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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Listening to headphones at maximum volume with your back turned to the doorway is a fantastic way to get the crap scared out of you. Cambria had said those exact words this morning when she’d come up behind me and I’d dropped an entire gallon of milk on my kitchen floor. I’d scowled at her before putting the ear buds back in while I mopped the spill. I hadn’t removed them again since. 
 
    In my tent reflecting on that incident, a hand closed over my shoulder. I screamed. In one violent move, I scrambled to my feet, ripped the headphones free and chucked them aside, and swung out with my fist. 
 
    Wes jerked back in time to avoid getting punched. 
 
    “Geez. It’s only me,” he said, throwing up his hands. 
 
    I relaxed. “Sorry. You scared me.” 
 
    “Obviously.” He was fighting a grin—and losing. I stuck my tongue out. 
 
    He stood in front of me wearing nothing but a pair of jersey shorts, the drawstring untied. They were a little long but they fit around his hips. In a really yummy sort of way. My heart tripped over itself in my attempt to breathe evenly. “Where’d you find those?” 
 
    “George’s, I think. I’ll put them back when I leave.” 
 
    I backed up so Wes could fit into the small square of canvas that was mine in this chaotic communal space of woods the hybrids shared. He reached back and closed the flap. The moment we were hidden from view, he pulled me into his arms and sank onto the pile of blankets so that I fell into his lap. 
 
    His mouth found mine in the middle of my laughter. “What is this for?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen you since yesterday. I missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you too.” I returned his kisses and wrapped my arms around his neck, enjoying his bare arms pressing against me. 
 
    We rarely shared moments like this anymore. Privacy was nonexistent. Nowhere, no matter how secluded, was without interruption. As proof, my cheeks flamed with the growing awareness in my mind. I jumped when the mental voice became audible. 
 
    “Gross, you guys. Get a room.” 
 
    Wes pulled free and glared at George in the doorway. “This one was working fine until you showed up.” 
 
    “You act like I wasn’t here the whole time.” George pointed at his temple. From outside the tent, I heard someone snicker. 
 
    “Shut up, Derek,” Wes said, but that made him laugh harder. 
 
    “George, you need a life,” I said. 
 
    Sweat from his run dripping down his temple, George mopped his brow with a towel. “Don’t hate me because I choose a different method of calorie-burning.” 
 
    “We’re not the haters,” Wes muttered. I pretended not to hear. 
 
    George and Derek had taken up running on two legs right around the time they’d realized neither was faster than the other on four paws. They’d invited me along but I declined every time. No way was I getting in the midst of all that testosterone. 
 
    “You’re mad I’m better at this than you are,” I shot back. 
 
    “Oooh.” Derek elbowed George in the ribs. “She would know, right?” 
 
    “Whatever.” George abruptly retreated only to reappear once more. “Dude,” he said, staring at Wes. “Are you wearing my shorts?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    George grinned like he’d figured out the punch line of a really good joke. “Guess you’ve got all my hand-me-downs now.” 
 
    Wes picked up a bottle of water and sent it hurtling through the air, but George was already gone. The sound of his and Derek’s laughter faded as they went. 
 
    The sound of my own laughter startled me. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done that. I sobered quickly, my amusement fading as I remembered all the reasons I had not to laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Wes asked, oblivious to my mood shift. 
 
    “The look on your face,” I said. “If looks could kill …” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be laughing. Your ex-boyfriend called you a hand-me-down. It was an insult.” 
 
    I shrugged. “He wanted to outwit you. He doesn’t really think that.” 
 
    “How do you—? Never mind.” 
 
    I pointed to my own temple. “Exactly. So, lighten up.” 
 
    “Forgive me if I get a little touchy that I spend most days with the other guys you’ve kissed.” 
 
    Guys. He’d said guys. Plural. Were we finally going to have this talk? 
 
    I sat back. “Where is this coming from? It’s George. You know there’s nothing between us.” 
 
    “This bond is not nothing. I can’t even kiss you without him knowing. I might as well be kissing him.” 
 
    It was an old argument with no solution. While I knew it was a point of contention with us, I was determined to not fight about it. Not today. “Um, that would be awkward. Then he’d have my hand-me-downs.” 
 
    Wes pursed his lips. “You’re hilarious.” 
 
    I poked him in the ribs and his glare dissolved into an unwilling smile. 
 
    “I do what I can,” I said, relieved he’d chosen to let it go. 
 
    I trailed kisses down the side of his face and his smile widened. When I got to his jaw, he turned his head so our lips met. I drew him closer and held on, letting the heat creep in. I still sensed frustration under the surface but I knew I couldn’t extinguish it completely. The bond bothered him as much as it bothered me—maybe more. Unless it was broken, there was no getting rid of his frustration, not entirely. 
 
    I ran my hands up the back of his neck and let my fingers tangle in his hair. The kiss deepened, his chest relaxing against me. 
 
    He broke it off before we could get carried away. I knew he was thinking of what George must be sensing right now, but I didn’t want to get into that again. On top of that, the noise in my head was getting a little distracting for the sort of activity we were engaged in. 
 
    Forty-six. 
 
    That’s how many hybrids had survived the Hunter attack in the woods after I revived them with an injection of my blood. That’s how many followed me home to Frederick Falls. And that’s how many were now linked to me through a blood bond. At its base form, the bond was an emotional connection—or at least it had been when I’d only been bonded with my friend, (and ex-boyfriend. Long story.) George. But with forty-six more of them bonded to me through a mostly-magical-but-also-somehow-scientifically-explainable blood connection, it’d become strong enough that I’d begun hearing actual voices on occasion. 
 
    The first two days were the worst. It had taken me three valium and fourteen hours of sleep before I’d convinced myself the voices were real and not some sort of psychotic break after all I’d been through. My mother still wasn’t entirely convinced.  
 
    Fee had pointed out the bright side: though it’d taken twice as long as if I’d shifted into a Werewolf, all that rest had healed my dislocated shoulder and any other injuries left over from my time with Olivia.  
 
    When the bond happened with George a couple of months ago, I’d wondered how I’d ever get used to constantly having access to someone else’s emotions. It was a live feed with no “off” button. And for a while, it was overwhelming, making it impossible to know which reactions were mine and which were his. Not to mention the awkwardness of him feeling what I did. Especially when things got a little heavy with a certain Werewolf boyfriend of mine. Wes found it amusing—until he realized a shared, constant stream of emotion meant he didn’t get past first base. Then he was as frustrated as me. 
 
    I’d just begun to get it under control, finding ways to turn the volume down a few notches, when I’d woken the bond between myself and the dozens of hybrids Miles DeLuca created before he’d been killed. After his death, his mother, Olivia, had forced me to inject them all with my blood as a means to save them from the change of becoming what could only be described as a rabid, conscious-less Werewolf with yellow eyes and an appetite for human guts. Their survival rate—and likelihood of turning out a little more humane—was better with a little Tara Godfrey blood in them. 
 
    Most had been Hunters before their change—a superhuman created with the ability to kill a Werewolf in order to protect humans—so their bodies were strong enough to accept the change and hang on. But a lot of the humans had died before I got there, which is why there’d been only forty-six. 
 
    The memory of a room full of the dead and dying was an ongoing nightmare for me. Valium helped. And sometimes Wes came through my window and held me tight enough there was no room for the memory. Those were the nights I slept best. 
 
    And now, whether I wanted them or not, the pack of hybrids was mine. Not just because I could hear and feel everything in their heads. It was more than that. When the bond formed, it was like my body or my heart itself melded to theirs and I cared. That was the weirdest part. These people—or animals—were strangers to me. I didn’t know their names or recognize their faces like so many Hunters that’d grown up in the same community. None of them had meant anything to me before that day. But now … the thought of parting with them disturbed me. Imagining them hurt stirred a protectiveness in me that awakened my Werewolf side. The alpha. And maybe because I cared, the constant hum being poured into my head was driving me crazy. 
 
    The only thing I’d found that quieted the noise was music. Really, really loud music.  
 
    At least the rest of the pack couldn’t read me as well as George could. With practice, I’d gotten better at filtering what slipped through into their awareness. I’d tried to do the same with George but I couldn’t seem to keep him out. It’s like he tried extra hard to stay inside my head. The rest of them were weaker, more agreeable to my pushing them out. Vera said it was an alpha thing, which didn’t comfort me much since I couldn’t manage to do the reverse. I heard every single one of them, whether I wanted to or not. 
 
    I needed a break. A deep breath. Not that it helped in clearing my head. Nothing did. 
 
    I looked around for my headphones. 
 
    My thoughts clouded and jumbled as the volume increased. Someone yelped out loud and it echoed through my skull. 
 
    “What’s that?” Wes asked, drawing away and raising his face to the ceiling. 
 
    I sniffed. The smell of burnt hair permeated the air. I didn’t waste time trying to cover my face against the odor. Instead, I jumped to my feet and shoved the flap aside, searching camp for the source. 
 
    My tent had been constructed in the center of the clearing. All around me, makeshift tarps and tents and everything in between that could possibly be used to escape the elements had been thrown together in haphazard rows. There was no system, only open space and taken space. The boundaries of each shifted daily. 
 
    For once, I was glad to be in the center of the chaos the hybrids called home. It gave me a great view for searching out drama and mischief—of which there was plenty. 
 
    “Where is it coming from?” Wes asked, joining me. 
 
    “There.” 
 
    In the far left corner, beside a wounded-looking tent, an aging Werewolf-hybrid cowered underneath the menace of Nick. He was a hybrid as well, turned from Hunter to Werewolf in his prime. He was stronger and faster than a lot of the others. But not me. Not the alpha. 
 
    “Be right back,” I said. 
 
    “I’m going with you.” 
 
    Wes and I picked our way around tents and other obstacles. Torn shoes. Clothes—some shredded, some coated in mud from being left outside during last night’s rainstorm. Any other personal effects were out of sight. Possessions were limited and therefore closely guarded. 
 
    I approached Nick warily. More and more lately, he attempted to exert authority over the others. That wasn’t going to fly. I had the authority here. 
 
    “Nick,” I called. My voice was at normal volume but the severity of it was enough to get the attention of everyone in sight. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “Rafe decided to sneak into my tent and go through my stuff,” Nick said. 
 
    I looked at the older hybrid. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him as a human. His yellow eyes, normally gentle and clear, were wide in contained pain. He was missing fur in several places on his shoulders and face. What was left smoked faintly. The smell was worse standing this close. 
 
    “Is this true?” I asked. 
 
    Rafe stared up at me where he lay flat on the dirt before Nick. Behind the pain in his eyes was defiance. “He took my watch. It’s the one thing I have from before. I want it back.” 
 
