didn’t have to tell me where to go. I knew. He’d told me he wanted me to be happy, and there was only one person who could make that happen. All along, he had known that. And he had loved me enough to let me go to Alarick, the same way I loved Alarick enough to let him go.  
 
    Even as I ran, a sob rose in my throat. Viktor had known what would happen if I killed Ravenwood. He’d planned it this way, given me strength, so that I’d have a moment to escape. And I knew now what that meant for him, too. He couldn’t hold off all those vampires, not even if he hadn’t given me his strength. He’d probably known all along, but it only truly sank in as I burst through the tingling magic of the wards. That’s when pain ripped through me like my blood had turned to liquid fire, as if someone had turned a flamethrower on me.  
 
    I screamed and fell to my knees. I could feel my heart turning inside out.  
 
    Strong arms wrapped around me, and the next moment, Alarick’s pine and ocean scent invaded me, bringing cool comfort through the pain. I screamed into his neck, writhing against him, clinging to him desperately, as if only he could anchor me inside the storm of pain ripping me apart from within.  
 
    “Timberlyn!” His voice was desperate, the panic in it barely registering.  
 
    Not wanting to scare him, I forced myself to stifle the next scream. But I couldn’t stop the flood of anguish pouring from me. I held onto him as sobs wracked my body until I thought I’d implode under their weight.  
 
    Alarick held me. For minutes, hours, until I was too exhausted to go on. When at last I could breathe again, I felt empty, hollow. Something had been taken from me that could never be replaced. This was more than pain. It was grief.  
 
    At last, I stared up at the sliver of moon overhead, my eyes scratchy and empty from crying.  
 
    “Where’s Ravenwood?” Alarick asked, raking my damp hair back from my flushed cheeks. I spotted his brothers sitting along the edge of the damaged lighthouse, waiting patiently for their alpha’s direction.  
 
    “Dead,” I said, almost choking on the word as more tears somehow squeezed from my parched eyes. The tears weren’t for Mr. Ravenwood, but I couldn’t speak the truth yet. It was too terrible. 
 
    “Do you want me to take you home?” Alarick asked. 
 
    Yes. I wanted to go home. I wanted everything to be normal again for one night, for one day. I wanted to pretend this hadn’t happened, that life was as simple as it had been before Ravenwood Academy.  
 
    But I knew that part of my life was over. Mr. Ravenwood might be gone, but there were more. They might carry out his plan, or they might not. But they would be after me. I had killed a member of their Council. I would see my family again, but not now. I’d have to call them and explain, but I couldn’t go home tonight. I’d learned my lesson about leading danger to those I loved. I would never go home again without careful consideration.  
 
    “Let’s go to the witches,” I said after thinking it over. And so, we all shifted into wolves, and at last, I fell in line with the Wolf boys.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    “I think that’s it,” I said, shouldering my backpack—this time without blood packets. I’d run out after the big battle with the vampires. The Wolf brothers all knew I fed from Alarick now, and they’d even agreed to feed me if something happened to him. I refused to think about losing him. I’d already lost too many people I loved. But if he was injured, he might need his strength to heal and not be able to feed me.  
 
    “Then let’s get going,” Brooklyn said, tugging her hair from inside the neck of her jacket and adjusting her own pack.  
 
    “Give me a minute?” I said. 
 
    She shrugged. “Sure.”  
 
    As she left the bedroom I’d been using for the past month, I turned to Sagely. “I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “It’s the least we could do,” she said. “For our daughter.” Her smile was tentative, almost shy, which was unlike the kickass lady I knew. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. “I’m still your daughter, even if I don’t call you mom,” I said. “And if you hadn’t been here… Well, please just know how grateful we are.”  
 
    We’d stayed with the witches ever since the big battle. They’d arrived late to the fight and taken care of business, and they didn’t seem to blame us as the Lunessa Pack had every right to. The witches hadn’t lost any of their coven, and only a few had sustained minor injuries, which they were able to heal without leaving the valley. I was relieved, remembering Mr. Ravenwood’s story about following Sagely when she left her valley.  
 