    “You went into his tent because he went into yours?” I asked. Rafe nodded. “Nick?” 
 
    He scowled and averted his eyes. I followed their track to the ground and found a pile of shredded fabric underneath Nick’s paws. And half buried in a pile of pine needles, a lighter. 
 
    I bent down and picked up the lighter, making sure Nick watched me pocket it. Then I marched over and got in his face. “Apologize to him.” 
 
    He blew a short breath out of his nostrils. It hit my face and I almost gagged. Werewolf Nick was in desperate need of some mouthwash. “For what?” he spat. “I didn’t do anyth—” 
 
    “Give him back the watch and apologize,” I said, cutting him off. 
 
    “Is everything …?” Cambria walked up behind me but stopped short when she saw Rafe. “Holy cow. Are you all right? What happened?” Before anyone could answer, she clapped a hand over her nose. “You really stink.” 
 
    I shot her a look. She shrugged. “Well, he does.” 
 
    “Should’ve stayed out of my tent,” Nick muttered. 
 
    My hands tightened into fists at Nick’s nasty attitude. I had to will my shape to stay solidly human. I badly wanted to shift, but I’d already ruined two outfits this week. 
 
    Rafe made some noise of protest and Nick growled. 
 
    “Nick, calm your ass,” Cambria snapped. 
 
    “He went through my tent,” Nick said. 
 
    “Stop stealing from people and they’ll stay out of your tent,” I said, my voice rising as my patience thinned. 
 
    “This is bullshit. He had it coming.” The way Nick spat out the words, his lips pulled back from his teeth, made it hard not to bite him—without even shifting first. 
 
    My wolf rose to the surface. Nick was pushing me. My wolf wanted to push back. “Bullshit, huh?” I said. “He came for his property and you burned him.” 
 
    “Punishment.” 
 
    “Who are you to give punishment? Or pass judgment?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “Come here,” I said. I held up the lighter. 
 
    “No way. You’re not using that thing on me,” Nick said, backing away. 
 
    He didn’t get more than two steps before he bumped into something and lurched forward. He turned to see what he’d hit and came face to face with another wolf. 
 
    This one didn’t have the yellow eyes of the hybrids but brown orbs that shimmered with caramel flecks in the light. He had russet fur and broad shoulders. Even on four paws, he stood almost a foot taller than Nick, and he glared at Nick with a ferocity I hadn’t seen in weeks. “Do what she says,” Wes growled. 
 
    Nick hesitated, which surprised me more than anything. Did he really think he could beat Wes? But then he seemed to come to his senses and hung his head as he shuffled forward. 
 
    “Do it,” Nick said, obviously assuming I was going to hurt him somehow, which was ridiculous. I wasn’t a masochist. 
 
    I waited, drawing out the suspense as long as possible while Wes moved in behind Nick. Cambria scooted left and nodded at me. Ready, she mouthed. 
 
    I bent down so Nick and I were eye to eye and wiggled the lighter in my hand. “See this?” I dropped it on the ground in front of me and brought my heel down on it, drawing on my wolf for strength until it finally cracked and broke. 
 
    Nick winced. 
 
    “This is over,” I said, straightening. “I am alpha. Not you. Stop trying to force your own authority or you’ll regret it.” 
 
    Nick raised his head. The fiery temper was gone but there was something else. A thirst for something I couldn’t understand. Revenge? 
 
    “And give back his watch,” I added. 
 
    Nick went to his tent, stuck his nose inside, and came away with something silver in his mouth. He dropped it in front of Rafe and looked back at me. “Are we done here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. I’m taking a walk. Watch my tent.” 
 
    “We’ll do that,” Wes said before I could respond. Probably a good thing. I’d only come back with something sarcastic and I knew Nick wasn’t far from wanting to stay and make this into something bigger. Something he shouldn’t. 
 
    I let him go. 
 
    When he was gone, I knelt beside Rafe. “May I?” I asked, gesturing to the singed spots on his fur. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    The burnt hair was coarse underneath my fingertips, interrupted by the strangely smooth patches of exposed flesh. “Cambria, can you take him to the house so Fee can look at these?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t need all that,” Rafe protested. “I’ll heal fine in my own time.” 
 
    “I know that, but Fee’s special tea will help the process along.” 
 
    Rafe made a face, his snout lifting until his front teeth showed. “That tea of hers is an atrocity. I’m sure I’ll heal without it.” 
 
    I caught the laughter before it escaped. “It is an … acquired taste,” I agreed. “But I need you feeling better. I need us feeling better,” I added with a pointed look. 
 
    He sighed. “Fine. I’ll drink the tea.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I patted his head before I could help myself but he didn’t seem to mind. “I’ll check on you later,” I called as he followed Cambria back through the maze of camp. 
 
    “Check on me too,” Cambria called. 
 
    I cast a long look into the trees in the direction Nick had gone. If I expanded my senses, I could hear his footsteps as he moved farther away from camp. His voice in my head wasn’t as pronounced as I was used to. It felt muted. I strained to listen. 
 
    His mood was … gray. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but it wasn’t the first time I’d sensed it from him. 
 
    “You all right?” Wes asked. 
 
    “Hmm?” I turned my attention away and found Wes studying me. “I’m fine.” 
 
    I began making my way back toward my tent before he could argue. I didn’t want to have this conversation here. Or anywhere, really. 
 
    “I’ll meet you there in five,” Wes said, bounding into the trees. Probably in search of shorts so he could reappear on two legs. 
 
    “Hey, Tara, is Rafe going to be okay?” Emma, a blond hybrid around my age who preferred her human form when her body would cooperate, stood before me with watery eyes and a trembling lip. 
 
    “He’s going to be fine,” I assured her. “He went up to the house to have some of Fee’s tea so he’ll get better even faster.” Emma grimaced. 
 
    I began walking again but she stopped me. “Is there anything I can do for you—or George, or anybody?” she asked. “I want to help.” 
 
    “Um, well. You could try to make some of these tents more stable,” I suggested. “Some look ready to keel over in the next big wind.” I suspected those were the ones whose owners couldn’t shift to their human form. Something that happened more and more often as the animal in them took over. No fingers and thumbs made bolting a tent down pretty hard. 
 
    “No problem. Janie and I will get right on it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as she hurried off in search of her sister. 
 
    I picked my way back through camp, fielding questions and containing squabbles. Nothing like what’d happened with Nick. More like what came from living in close quarters with the same people day in and day out. 
 
    Wes was waiting for me when I finally made it back. He pulled me in for a hug and I pretended not to have a pounding headache as I listened telepathically to the rest of the pack try to figure out what’d happened. Or whether Nick had lost his mind. 
 
    Please don’t ask me to explain any of that because I have no idea. 
 
    “He’s getting worse,” Wes said when I pulled away. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What’s his problem? Can you read him?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not with this. It’s … I don’t know what it is. But it’s not him.” 
 
    Wes frowned but said nothing. I needed to change the subject. To move on—back to normal …ish. 
 
    “So what are your plans for the day?” I asked, making a special effort to lighten my tone. “Are you and Jack still heading out?” 
 
    “That’s the plan. Jack’s in the weapons room doing a reorganize. Figured I had some time.” 
 
    “He must be stressed if he’s doing that.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “The packs are getting nervous about this thing with CHAS. It’s rubbing off on him.” 
 
    “You know we won’t be able to find anything in there for days once he’s done.” 
 
    “I know. Fee started baking when she saw what he was up to.” 
 
    “Great. So I’ll stay away until at least tomorrow.” 
 
    “Probably best. What are you going to do this afternoon?” he asked. 
 
    I rubbed absently at my temples. “Get cleaned up and head over to the hospital.” 
 
    He didn’t answer right away. His arms tightened around me. “Well … be careful,” he said finally. 
 
    Obviously, we still weren’t going to talk about it. 
 
    “I will,” I promised. I kissed his nose before stepping away. “You too. I’ll see you when you get back.” 
 
    “I’ll call you tonight.” 
 
    The strain between us, though unspoken, tugged at me. At my tent’s entrance, I turned back. “Wes, the bond …” I paused, searching for the right words. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “It wasn’t something I chose. You are.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I’d taken to wearing earphones when my mom threatened to remove every stereo and music-playing device from the house if I didn’t turn it down. By now, everyone knew if they wanted my attention, they better tap my shoulder because I wasn’t going to notice them otherwise. 
 
    I removed my earphones and tucked them into my sweatshirt as I passed through the automatic doors that led inside the hospital. 
 
    The mental hum of voices, thoughts, and feelings rushed back in. I gritted my teeth and focused on my other senses to distract myself: the bright white of the walls as sunlight streamed in through the floor-to-ceiling lobby windows behind me, the smell of disinfectant and rubbing alcohol that was inherent to medical facilities, the comforting feel of fabric where my fingers clutched the inside of my hoodie pockets while I walked. After almost a week of steady rain, the late afternoon was unseasonably cool for August in Washington, DC. That, and I was running low on decent-looking shirts from too many unplanned shifts. Hence, the hood. I was lucky enough to find it buried underneath some unreturned textbooks from the public school I’d been expelled from last year. 
 
    Wow. My life had become a supernatural soap opera. 
 
    As I passed, the pale-faced nurse at the desk looked up and nodded before going back to her computer screen. It’d been two weeks—sixteen days, actually—since Alex had been admitted. I’d been here often enough during that time the staff didn’t bother with me anymore. I almost wished they would since it would mean some sort of update on his condition. Most of all, I wished someone could tell if I’d helped him or made things worse. 
 
    My blood injection had saved him, or it had at the time. But then he’d fallen into a coma and by that time we’d transported him here, a civilian hospital with a wing paid for and dedicated to Hunters—CHAS didn’t skimp on health care. And yet, the doctors were unable to coax him out of it.  
 
    I came every day. Sometimes twice, when my music-fueled runs led me this far north. I didn’t know why. The sight of Alex’s face, unmoving, pale, so devoid of anything that made him Alex, always made my throat constrict and my chest ache. And then there was the anger. I was furious. Still. After days, and now weeks, of wondering whether he’d even get well, I still found it in me to be mad at him for what he’d done.  
 
    The hybrids weren’t happy with him either. Maybe that was part of what fed my own anger. Their irritation pricked whenever they found out this was where I’d been. I told myself that was the reason I spent so much time with them. That I did it to avoid their complaining and snarky remarks. Because the truth was, I felt shaky and on edge when I stayed away from them for too long. It was a fact I hadn’t admitted to anyone, in case it wasn’t normal pack-alpha behavior. The last thing I wanted was one more anomaly due to my weird blood connections.  
 
    I made my way down the stretch of hallway hidden behind a non-descript door that led to the Hunter’s wing. I had the impression the civilian staff thought it was for government agents, maybe spies. They weren’t wrong.  
 
    Alex’s door swung open easily and I stepped inside. It looked the same as I’d left it the afternoon before. Across the room, on the table underneath the window, sat a large vase stuffed with carnations courtesy of Grandma. There’d been a smaller vase with lilies from Logan and Victoria, but they’d already died off and been removed. No one else had sent anything. No one else ever came.  
 
    Grandma would if she wasn’t tied up in CHAS business every day of the week. She’d been furious at Alex for what he’d done but her anger wasn’t like the others. I knew she cared about Alex despite his betrayal. That and she’d recovered her Hummer. I suspected things might be different if she hadn’t. No flowers, for one.  
 
    Grandma hadn’t said much about the purpose of the meetings yet. She didn’t have to. I knew Gordon Steppe was getting all he could out of his new prisoner. Not that I expected Olivia to talk, but Gordon didn’t seem like the type to give up easily. Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew I should be concerned. Both Gordon and Olivia would do anything to see me fall. And in Gordon’s case, that included taking down all members of The Cause. But between the voices humming inside my head and the unconscious boy in front of me, I couldn’t bring myself to care very much about a crooked politician bent on exacting vengeance from his corner office throne across the city.  
 
    I lowered myself into the chair and stared at the boy I’d almost killed with my poisonous teeth. Remembering that day always choked me up. The moment when I realized it was Alex I’d sank my Werewolf teeth into. Coupled with the realization he’d betrayed me by coming with a strike team of Hunters and the intent to kill what was now my pack. I wasn’t sure which broke my heart more—the fact that he hadn’t trusted me enough to let me get Olivia on my own or that I’d almost killed him for it.  
 
    I fought back the tears that burned at the edges of my lids and dropped my face into my hands.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Alex,” I whispered, remembering how the doctor had encouraged us to talk because the sound of our voice could be comforting. “I know I did this. It’s my fault. You can be mad if you want.” I hesitated, wondering if it was okay to go off on a coma patient. But I’d held it in all these days and I needed to vent. Even if it was to an unconscious version of the boy I was angry at. “I’m mad, too. You always said you trusted me to handle myself and then to go behind my back … to bring in Kane …” The heat of guilt crept up my neck, replacing the anger. It was cyclical. One replacing the other. “Wake up so we can yell at each other and get on with it. Please?” 
 
    There was no answer. I hadn’t expected one.  
 
    I used my hand to wipe my eyes and sat, staring without really seeing at the tubes that connected Alex to the monitors above his bed. I didn’t really know what all of the numbers meant but the steady beeping was better than focusing on the hum inside my head or the ache inside my chest. 
 
    From the doorway, someone cleared their throat. “I thought I’d find you here.”  
 
    I shifted in the chair, the cheap cushion protesting my movements. Our eyes met and I attempted a smile, knowing it didn’t fool him for a second. “Hi,” I said. 
 
    Wes was across the room in three steps. He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close. I blinked any lingering tears away and focused on the singular sense of inhaling the scent of pine and rich dirt that clung to him underneath his human cologne. The wolf in me couldn’t get enough of that smell. The girl didn’t mind either one.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked. “I thought you were leaving.” And you hate this room. 
 
    “Jack sent Derek and Cord instead,” Wes said, his mouth moving against my hair.  
 
    I looked up at him sharply, my stress level spiking at his tone. “Why? What’s wrong?” 
 
     “Nothing. I think …” His gaze was fixed on the wall behind me. “Cord needed to get away for a while. Derek agreed to take her.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding the reason for his worry. “I see the way she looks at them,” I said quietly. “They make her think of the ones who killed Bailey, don’t they?” 
 
    “A little,” he admitted.  
 
    Bailey had been like a little brother to us all, but especially to Cord. She’d taken him under her wing when she’d found him stuck in the foster care system and he’d been like family to her ever since. A pack of hybrids, under orders from Olivia, had attacked and killed him in an attempt to get to me. Cord still hadn’t recovered from it. Not that I’d deemed her mentally healthy before that, but Bailey’s death had really pushed her into new territory. 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to admit I was just as concerned for the hybrids’ safety as Cord’s emotional state. Maybe more. I couldn’t help that I cared about them, but I wasn’t sure how to explain that to Wes.  
 
    “She needs a few days to clear her head. She’ll be fine,” he added. 
 
    “Did Cambria go with them?”  
 
    Lately, she’d been attached to Derek’s hip. I knew it was partly due to me being such poor company so I couldn’t fault her. I spent most of my time either here at the hospital or in the woods.  
 
    “Yes. They’re stopping on the way back so she can see her mom before school starts again.”  
 
    “CHAS released her?”  
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    “Cambria’s going to see her mom? I can’t believe she didn’t tell me.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I guess it happened too fast. Her mom called yesterday and said something about meeting up.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s huge for her,” I said.  
 
    CHAS had taken Cambria’s mother into custody when she’d let slip to her therapist while in rehab about the world of Hunters and Werewolves. From the way Grandma had sounded, I hadn’t expected a release anytime soon. “I can’t believe Steppe let her go so easily.” 
 
    “He’s got Olivia. His attention is on bigger things now. I think Edie used that to her advantage,” Wes said. At the mention of Steppe, his tone took on an edge.  
 
    It reminded me of the first time I’d met Gordon Steppe, director of the Council for Hunter Affairs and Security, otherwise known as CHAS, the governing force behind all Hunters. Steppe wasn’t the nicest guy and Wes had almost lost himself and gone after the guy. It wouldn’t have been smart, since Steppe already disliked Wes and was looking for a reason to overlook the peace treaty that gave amnesty to all Werewolves who belonged to The Cause. Wes had walked away that day but not without further angering Steppe. I knew Steppe was still looking for his reason.  
 
     “I feel horrible. I should’ve heard this from Cambria herself, not secondhand from you after the fact. She’s been so worried about her mom. I’m such a sucky friend lately.” 
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up about it. You’ve got a lot on your plate. She’ll be home in a few days and you can catch up then.” 
 
    I sighed. “I can do that.” 
 
    I laid my cheek against his chest and stared at Alex. It should’ve been strange or confusing to stare at one while being held by the other, but it wasn’t. I’d made my choice the day Wes had helped me save the guy who’d betrayed us all, and I grew more certain of it as the days passed.  
 
    I missed Alex terribly. Our banter, his sarcasm, my grumpiness, his twisted pleasure at my dislike of exercise. There were little things, like the way he swiped a hand over his face when he was frustrated with me or the way he bit his lip in concentration when he hunted. But all of those things felt more and more settled into a place of friendship. Like George. Or maybe not quite like that. Certain memories still had the power to make my insides twist—like the goodbye we’d shared during our last night at Wood Point Academy. When he’d promised to always find me and I told him he was my family. The first kiss we’d shared that day in the woods. Or the second kiss, in the hotel room after he’d rescued me from feral hybrids.  
 
    I felt mostly friendship toward Alex Channing. Mostly. 
 
    But being held by Wes—that was something I wouldn’t give up for anything or anyone. And when given the choice I would choose Wesley St. John every single time. I sighed and leaned harder against him.  
 
    His arms tightened around me. “You spend too much time here. It’s making you sad.”  
 
    I didn’t answer.  
 
    Disjointed thoughts, voices that weren’t my own, passed through my mind like a headline news ticker on a television screen.  
 
    Exhaustion.  
 
    Jealousy. 
 
    Confusion. 
 
    Hunger. 
 
    “I do need to get back,” I said after hearing the last one. None of the hybrids had hurt anyone yet but I didn’t want to take a chance. Usually, I kept Chris close by whenever I came into town but today he was running an errand for Fee. The hybrids were on their own at the camp we’d set up in the woods behind Jack and Fee’s house. I didn’t want to leave them hungry for too long. 
 
    “We’ll go whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “I have my car,” I said. Normally, I ran in and caught a ride home with either Wes or Grandma, but today I’d lost time breaking up the scuffle at camp so I’d driven myself in. 
 
    “I know. Jack dropped me so we can ride back together.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t come in?” I tried to ignore the pang in my ribs. I understood their reasons for hating Alex, but that made it harder to explain to them why I didn’t share their sentiment.  
 
    “He had stuff to do,” Wes said.  
 
    It was a lie. But I let it go. 
 
    “Yeah, okay. We can—” A new thought distracted me, this one more urgent than the others. I concentrated, trying to understand. It was more emotion than words, making it abstract and hard to read at first. Whatever was causing it distressed the one experiencing it. Words formed, startling in their clarity.  
 
    Master. Come quickly.  
 
    I recognized the voice as Chris, my second in command with the hybrids. I was better at reading him than the others but it still unnerved me to hear a voice that was clearly not my own inside my head.  
 
    The rest of his thoughts washed over me. I shuddered, my jaw going slack.  
 
    “We have to go,” I said, stepping free of Wes to grab my stuff. I wound the cord to my headphones into a messy ball and stuffed them in my pocket.  
 
    “What is it?” Wes asked. 
 
    I cast one last look at Alex and headed for the door, tugging Wes along with me. “It’s Vera,” I said. “She collapsed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A spray of gravel flew in our wake as the car careened around the sharp turn onto the driveway. We narrowly missed clipping the bumper of Jack’s truck as Wes jerked the car to a stop. He’d driven the entire way here with eyes on the road but his focus on the updates I gave from Chris’s thoughts. I breathed a small sigh as Wes pushed his door open and climbed out. 
 
    With both feet planted firmly on the ground, I eyed the faded paint on the hood. My car had never been driven quite like that before—and I wasn’t entirely sure it was going to move from this spot again. The engine—or some part thereof—continued humming even after the car had been shut off. Probably not a good sign. 
 
     “How is she now?” Wes asked as we hurried toward the house. 
 
    Before I could answer, the front door opened and Chris stepped out. His eyes flickered to Wes and then locked on mine as his thoughts passed to me. 
 
    “She’s in her room. They got her into bed,” I said, speaking his thoughts aloud. 
 
    The moment my feet crossed the threshold, Chris sighed in relief. His stress and urgency diminished. “She’s been asking for you,” he said to me.  
 
    I stopped, mid-stride. “Me? Why?” 
 
    Fee appeared, a steaming mug in one hand and a large plastic bag filled with what looked like dried herbs in the other. Her expression was worn and tired but her eyes were bright with purpose—and panic. “Tara, Wes, thank goodness. Here.” She passed Chris the mug. “Come on, she’s asking for both of you.” Without waiting for an answer, she grabbed my hand and led the way down the back hall toward Vera’s room.  
 