    The witches had their own doctor, who’d pronounced that I had some broken ribs, a torn rotator cuff, and a dislocated shoulder. The Wolf brothers all had a few broken bones as well, but the doctor prescribed only rest and nourishment along with her splints, saying our natural healing abilities would kick in and take care of them. And she was right. The other injuries, our mental and emotional traumas, would last longer.  
 
    Still, after a few weeks of hunkering down, we’d all healed up and gotten restless. We’d helped to demolish the unstable lighthouse on the mountain, which was full of holes from where wolves and vampires had hit it during the battle. The witches had no problem putting us to work after we’d healed, so we’d helped around the coven. Turned out, the Wolf boys were great at chopping wood, and they’d soon started a competition with each other that only ended when one of the wood piles reached the roof of the house.  
 
    But we couldn’t stay forever. It was nice to see the boys laughing and competing, and I knew that being useful made them feel good, especially since the unmarried witches were all too happy to thank them. And it had been genuinely hilarious when Adolf tried to hit on half a dozen of my sisters, telling them they could be his future wives, only to find out that the polygamy practiced here always featured a woman with multiple men. He ended up in the doghouse with several angry redheads.  
 
    Still, the threat of vampires always loomed in my mind. I knew they couldn’t find me anymore. Not only was Mr. Ravenwood gone, but no one had a blood tie to me anymore, so even under duress, no one could be forced to trace me here. But that wasn’t the only problem. If we wanted the stop vampires from enslaving humanity, we needed more wolves to fight them. 
 
    And one person knew where to find them. 
 
    “Yoo-hoo,” a cheerful voice called from outside the lodge, making its way up to the room where I’d stayed for the past month. 
 
    “I’ll miss you,” Sagely said impulsively. “I admit, it was nice getting to know you, even if the circumstances weren’t ideal.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, nodding. “It really was.” 
 
    I’d called my family to tell them I couldn’t make it home for the holidays, but mostly, I had spent the time grieving. Now it was time for action. 
 
    I followed Sagely down the stairs, and after a lengthy goodbye—it took a while to make it through all my siblings, parents, nieces and nephews—we made our way to the well in their little community. Astrid was skipping around it and singing while a dozen kids of varying ages trailed behind, trying to copy her every move. I couldn’t help but smile as we stopped to watch her. Even smiling felt different now, as if each smile were precious and hard-earned.  
 
    Alarick’s arm tightened around my waist, and he leaned down to speak into my ear. “Maybe we can come back here once we’ve found mates for my brothers,” he said. “I wouldn’t mind if that were our family.” 
 
    “You want a dozen kids?” I asked, leaning back to gape at him. 
 
    He shrugged, giving me an adorably bashful smile. “I mean… I wouldn’t mind a big family. I think I’ll be a good dad. I sure as hell know what not to do.” 
 
    “I think you will be, too,” I said, standing on tiptoes to give him a quick kiss. “But… Twelve kids?”  
 
    “How about ten?” he asked, linking his hands behind my lower back and pulling me against him as he smiled down at me. 
 
    Brooklyn snorted and rolled her eyes. “Get a room.”  
 
    Since losing her mate, she didn’t seem interested in staying with the Lunessa Pack. She said they felt like strangers, and she’d rather stay with us. And like me, she couldn’t enter the pack bond that let her communicate telepathically with natural born werewolves, so she’d always be a bit of an outsider. Maybe, if Jose had lived, she would have stayed, content to have a familiar face nearby. Or maybe she didn’t hate me so much after all.  
 
    “Seriously,” Alarick said, pulling my chin up and searching my eyes. “Do you want to come back here? This seems like a nice place to raise a family.”  
 
    “Better watch out,” Adolf said. “If you come back here, Timberlyn might decide she wants a couple more Wolf brothers in her bed.” 
 