    Fee pushed open the door without bothering to knock and we filed in after. It took me a minute to find Vera amongst the mountain of blankets someone had layered over her in the metal-framed bed.  
 
    At the sight of her narrow face and sunken cheeks, a pang of guilt shot through me. It’d been days since I’d last seen Vera. I’d been so busy with trips to Alex’s bedside, babysitting temperamental Werewolves, and finding ways to drown out the noise in my head, I’d only spoken to Vera a handful of times. And even then, it’d been pleas for help with controlling my own mental noise. Nothing about how she was coping with an illness we’d yet to name. 
 
    She looked so small. 
 
    Fee sprinkled some of the herbs into the mug Chris cupped, crushing them with her fingertips before dropping them in. She took the mug from Chris and held it to Vera’s lips, coaxing her to sip. Vera complied and then fell back against the pillow with labored breath. 
 
    “Tara.” Vera’s voice was weak, no louder than a whisper. Wes nudged me forward and I moved to the bed’s edge.  
 
    “I’m here,” I said. Wes pressed in behind me. Vera’s eyes flickered to him and she smiled.  
 
    “We’ll be out front until the ambulance gets here,” Fee said from the doorway. 
 
    I twisted around. “You called an ambulance? A human ambulance?” 
 
    Fee nodded. She hadn’t looked this sad since we’d lost Bailey. “It’s the only thing we can do,” she said quietly. “I can get her moved into the Hunter wing once she’s admitted somewhere, but …” 
 
    I nodded as she and Chris disappeared down the hall. Wes pressed a hand to my back. I was sure he meant it as reassurance but it felt more like prodding toward something I didn’t want to do. Slowly, I turned back to Vera. Pain showed through the stoic mask she usually wore, along with resignation.  
 
    I thought of a conversation we’d had months ago at Wood Point, the Hunter boarding school I’d been sent to last spring. She’d spoken of wanting more time with me. Said she’d stayed away before, despite being related, out of respect for my mother trying to protect me from this world. If I’d waited until you were legally an adult, it might be too late. I might not be around that long. 
 
    I’d blown her off, more frightened than anything by the possibility of her visions about me being true. Since then, I’d gotten to know her better, and I‘d learned that family was a lot more than sharing the same DNA. Vera was family because she cared, because she’d been there for me. And lately, I hadn’t done the same for her.  
 
    Tears welled up.  
 
    “Don’t cry,” Vera said. “It’s not time.” 
 
    Hearing her say that made it worse, like she knew there would soon be a time for tears.  
 
    I looked away, trying to blink them back as I’d done earlier. “Vera, I’m so sorry, can we get you anything?” I asked. 
 
    “The bond,” she said. “The Draven speaks of the bond.” She raised her hand toward the small table in the center of the room. On it laid her Draven, a family book passed down through generations, cataloguing all things Hunter. The open page depicted a printed drawing of a Werewolf and a human. Between them, someone had penciled in the image of something half-human, half-Werewolf. It connected to each of the two figures by the tips of its fingers. Arrows had been drawn to the head of each and notes scrawled beside them. I strained to read it from where I stood but I couldn’t make it out. 
 
    Vera had been looking into the bond for weeks now. After all this time with no news, I’d given up on her ever finding anything.  
 
    “What does it say?” I asked. 
 
    Wes leaned closer against my shoulders. “Does it give a cure?” he asked. 
 
    Vera shook her head. “To cure yourself would be to condemn them.” She coughed, a heavy, bone-deep sound. With each expelled breath, her shoulders racked and shook. I offered her the mug Fee had left but she waved me away. After a deep breath she said, “They retain themselves through their connection to you.”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. “What do you mean ‘retain themselves’?” 
 
    “Their humanity. It’s … a product of your connection.” I could hear her wheezing and though I had a million questions about what she was telling me, I let it go. I hated to do anything that would make her worse and right now, talking seemed high on the list. 
 
    “I will look into it. Thank you, Vera,” I said. 
 
    “Tara … I didn’t get as much time with you as I would’ve liked,” Vera began. 
 
    Guilt pricked at me. “I know, I’m sorry. I—” 
 
    “No, it’s nothing to be sorry for. I want you to know the choice is …” she paused to swallow, which seemed to take a lot of effort. “The choice is always yours.” 
 
    “The choice for what?” 
 
    “The paths I see for you. There are still two. There are always two.” 
 
    I shuddered as I remembered the last time I’d heard her say that. Two paths, she’d said. That in itself wasn’t terrifying. What she’d said after tended to make my heart beat triple time. You may or may not find your way. If you do, it’ll be the best thing that ever happened to either society. If you don’t, it will kill you. 
 
    No big deal. 
 
    “Vera, I—” The sound of her coughing drowned out my words. I reached for the mug again, ready to offer her another sip.  
 
    Before I could bring it to her lips, Wes stiffened and laid a hand on my shoulder. “Tara,” he said.  
 
    I looked down. Vera’s eyes were closed, the lids so purple and thin, I imagined seeing straight through them to her irises. I set the mug aside, panic bubbling up. “Is she …?” 
 
    Wes reached around me and held two fingers to the side of Vera’s neck. I held my breath.  
 
    “She’s alive.”  
 
    After he said it, I noticed the faint rise and fall of her chest.  
 
    The door opened and Fee walked in followed by a man and a woman carrying a stretcher between them. Both wore white shirts with a red cross emblazoned across the left corner.  
 
    “Oh, what happened?” Fee asked, alarm registering on her face when she caught sight of Vera.  
 
    “Don’t worry, she’s breathing,” Wes said. He pulled me out of the way so the female paramedic could work. “She passed out,” Wes said to the woman as she slipped a blood pressure cuff onto Vera’s arm.  
 
    The woman nodded and they went to work, spreading supplies across Vera’s blanketed body as they worked. I stood against a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf with Wes and Fee, each of my hands in one of theirs. Fee’s shook slightly as they loaded Vera onto the stretcher and began wheeling her toward the door.  
 
    Fee’s hand slipped free of mine as she moved to follow. “I’m going to ride with them. Can you …?” She looked at Wes questioningly.  
 
    “Go,” he said, waving her out. “I’ll hold down the fort.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, flashing him a tight smile before disappearing into the hall.  
 
    Wes followed her out. I could hear him assuring Fee he would call Jack and my mom to let them know to meet her at the hospital.  
 
    The front door opened and closed.  
 
    I stayed where I was.  
 
    If you don’t, it will kill you. 
 
    Most days, I didn’t give extra thought to those words. It was like my brain knew it would be too much, so I cast it aside. But the way Vera had looked, the resignation in her eyes, made me think she knew more about my choice and what was coming than she’d let on. 
 
    One of Vera’s gifts was a clairvoyance of sorts. I’d learned it was based on people’s current choices and the future could change if we chose a different path. At first, it had unsettled and scared me to learn she’d glimpsed me leading The Cause with Wes by my side. Most days, it still did. So did the second path she spoke of. Seats on the Hunter council were a birthright, passed down to each generation. In my case, my mother had chosen to be skipped. After losing my father when I was a baby, she wanted no part of a Hunter life, including a seat with CHAS. Especially that. And so it would fall to me when Grandma stepped down. If CHAS—or Steppe—didn’t arrest me first. 
 
    The part about Wes had always fit, even before I really believed what she was saying. But me being a leader? I couldn’t imagine it. I didn’t want it. That kind of pressure and power, holding people’s lives in my hands, it was too scary.  
 
    Bailey’s death had been enough of my fault that I wanted nothing to do with a position where my orders or decisions would lead to more losses of those I cared about. What if I messed it all up? What if I got everyone killed? 
 
    It seemed like death—or at least the threat of it—was everywhere. First Bailey and then all those people whose bodies had rejected the change to Werewolf. Now, Vera was getting worse with an illness we’d yet to identify and had no way to cure.  
 
    Alex’s face flashed in my mind but I shoved it away. I refused to put him into that category. He wasn’t going to die. He was going to make it. He would live to curse me for biting him. And for me to beat him senseless for going behind my back and bringing Kane and his strike team to the woods that day.  
 
    I looked up at the sound of heavy steps against the hardwood. I didn’t need to see to know who it was. The familiarity inside my head was enough. He stepped through the doorway, and I focused on the blond-haired, blue-eyed boy in front of me. It was a face I’d seen a million times, though his expression at the moment was much more somber than the easy-going, laidback look he usually wore.  
 
    “Hi, George,” I said, packing an apology into my words.  
 
    “Come here.” He held his arms out and I stepped into them, letting him pull me close. I laid my cheek against his chest and closed my eyes.  
 
    Sometimes, our bond was helpful. It was nice not having to explain with words what I’d been feeling—and to finally be in a place of solid friendship with him again so that I could appreciate his comfort. Not to mention that if Wes walked in right now, I could rest easy knowing he wouldn’t try to bite George’s head off—literally.  
 
    I couldn’t pinpoint an exact moment when it’d happened, but somewhere along the way, any romantic feelings that had lingered between George and I after our breakup a few months ago had dissolved, and we’d found our way back to being friends.  
 
    Forging our bond had actually helped. I thought it would’ve made things worse or more awkward, especially for George, experiencing every single emotion that I did. Especially the ones I felt for Wes. Or worse, Alex. Instead, George had been there for me. An ear, a shoulder, a sounding board. Whatever I needed. I’d come to rely on him almost as much as I did Wes. And I loved him for it.  
 
    “How’s Vera?” George asked.  
 
    “Unconscious,” I said, my voice catching as I pictured her pale face and closed eyes while they wheeled her out.  
 
    George hugged me tighter. Pleasant thoughts washed over me, sent from his end of the bond to mine. I knew it was his way of trying to cheer me up and I stood quietly, soaking it in until the fear receded. 
 
    “Feeling better?” he asked. 
 
    “I am,” I said. “Thank you.”  
 
    George straightened, propping his chin on the top of my head. Images flashed in my mind of the two of us running as wolves. I had the distinct impression this was where his happy thoughts stemmed from. George loved being a Werewolf. He’d always been physically active and the strength his wolf side gave him added to it. His competitive side had been heightened too and now he loved making everything a contest.  
 
    “You want to go for a run?” he asked. 
 
    I almost said no. I wanted to go find Wes, to offer him some comfort now that I’d recovered a little. I knew he had to be as scared as me. He’d known Vera a lot longer than I had and despite his hard exterior, I knew this stuff affected him as much as it did the rest of us. Maybe more.  
 
    But I’d been away from the hybrids too long. “I need to check on things at camp. We could run there,” I said, stepping out of his hold to look up at him.  
 
    He broke into a grin. “Race you.” 
 
    My lips twitched, my insides itching to burst free and meet the challenge. “You’re on.” 
 
    Halfway to the door, he stopped. “Is Wes coming?” 
 
    “He’s probably still on the phone letting everyone know about Vera.” A lump formed in my throat, almost preventing me from saying her name. I swallowed it and took another step. I needed to run. Now. “I’ll find him when I get back.” I pushed through the back door and out into the sunshine. The humidity hit me like a ton of bricks. Sticky, suffocating bricks. “Where’s Chris?” I asked, looking around.  
 
    “Ran to get Jack,” George said. That meant camp had been left unattended for far too long.  
 
    George swiped his forehead with the back of his arm. We’d made it halfway to the woods and already we both were sweating. “Damn, it’s hot.” 
 
    “Agreed.” I said. “Makes me miss Astor’s. At least that heat wasn’t this dripping curtain.” 
 
    George shot me a look. “Can’t say there’s much else I miss about that place, though. The atmosphere was a little … unpredictable.” 
 
    I snickered.  
 
    George and Astor hadn’t exactly hit it off. I suspected Astor’s label of George had something to do with the words “stereotypical” and “jock”—an impression which George had been oblivious to. He’d been a little distracted, slowly turning into an evil hybrid right before our eyes. Until my blood had cured him.  
 
    Whatever the excuse, there weren’t much warm fuzzies between Astor and George. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re laughing when you have plenty of reason to agree,” George said. I lifted a questioning brow. “One word for you: Grandma.” 
 
    I grimaced.  
 
    Grandma’s appearance at Astor’s was the definition of unpredictable. Not simply that she’d blown in and dragged me out, but also because she’d brought Alex with her. An ally in her spy efforts against CHAS. After learning that, I’d thought he was on our side. I thought I could trust him. That was, until he’d betrayed me—and all of us—by showing up in the woods with Kane and his band of killers.  
 
    “Grandma,” I muttered in agreement. George grunted. The single word summed it up. And now my thoughts were buzzing all that had happened. All that was still happening—with Grandma. And CHAS. And Alex. Vera.  
 
    Supernatural soap opera. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s do it.” George shouldered his way in front of me on the trail, his eyes glittering. He stepped behind a tree and tossed his shorts aside. Not that it mattered. We’d already seen all there was to see of each other. Still, our modesty was something we each attempted to preserve. Some more than others. 
 
    Derek thought it was hilarious. When you’d been a Werewolf all your life, maybe it made you less worried about what others thought of you naked. He’d tried shifting in front of me a few times to see the look on my face. Cambria stopped that pretty quickly.  
 
    George’s shorts landed in a heap and he stepped clear of the tree, his body too shimmery at the edges for me to make out anything specific. I looked down at my own still-clothed body. 
 
    “Hey, wait for me. You’re cheating,” I said, but he was already shifting. His faced elongated and then became coated with fur. His shoulders hunched and grew. I knew from experience he couldn’t hear me right now. He was caught in the “between.”  
 
    I used the moment to yank my shorts and tank top off without worry of being watched. My wolf pushed and shoved its way to the surface. It rose much quicker now that I welcomed it instead of fought against it each time.  
 
    For a handful of seconds I couldn’t see. I couldn’t hear. I couldn’t consciously move my muscles. The change from girl to wolf happened out of pure instinct and reflex. Hands and arms withdrew, as did feet and legs. My torso twisted and fell. Before I hit the ground, paws sprouted. I landed soundlessly, scooped my clothes up in my teeth, and took off.  
 
    George was ahead of me, his laughter a distorted growl.  
 
    He was winning. Damn. 
 
    I pushed harder, exhaling through my nose and inhaling the scent of leaves, pine needles, and dry, packed dirt. My ears pricked at the small forest sounds—a squirrel’s feet scraping against the bark of a tree, a bird calling out, cicadas singing in the heat. The tension in my shoulders melted off as I lengthened my stride. My muscles strained as I picked up speed and let the animal in me stretch out. Despite my fur coat, it wasn’t nearly as hot in this form as it was in a body with exposed flesh. My wolf adjusted to extremes much easier than I could as a human.  
 
    I glanced over, checking my progress against George’s. He was still two lengths ahead. Time to stop messing around. 
 
    I caught up to George a second before leaping the creek. It was narrow enough here to jump, but only in this spot. To the right and left, the bed widened and the water deepened. It served as an effective barrier between the hybrid camp and the rest of the world. So far. 
 
    I brushed George’s shoulder with mine as I left the ground, letting him know I was passing him, and then used my last push of momentum to accelerate the last few steps. When my paws crossed out of the brush of the creek bed and onto dry, packed dirt that signaled the outskirts of camp, I snorted in triumph.  
 
    George let out a long growl that became a hoarse laugh as he shifted back to his human form.  
 
    From behind an over-sized oak, he pulled a pair of shorts from the stack of thrift store findings kept for this reason. I stepped off the path on the opposite side and shifted and redressed. This part of shifting was a constant annoyance for me. Not just because of the hassle of needing clothes at all times, but because I knew in an emergency, the wasted moments could cost me something huge. The logistics of turning from human to animal were inconvenient at times. Still, it was also sort of magical. 
 
    “You cheated,” I said as I stepped back onto the path.  
 
    “You won,” George shot back.  
 
    He ran a hand through his blond hair, smoothing it down, and fell into step beside me. I loved how easy-going George was. Even through all his competitiveness, he was never angry at losing—even to a girl. He liked the thrill of it. That part was easy to read through our bond but also in his demeanor. It was moments like these that gave me peace about all I’d put him through. He was a wolf because of me. We were bonded because of me. He spent his days babysitting hybrids, balancing the lies to his family and the rest of the world—all because of me. And he was happy. 
 
    “You still cheated,” I argued. 
 
    “Why does it matter if you won?” 
 
    “A matter of principle.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “One of these days I’m going to be faster than you.”  
 
    I laughed. “Today’s not that day.” 
 
    George’s response was cut short by the sound of a snarl and something breaking. George and I exchanged a look and then hurried toward it. It wasn’t until we’d weaved around half a dozen tents that I saw what was happening.  
 
    Two Werewolves were going at it. Yellow eyes narrowed, paws swiping, teeth bared. Between blows and attempted bites, both of their jaws hung open as they panted. One had a scrape above his left eye that was deep enough to leave a line of red above his brow. Both were caked in dirt. It looked as if they’d been at it a while.  
 
    The crowd gathered—some humans, most wolves—yelled and jeered and encouraged the fighters to continue their scrapping. 
 
    I shoved my way to the center, George close behind me. The noise of the crowd died off as they caught sight of me. The wolves in the center continued to snap their teeth at each other’s throats. They were too involved with each other to notice me.  
 
    “Knock it off,” I commanded.  
 
    Neither one obeyed. I stepped toward them, ready to slide between them and dare them to try it with me in the way. As I moved closer, I sensed hesitation rather than saw it. The wolf facing me caught himself and paused in his attack. I knew him and more importantly, he knew me. I was his alpha and he wouldn’t challenge me no matter what the fight had been about.  
 
    But the wolf behind me didn’t stop. I realized I had no reading on him. And while I knew his face—all too well after our previous altercations— there was no voice in my head to match.  
 
    “Nick?”  
 
    He didn’t respond. Out loud or in my head. Were he and I no longer mentally connected? Wasn’t that impossible?   
 
    I became sure of the loss the moment his teeth closed over my wrist.  
 
    “Ow!” I yanked my hand away and turned to fully face him, glaring, but Nick didn’t back down. He glared back and bared his teeth, looking ready to come again.  
 
    My wound burned, although nothing like it would’ve had my Hunter blood not been mixed with so much Werewolf blood. A bite like this could kill a normal Hunter. Luckily, I wasn’t normal.  
 
    “Stand down,” I demanded.  
 
    Nick hesitated but I sensed his intention. The bond was there, just … different.  
 
    Darker. Silent. Irrational. No wonder I couldn’t hear his thoughts. He wasn’t having any that were decipherable.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the crowd back up. Based on the feelings coming through the bond, they were all giving me extra room to kick ass. Good. I was mad enough to do it with the burning in my wrist.  
 
    Nick took a step forward. 
 
    “You don’t want to do that,” George warned. He took a step toward us as if to intercede, but my temper wouldn’t allow it. 
 
    “George, move,” I said. Maybe it was something in my tone, but he didn’t argue.  
 
    I called my wolf to the surface. It was so close already, shifting took no time. With a small ripping sound, my clothes shredded and fell around me. I leaned in as my limbs extended here, retracted there. I landed on four paws.  
 
    Nick growled.  
 
    The look in his eyes seemed wilder, almost feral. No specific thoughts penetrated but there was a mood. A dark cloud of fury. I took a step toward him, my gaze intent. No matter what was happening with the bond or to him, I had to let him know who was boss around here.  
 
    “Why were you fighting?” I asked. 
 
    No answer.  
 
    “It’s the second time today. Tell me why.” 
 
    Nick’s shoulders straightened and he raised his snout. “Curtis was running his mouth.” 
 
    “That is not a good reason to attack someone.” 
 
    “It is for me.” 
 
    My temper spiked. “You’re not in charge. I’m alpha here. You will obey me.”  
 
    Instead of backing down, Nick stood tall, a glint in his eyes. I’d seen this look on him before. Nick was stubborn. He was one of the hybrids I worried about. There was a darkness in him, something below the surface that didn’t seem quite human. Right now, the darkness was thick and close. It clouded my thoughts. Made my temper worse.  
 
    “You thinking about doing something stupid, Nick?” My normally growly voice was silky with the threat behind them. Even with the unpredictable side of him underneath, I wasn’t scared of Nick. I’d fought worse. Much, much worse. “Because you look like you’re thinking about challenging your alpha and that would be very, very stupid.” 
 
    The pack pressed into the corners of my mind at the new conflict unfolding. George hovered nearby, worried for me, where the rest of them seemed much more concerned for Nick. They had no doubt their alpha would rip him to pieces. 
 
    “I’m exercising my right to have an opinion. And enforce it when someone doesn’t listen,” Nick said. 
 
    He was choosing his words carefully. He wanted to challenge me but he was wary of how to go about it. Something dark and lethal shifted inside him. No, I was wrong. He didn’t want to challenge me so much as pick a fight. With anyone. Nick wanted to taste blood. It no longer mattered whose. 
 
    This was my fear with the hybrids.  
 
    The reason I checked on them, babysat them, kept them hidden in the woods. There was something dark and ugly inside them. Some kept it farther from the surface than others, but all of them had it. Even George. The thirst, the longing for blood. Not only to spill it but to taste it.  
 
    Nick’s thirst was overwhelming now. I could feel it in my head. I could see it in his eyes. He couldn’t fight it any longer. He’d decided he didn’t want to.  
 