    “Then you can have your wood stacking competition every night,” I teased.  
 
    The guys all laughed, and my heart swelled with happiness for a moment. I’d lost people I loved, but I still had so much. I still had family—three of them. The wolves, the witches, and the family I’d grown up with.  
 
    “I hear gingers have no souls,” Donovan said. “So, I don’t know about coming back. Seems to me like they’re raising an army of soulless gingers around here.” 
 
    “He’s got a point,” I mused. “Not about the soullessness of redheads, but about the sheer numbers. If our kids get my hair, they might get lost in the ginger sea.” 
 
    “Your mom does seem extra fertile,” Adolf agreed. 
 
    “Ew,” I said. “Can you not say it like that?” 
 
    “Say what?” Astrid said, skipping over.  
 
    “Your hair’s kinda reddish,” Adolf said, examining Astrid’s beehive hairdo. “Is Sagely your mom, too?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Astrid said. “My mom’s a tree. My dad murdered her, and I was raised by an evil witch who locked me in a tower to collect my tears. But she’s a tree now, too.” 
 
    “Are you sure no one else here knows how to get to another world?” Donovan asked, raising a brow skeptically.  
 
    “Oh, they know how to get there,” Astrid said. “But I can actually go in with you. Come on. I’ll take you to the cave.” 
 
    “It’s going to be just a cave, isn’t it?” Donovan muttered as we started after her.  
 
    “Either that, or she’s going to knock us out and harvest our organs,” Brooklyn said, sounding cheerful as she strode along beside us. In all the time I’d known her, she’d been so angry. But somehow, she seemed to have found peace on the other side of her grief. I had to admire her for that. Actually, I admired her for a lot of things. She was about the toughest person I’d ever met. Who would have thought, after all my time at Ravenwood Academy and all the friends I’d made, that she would end up my closest female friend?  
 
    “I’m going to take you to the world of the gods,” Astrid said, turning to face us and walking backwards. “Odin knows everything, and he has wolves by his throne, so I know where a few are already. He can see where the rest are. Plus, he loves me.” She sang out the last line, turning to run down the slope to the road we’d come in on. She cartwheeled along it until her hair came out of its moorings and she tripped on it.  
 
    “You think she’s ever said anything normal in her life?” Brooklyn asked. 
 
    “I’m betting no,” I said. “But if she can show us some wolves, I’m okay with that. Plus, she’s happy. It’s sweet.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be as happy as she was, but I was sure as hell going to try. It helped to know what lay ahead. My life’s work had been carved out for me already, starting with going into other worlds to find mates for the wolves. We’d stop the vampires and save humanity. Someday, we’d come back here and have ten redheaded werewolf pups, and I’d be as happy as Astrid. With my friends and family around me, and Alarick by my side, how else could it end? 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    This concludes the Ravenwood Academy trilogy. I hope you have enjoyed reading! 
 
      
 
    If you’re curious about other books set in this world, including the supernaturals in the Three Valleys, don’t miss my other series! You can enter the world on the first book of any series, as each series stands on its own. They’re all set in this universe, and there are Easter eggs and guest appearances in some. But each series completely stands alone. 
 
      
 
    Not sure where to start?  
 
    Here is a recommended reading order. (Please note: If you’re only interested in certain series, you can also skip any series and still have a full reading experience). 
 
    Girl Among Wolves Trilogy (Stella and Harmon’s story—complete, YA) 
 
    Young Witch Series (stand-alones featuring Cayenne and Astrid—Reverse Harem NA) 
 
    Winslow Witch Chronicles (Sagely’s story, series incomplete—RH YA/NA) 
 
    Tales of Villainy (Coming soon—Horror NA) 
 
    Hosting Gods Trilogy (Reverse Harem—complete YA/NA) 
 
    Ravenwood Academy (complete, YA) + Prequel now available! 
 
    The Superiors Series (complete, NA horror/UF) 
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