    With mouth open, jaws flexed, he leaped.  
 
    All I could think was, this is why Alex hates us. 
 
    Despite Nick’s craving for a fight, or maybe because of it, he was sloppy. He plowed into me, grazing my left shoulder with his teeth. I caught my balance quickly and knocked him aside with my paw. He stumbled and I tackled him to the dirt. He writhed underneath me, bucking and snapping his teeth, aiming for my throat.  
 
    I bit him below his shoulder. Still, he fought against me. I clamped harder and my teeth broke flesh. The bitter taste of blood coated my mouth but all it did was enrage him further. He managed to get his rear paws underneath me and kicked me. My teeth ripped free, pulling fur and flesh with it and leaving a gaping hole where I’d bitten. I yelped and rolled to my feet. His agony echoed through my mind, stunning me.  
 
    It was such a warring emotion. I was connected to him, to all of them, and the alpha in me wanted only to protect. Their pain was my pain. Yet here I was being the one to cause it.  
 
    I howled. Dammit, it hurt.  
 
    George’s wave of concern increased. I tried sending him the message, I got this.  
 
    Nick scrambled to his feet and came at me again. But he was even slower than before and the pain distracted him. My teeth caught him around the throat. I applied pressure and then stopped when his vein pulsed against my teeth. If I bit now…  
 
    Nick growled. It reverberated in my open mouth. The bond flared with decision as he gave in to the darkness. There was no more Nick. Only thirst.  
 
    “You taste my blood or I’ll taste yours,” he said. The words were a growled whisper. A promise. If not now, then later. 
 
    I bit down.  
 
    In seconds, it was over. Nick’s heart tripped over a beat and then stopped. 
 
    Blood was everywhere. It ran in rivers down the sides of my jaw and dripped onto the ground. It coated my tongue. It matted Nick’s fur. Even after I spit and chewed grass, I tasted the bitter tang left behind.  
 
    At George’s instruction, Nick was removed from camp and some of the pack left to prepare a burial plot. I didn’t argue or add any instruction and no one approached me.  
 
    After the crowd dispersed, I slipped into the trees, grateful to be alone. I found clothes stashed behind a tree and sat, too numb to care about shifting back. Things like this—raw emotion—were always easier as a wolf.  
 
    The weight of the loss, of my part in it, pressed against the space between my ribs. My pack. He was my pack and I’d lost him. It needed to be done, but that didn’t take away from the loss. Forty-five.  
 
    Now there were forty-five. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I sat that way, but when George found me, I was still sitting in the same spot. At some point, I’d shifted back to two legs. I couldn’t even remember when I’d done it. His presence triggered me to look down. At least I had clothes on. 
 
    “What happened back there?” he asked, sitting next to me, cross-legged. 
 
    “Nick …” I wasn’t sure how to finish. “He just—he gave into it.” My voice broke. I stared into the trees in the direction they’d taken Nick.  
 
    “He didn’t shift back, did he?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Alex told me once you only shift back if you have your humanity left.” I sniffled. The first tear fell. 
 
    George was quiet for a few moments, probably giving me time to collect myself. There weren’t enough hours left today for that to happen but I didn’t say that. A pair of wolves, Emma and Janie, approached. I could hear them through the bond, their concern and uncertainty at coming too close, but they wanted to help.  
 
    George turned to them. “Is Chris back yet?”  
 
    “No,” Emma said.  
 
    “Find him,” George told her. “And get Wes.” 
 
    The girls said they would and bounded off, relieved at having something useful to do. They were of the more humane variety of rescued hybrids. I didn’t mind their voices in my head, although their teenaged hormones sometimes got on my nerves. Janie didn’t like that her manicures were always ruined by shifting. Both of them stared at George a lot.  
 
    I continued to sit. 
 
    After a while, the sun dipped behind the trees, throwing shadows over everything. Through the bond, George searched my feelings, testing my mood. At first, I was too numb to give him much. When that gave way, I worried more than anything. Worry that it would happen again. That darkness would surface in someone else and I’d be forced to put them down. Or worse, that they’d hurt someone else—a human—before I could stop them.  
 
    Despite our remote location, it wasn’t more than a short run to the edges of town. And there were too many of them to keep tabs on all day, every day. Even with the bond, one could slip through my awareness so easily.  
 
    “They’re like a ticking bomb, George,” I said quietly. My voice sounded rough and scratchy after sitting so long in silence.  
 
    “I know. But they have us. You and me and Chris.” 
 
    Right now, that didn’t seem like enough. I nodded anyway.  
 
    “They still have their humanity,” he said, following my thoughts. 
 
    “As much as can be expected.” 
 
    “They’re going to be fine.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but be skeptical. Nick had hung on to his for a while too. Until he couldn’t anymore.  
 
    “You’re doing the best you can,” George said. “You’re doing more than CHAS would.” 
 
    That knowledge darkened my mood. CHAS. Steppe. If he knew how tenuous the hybrids’ hold on themselves was, he’d eradicate every one of them. He already wanted to. He just needed opportunity. I was determined not to give him one.  
 
    “Screw Steppe,” I muttered.  
 
    “Damn right,” said someone behind me.  
 
    “Chris,” I said, relieved to see him in a way that surprised me.  
 
    I’d come to rely on him these past few weeks. Our attachment at first had been largely due to the bond and then him protecting me against Kane’s strike team in the woods that day. Still, I would’ve expected more animosity on my part considering he’d tried to kill me before all that. But now, there was a solid friendship between us, and more than that. There was trust. 
 
    “How are you?” He sat in front of me and looked into my eyes, searching for whatever answer I might not give aloud. 
 
    “I’m … I’ll be okay,” I said finally, knowing it would be no use to lie. I swallowed. “There was a lot of blood.” 
 
    His eyes were full of understanding. “You did what you had to do,” he said. 
 
    A branch crunched nearby. All three of us jerked toward the sound, ready to leap up.  
 
    “Calm down. It’s me,” Wes said.  
 
    We all relaxed.  
 
    I’d been so involved in using the bond to communicate with George and Chris, I’d almost missed Wes. He was in human form, his auburn hair and browned skin blending with the trees so perfectly it was easy to overlook him in the gathering dusk. He watched me with tenderness and concern and even without a bond, I knew he sensed my distress.  
 
    He sat down on my other side, cupping my cheek with his hand and turning my face toward his. “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Define the word.” 
 
    He nodded, his expression hard where his eyes were soft. “Emma told me what happened. Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine.” 
 
    His eyes caught on my wrist. “You’re bleeding.” 
 
    I held it up, inspecting the place where Nick had bit me. It wasn’t deep, but it was healing slower since I’d shifted back. A thin line of dried blood coated the wound. “It looks worse than it is. It’s just a scratch,” I said.  
 
    He looked at Chris. “Is she in pain?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I’m right here,” I said. 
 
    They both ignored me. Chris shared a look with George. They probed my mind, like little fingers massaging the answers out. Eventually, they turned back to Wes. “No,” Chris said. “She’s fine.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “Good. In that case, I’m going to make out with my girlfriend until she’s better. You guys staying or …?” He lifted a brow.  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at the expression Chris wore, like he couldn’t figure out if Wes was serious.  
 
    “C’mon, dude,” George said. “Walk with me.” He rose and pulled Chris up with him. 
 
    “Nick—” I began. 
 
    “Is handled,” George said. “I’ll fill him in.”  
 
    “Much better,” Wes said when we were alone. He leaned in and kissed my temple. 
 
    I scooted closer as he brought one hand up to rest on my cheek. I found the other with my own and curled my fingers around his.  
 
    I didn’t feel much like making out, but Wes didn’t even try. Instead, he pressed light kisses to my forehead, cheek, neck … everywhere but my mouth. In between, he stroked my hair. “Everything’s going to be okay,” he whispered. 
 
    I leaned in, soaking up the comfort.  
 
    “Wes …” I wanted to thank him for being here, for always knowing the right thing to say, but my voice wouldn’t work without the accompaniment of tears.  
 
    “Let’s give it a minute,” he said. “Take a breath.” 
 
    I nodded against his shirt. 
 
    After several deep breaths, he smoothed my hair, pulled me into his lap, and planted a kiss on the edge of my nose. “Tell me what happened,” he said. 
 
    I gave him the full replay in broken sentences and stumbled-over words. But I managed to remain tear free. “If I hadn’t put him down, he would’ve come after me and he wouldn’t have stopped,” I finished. 
 
    “You did the right thing. You had to protect yourself. And the others. He could’ve hurt one of them too.” 
 
    “I know. But it’s still hard. I experience everything they do. Hunger, pain, all of it.” 
 
    “It would hurt more if you’d let it go and he’d done his damage elsewhere.”  
 
    He was right. That didn’t make the loss any easier. “I’m worried about the rest of them. If it happened once, it can happen again.” 
 
    Wes didn’t argue. I suspected he was thinking the same thing but didn’t want to voice it. “You did the right thing,” he assured me.  
 
    I leaned against him. I didn’t want to talk about it anymore. “Have you heard from Derek or Cord? How’s their trip going?” 
 
    Underneath me, his chest rose and fell with a heavy exhale. “The trip was a bust. The pack leader wouldn’t even see them.” 
 
    “Why not? I thought he was expecting them.” 
 
    “Changed his mind. I think he must’ve heard from someone we’d already been to see. Gotten a head’s up.” 
 
    “Head’s up? Why does it matter? He’s an ally, right?” 
 
    “They’re all distancing themselves from us. No one wants to be associated with this thing.” 
 
    Something about his tone made me pause. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Fee said she talked to Edie during a break in today’s meeting. They’re calling for a summit. A vote. They want to dissolve the treaty.” 
 
    “We’ve known that was Steppe’s intention for a while,” I said. I frowned, realizing Wes spoke of it in present tense and not some far off possibility like I’d been treating it. “Does he actually have enough support to make it happen?”  
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    I shivered involuntarily at the thought. Not for me or even the hybrids. But for people like Jack and Fee. Derek. Wes. Their entire life’s purpose was The Cause. Peace between the two races. Or at least, no more bloodshed between them. Steppe would erase all of that with a single vote, and just like that, they’d be fugitives. Hunted. The idea of Fee having to run for her life made me tremor with rage. I would do anything for her. For all of them. 
 
    It was a darker conversation than I wanted to have right now. 
 
    “How’s Vera?” I asked instead. Not much lighter of a topic. 
 
    “Unconscious, but stable. For now.” 
 
    The mental picture of her sleeping face, unwakeable, made me think of Alex. So much darkness. So much bad. It seemed there wasn’t a subject left for distractions. 
 
    “I want to go see her.” 
 
    “We’ll go tomorrow, first thing.”  
 
    I didn’t have it in me to argue for sooner. “First thing,” I repeated.  
 
    “Where do you want to sleep tonight?”  
 
    I thought of the tent in the center of camp. I’d slept there a few times to be closer to the pack but it wasn’t very comfortable even with the foam padding. Besides that, my mom always freaked out when she knew I stayed here. “You don’t know what sort of things are out there in the woods at night,” she’d say.  
 
    To which, I’d laugh and tell her I most certainly did know. I was one of them. 
 
    But if I could avoid making her stress and worry, even a little …  
 
    “Can you take me home?” I asked. 
 
    He kissed the side of my head. “Of course. Should we take the car or run?” 
 
    “The car. I’ve had enough of being a wolf for one day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The beeping had embedded itself inside my brain. It mixed with the hum of voices that permeated my subconscious until the whole thing became some strange techno beat. I hated techno.  
 
    Alex was the same; stable yet unreachable. I’d checked in on him earlier and now I was sitting at Vera’s bedside in a room identical to Alex’s, right down to the matching beep of the equipment that read her vital signs. Her beeps came fewer and farther between than his. Not a good sign. And her cheeks were pale. Too pale. If I looked closely enough, I could see the purple veins that ran across her eyelids. Her chest barely rose and fell with each breath.  
 
    Her hair was disheveled, probably from being jostled when they’d brought her in. For some reason, that bothered me most. The Vera I knew would never have messy hair. Even in the weeks she’d spent inside her room at Fee’s, barely strong enough to walk from the bed to the couch, she’d always had her silver hair combed to perfection. I blinked and looked away, sad for so much more than the state of Vera’s hair.   
 
    Beep ... Beep.  
 
    The voices in my head hummed. Many of them were thinking of Nick, not necessarily sad. More like cautious. Concerned. They knew what’d happened without me explaining. They could sense their own darkness and the threat it represented. We all knew any one of them could be next. A lump settled somewhere between my throat and chest. 
 
    I pressed my fingers to my temples and squeezed.  
 
    “Tara?”  
 
    My head snapped up. “Mom.”  
 
    She hadn’t come in until late last night. I’d already been tucked in bed, halfway between asleep and pretending to be. I hadn’t wanted to tell her about Nick. I wasn’t ready to take on her stress over the whole thing. But this—Vera being sick—I could share this. 
 
    Something about the fear of losing someone you cared about to the soundtrack of a hospital computer monitor made it easy to put aside months—or even years—worth of differences. All I wanted was to hug my mother. And for her to hug me back.  
 
    She welcomed me with open arms. I slid into them and squeezed out all of my fear and uncertainty and stress. I squeezed for all of the noise in my head and responsibility on my shoulders. And for all of the things I couldn’t share with a mom who loved me in a way that meant she wanted no part in the life I’d chosen for myself.   
 
    My mother was a Hunter by blood, not lifestyle. A choice she’d made for herself when I’d been a baby and my life was threatened. For a long time, I’d assumed her refusal to acknowledge that side of her had to do with protecting me. Here I was knee-deep in Werewolf and Hunter politics with a peace-seeking group that had no problem using violence as a means to the end and she still wouldn’t budge. She’d rather stay home scrubbing ovens and countertops to counteract an anxiety that I suspected had more to do with losing my father all those years ago than seeing me in danger.  
 
    The longer I watched her with Wes, the more I became convinced of it. She didn’t hide her disapproval of him, nor was she very nice about it. But she’d let some things slip and I wasn’t entirely sure it was about Wes anymore so much as my future with someone non-human. When it came to me, my mother was a fan of boring.  
 
    Boring meant safe. And making safe decisions. I sucked at boring. 
 
    But she was my mother and I loved her. 
 
    She held me and smoothed my hair until I was ready to let go. When I pulled back and smiled at her, there were tears in her eyes.  
 
    “Mom, are you okay?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, smiling through the glassy sheen. “Worried for Vera. And what you must be going through. I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner. I had to wait on a last-minute customer. We’ve been swamped lately.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I assured her. “I heard you come in late last night too. I wanted to let you rest.” 
 
    My mother owned a flower shop in downtown Frederick Falls. She’d opened it when I was little and always managed the shop and me all on her own. Despite all the secrets between us, I was proud of her for all she’d accomplished as a single mother.  
 
    “How is she?” she asked, frowning over my shoulder at Vera. 
 
    “Not good.” I swallowed hard. “They said there’s nothing else they can do for her.” 
 
    My mother squeezed my hand and walked slowly toward the bed. She rested her free hand on Vera’s forehead, gently smoothing the hair back.  
 
    “She looks so fragile,” she murmured.  
 
    “I wish they could figure out what’s wrong,” I said. “These are Hunter doctors. Shouldn’t that mean something?” 
 
    “Vera’s condition is tied to her ability, hon. When it comes down to it, magic and medicine aren’t the same.” 
 
    I sighed. I didn’t like that answer. “Have you heard from Grandma?” I asked.  
 
    I caught the hint of hesitation before she said, “Yes. She’s battling rush-hour traffic. She’ll be here as soon as she can.”  
 
    My mom and Grandma were a little like oil and water. It made me wish I’d known my grandpa, so it would make sense how one could produce the other.   
 
    “And the meetings?” I asked. “Did she say any more about what they decided to do with Olivia?” Or me? I didn’t add that part. My mom didn’t need to be reminded. 
 
    “No. She said it’s better left quiet for now.” 
 
    I nodded, unsurprised at her answer. Grandma didn’t exactly confide in my mother even when things weren’t hush-hush. Their relationship was one that worked best from long distances with minimal conversing. Confined spaces brought out the claws. I tried not to be around when that happened. Since Grandma had come to stay with us, that wasn’t always possible. 
 
    But with Olivia in custody and all of the meetings CHAS had called, she was rarely home lately. She stayed in an apartment in DC most weeknights so her commute wasn’t so bad. She’d offered to let me stay there too, so I could be close to the hospital, but I refused. I’d rather deal with traffic than take the chance of being away from the pack if something happened.  
 
    “She said she has some questions for you. She’ll find you later,” Mom added. 
 
    This was news. Grandma had yet to really question me on anything that’d happened that day. She’d been there when I’d given my initial recounting of events and that had been good enough for her. It made me wonder what had changed to make her want to bring it up again. The thought of Steppe having made any sort of progress in his witch hunt exhausted me.  
 
    “Fine,” I said. 
 
    Something about my tone, the weariness in it, must’ve caught my mother’s attention. She turned away from Vera to study my face. “Have you been here long?”  
 
    I shrugged. “I sat with Alex for a couple of hours before coming in here.” 
 
    “I’ll sit with Vera. Go grab some food and fresh air. Hopefully Grandma will be here when you get back.” 
 
    “Mom, I’m fine—” 
 
    “Humor me. There aren’t any kitchen appliances to scrub if my worry spikes.” 
 
    I smiled at that. “All right. You want me to bring you something?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Go,” she said, waving me away.  
 
    I hesitated a moment longer, watching as she pulled a chair across the scuffed linoleum and sat next to the bed. In profile, I was struck by how much my mother resembled Vera. I’d never noticed, although I’d never really looked either. The shape of her chin and nose, slim and narrow and almost regal in the way they held their heads up, made it impossible to deny the relation.  
 
    It made me sad. I’d only recently come to know Vera and already, I was losing her.  
 
    I was always losing people.  
 
    As I made my way down the hall, my phone rang. I fumbled with it a moment, my fingers clumsy in their haste to silence it inside the hospital’s walls. The two nurses at the desk shot me dirty looks but I ignored them once I read the incoming name. I accepted the call with a smile and quickened my pace, heading for the closest exit. 
 
    “Hey, Angela,” I said. 
 
    “Tara, wow, it’s good to hear your voice. How are you? What did I miss? Any change? Is he awake?” 
 
    Angela had been gone for the past ten days. Family vacation. Even though she’d been allowed to keep her memories and knowledge of my world, family vacation was sacred. She’d had to leave and forfeit cell phone reception since towers were scarce in the part of Mexico her family visited. She’d tried calling a few times but it was always so patchy and full of static, I wasn’t sure how much of my words got through. 
 
    It was good to hear her voice, uninterrupted by static and dead air. 
 
    “Sam’s got a new crush,” I said.  
 
    Angela snorted. “I asked what I missed,” she said and we both laughed. 
 
    Sam had stayed but I hadn’t really spoken to her much. She remembered nothing since Wes did his memory-wiping thing, probably good after her breakdown the night Olivia’s hybrids went after her and Angela. Alex had saved them both and been rewarded with a stab in the leg from Angela, who didn’t know whether he was a friend or enemy in the confusion and shock of all she’d seen.  
 
    The blast of warm air on my cheeks as I exited the hospital helped too. “No change,” I told her. She sighed and I sensed her disappointment. I appreciated her concern for Alex. It was amusing to see a sort of friendship developing on her end, especially after she’d basically tried to kill him. “There’s something else, too.”  
 
    I told her about Vera and Nick, abbreviating the second part as much as possible, downplaying the violence that had overcome him at the end. I didn’t want to scare her, but I needed to vent. I paced back and forth on the sidewalk that led to the parking garage. The area was empty of foot traffic, but I kept my voice low anyway.  
 
    “I think I need to move them but I have no idea where,” I said. 
 
    “Tara, I hate to say it, but even if you move them, if they lose themselves and go off the deep end, there will always be a town close enough for them to hurt someone.”  
 
    Angela’s words were gentle, but the stark truth of them still stung. She was right. There was nowhere I could take them that would protect the rest of the world, not completely. And what about protecting them from themselves? If one of them lost it, I felt the pain like it was my own. Even now, with my mind engaged in conversation with Angela and the worry for Vera and Alex that lay under that, I could still hear the hum of voices and feel the emotions of the pack as they settled in for the night. There was no escaping the bond.  
 
    Or the almost subconscious hunger they all struggled with, for something they kept telling themselves they couldn’t have. What happened when one of them stopped believing that?  
 
    “You’re right, but I … I can’t let them hurt others. Or themselves. I feel it all, Ang.” 
 
    “That must be exhausting,” she said. “Is that Chris guy still helping?” 
 
    “Yes. They listen to him. And George. He’s a big help.” 
 
    “George, a big help. Who would’ve guessed? How’s he doing?” 
 
    “George is great. Better than great. He loves being a Werewolf and now that he’s got his shifting under control, he’s back home with his parents.” 
 
    “They didn’t wonder where he’d been?” 
 
    “Sports camp, remember,” I said wryly. 
 
    “They bought it?” 
 
    “Wes may have helped sell it,” I said cryptically, but Angela chuckled. We both knew what that meant. “Things are good for him now. He even has a few wolfy admirers.” 
 
    “George is being responsible and moving on from Tara Godfrey? We’ve officially entered the Twilight Zone.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s noticed his admirers.” 
 
    “Maybe someone should point them out.” 
 
    “One thing at a time. Let’s be happy the moving on part is happening.” 
 
    Angela laughed. “Agreed. And the bond between you?” 
 
    “Crystal clear. Always on.” 
 
    “How’s Wes doing with that?” 
 
    “How do you think?” 
 
    “Struggling.” 
 
    “Good guess,” I said and she laughed. “No, really, he’s good, he’s—”  
 
    A hand closed over my shoulder and I jumped and whirled around. It was Wes. With Grandma behind him—and something about Grandma’s expression made me nervous.  
 
    “He’s here, actually. Let me call you back.” 
 
    “Okay. Is it all right if I come by the hospital tomorrow? Can you get me in to see Alex?” 
 
    “Um, I can try.” I had no idea how I’d get a human into the Hunter wing, but that was something I could figure out later. “Call me when you’re heading over and I’ll meet you.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    As soon as I disconnected, Grandma pulled my face close and planted a kiss on my cheek. That, more than anything else, let me know something was up. Grandma wasn’t the type to display affection unless there was a reason.  
 
    I slid my hand into Wes’s. “What’s up?” I asked.  
 
    “Your momma said you need to eat,” Grandma said.  
 
    “I was on my way when Angela called. What’s going on? I know you didn’t come all the way out here to lecture me on missing a meal.” 
 
    She stared at something over my shoulder, as if considering her next words carefully. I glanced at Wes for some clue. From the glow of the white lights lining the landscape beside us, his eyes sparkled with things unspoken.  
 
    Grandma looked back at me. “Let’s go eat.” 
 
    I knew better than to argue.  
 
    We wound up in the hospital cafeteria. I wasn’t hungry enough to care how bad the food might be here and I didn’t want to waste any more time. It was clear Grandma had something to say and that she wasn’t going to say it until we were settled at a table with a plate in front of us.  
 
    I ordered a cold-cut sandwich. It looked the safest. The hot food, a turkey and gravy entrée that looked as if it’d been sitting for longer than Alex had been here, made my stomach recoil. Wes bought himself a soda, no food. Grandma didn’t seem to care whether he ate. I gave him a dirty look.  
 
    We found seats in the corner of the room, closed off by a loudly humming vending machine. Grandma watched me expectantly so I took a bite of the sandwich and made a production of chewing.  
 
    “Tell me,” I said around a mouthful of food.  
 
    It must’ve satisfied her because she finally began. “They started the inquiry into the events in the woods,” she said.  
 
    I frowned. “I thought they’ve been doing that.” 
 
    “No, not officially. We’ve been digging farther back, trying to figure out what Olivia’s been doing with herself all these years, her connection to Miles and all that.” 
 
    “She’s his mother. What other connection do they need?” 
 
    “How she met Leo. When her intentions turned nefarious. Did she know what Miles and Leo intended to do with the hybrids? Did she have a hand in the actual kidnapping and turning of Hunters and humans?” 
 
    “Obviously I would make a terrible investigator. What’s the story?” 
 
    “She didn’t know. At least, not until it was too late. Her contact with Miles was very recent. Hadn’t spoken to Leo in years. I don’t think Leo ever intended to make a relationship out of it. He wanted offspring. Mixed offspring.” Grandma’s eyes flickered to Wes. “Leo might’ve been the first to do it but he never said a word to anyone. Even after the attack and your parents—he never said a word. We always thought you two were it.” 
 
    “Why didn’t Olivia come forward?” I asked. “She must’ve realized at some point that Leo wanted a son so he could use him. And her.” 
 
    “I think she tried to stay hidden. Protect Miles from Leo. It worked for a while, but then Leo found them and took Miles.” 
 
    “And she still didn’t ask for help? She’s a Hunter. CHAS would’ve gladly gone after Leo on her word.” 
 
    Grandma shook her head. “She’d been an outcast for so long. You have to remember how it was back then. She was a Hunter. Leo was a Werewolf. It was even harder than it is now. Her family disowned her. Every Hunter she’d ever known shunned her.” 
 
    “So she took to the woods with Miles and never looked back,” I finished. It sounded surprisingly similar to my mother’s story. She’d been a Hunter who’d married a Werewolf and when he was gone, she’d run. Far and fast and never looked back. All to protect me.  
 
    Grandma nodded. “Today marked the first day of the inquiry regarding her run-in with you.” 
 
    “Run-in? That’s what they’re calling it?” I said around the mouthful of stale bread. 
 
    “Tara,” Grandma warned. I shut up. Under the table, Wes squeezed my knee.  
 
    I swallowed. “How bad is it?”  
 
    “Right now? Not horrible. But they’re still asking questions. Problem is, none of the answers are going to make it better. You’re part Werewolf. And you can shift now. You’re alpha to an entire pack of man-made hybrid Hunter-wolves whose grasp on their own humanity is tenuous at best. And you attacked one of the most skilled Hunters of your generation and almost killed him.”  
 
    My chest tightened in response to the last part.   
 
    “Basically,” she finished, “they want your head.” 
 
    We all took a deep breath. I took another bite of my sandwich. Chewed. Swallowed. “Oh, well, if that’s all,” I said finally.  
 
    Grandma glared.  
 
    “I thought you said it wasn’t horrible,” I said.  
 
    “It isn’t. Right now they don’t have the legal authority to come get your head.” 
 
    “Lucky me.” 
 
    “In other words, it could be worse,” she said, still glaring. 
 
    I hated seeing her angry, especially when it was aimed at me. My shoulders sagged. “What can I do?” I asked. 
 
    “Absolutely nothing,” she said. “And I mean it. Lay low. Do not call attention. Do not break another rule. I don’t care if it’s the golden rule. Behave. And let me figure this out.” She rubbed at her temples, a gesture I rarely saw from her. Grandma was obviously stressed beyond the norm. I hated that I was the cause.  
 
    “All right. I can do that,” I said. “I wish I could do more to fix it.” 
 
    “They shouldn’t view you as the bad guy here,” Wes said. “There are more important things to focus on. Like Olivia. And what happened to the formula Miles used to create them in the first place. Or your blood and how it can heal the hybrids. I mean, shouldn’t we find out what else it can do?” 
 
    Grandma shook her head. “Steppe doesn’t care about any of that right now. His priority is dismantling The Cause. Or at least making them susceptible to Hunter law.” 
 
    “The law is cruel,” Wes said. 
 
    “Then it and Steppe are made for each other.” I dropped my napkin onto my plate, over my half-eaten sandwich.  
 
    “Tara, you should eat,” Grandma said.  
 
    “I’m not that hungry.” 
 
    “You should try,” she argued.  
 
    “I will. Later. Promise,” I added when her brow rose. “I want to see Vera again.”  
 
    Wes grabbed the unopened bag of chips off my tray. “How about a compromise? You can eat these while you sit with Vera.”  
 
    I looked to Grandma for approval. “Deal,” she said. 
 
    I shoved back from my chair. Grandma and Wes did the same. 
 
    Outside the door to Vera’s room, my mother was speaking with someone. A large man with pants too tight in the waist, yet somehow loose everywhere else. Even with his back turned, he was familiar, though it was odd seeing my mother speaking to a man—it so rarely happened. I slowed, trying to place him. Grandma passed me by and walked up to them.  
 
    “Hello, Vernon,” she said. 
 
    He turned to greet her, his face reddening with the attention. Headmaster Whitfield, the principal of Wood Point Academy. What was he doing here? Maybe he came for Vera?  
 
    He gave Grandma a tight smile and then turned to me. “Miss Godfrey, good evening,” he said. A large manila envelope was tucked under his arm. It had words printed on the front in letters too small to read. 
 
    “Hello. Did you come to see Vera?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, err, yes, that is ...” He seemed ruffled by the question. I eyed the envelope. “That and to speak with you. May I have a word?”  
 
    “Sure,” I agreed.  
 
    I didn’t move. I had a bad feeling about that envelope.  
 
    He lifted a brow, glancing beside me at Wes. “In private?” he added. 
 
    “I’m good here,” I said firmly. Wes tightened his grip on my hand.  
 
    “Very well.” He freed the envelope from underneath his ample arm and extended it to me. I took it.  
 
    He cleared his throat. “My handing you this letter shall be official service of notice of removal. You are forthwith no longer a student of Wood Point Academy due to your ineligibility and your recent assault on a former student. An appeal may be made within ten days if you choose and a hearing scheduled.  
 
    “Otherwise, your records may be forwarded to an institution of your choice. No ill bearing has been made upon your academic records, nor will the reason for your removal be disclosed to a civilian. Should you have any questions regarding this decision, an inquiry may be made in writing to the board. The contact information is provided in your separation packet.” 
 
    By the time he’d finished, his face was flushed and beads of sweat dotted his forehead. He threw a nervous glance at Grandma. “Sorry, Edie,” he mumbled. “It wasn’t up to me.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. Her words were gracious enough, but they were spoken through tight lips.  
 
    “I’ll be going now,” Headmaster Whitfield mumbled. The change in his pockets jingled as he hurried off. 
 
    “You’ll hear from me,” she called after him.  
 
    He lifted a hand in a final wave and disappeared around the corner. 
 
    The envelope was flimsy in my hand. I didn’t bother opening it or even looking at it. Instead I stared blankly at the wall in front of me. “Did I just get expelled?” 
 
    “I think you did,” Wes said. 
 
    “Again,” my mother added.  
 
    I winced. Two schools in less than a year. I was on a roll. 
 
    Some twisted and traumatized corner of my brain wanted to throw my head back and laugh. Expelled. Again. It was hilarious in a so-not-funny-and-actually-sort-of-pathetic kind of way.  
 
    Reluctantly, I turned to face my mom and Grandma. Both of them wore hard expressions. My mother twisted her hands together, a sign her anxiety had spiked.  
 
    I had absolutely no idea what to say. I couldn’t even be happy about it. All the time I’d spent hating being so far away from home, the bullying and mean comments from my classmates because of what I was. Dirty blood, mixed, impure. It was a relief not to have to go back again, but the look on my mother’s face overshadowed all of that. 
 
    “I’m going home,” Mom said finally, her voice clipped. “I have work in the morning. Tara, do you need a ride?” 
 
    “No,” I said, though the word came out sounding like more of a question. I was waiting for the part where she grounded me for the rest of my life.  
 
    “Fine. I’ll see you later.” She stopped, held out her hand. “I’ll take that.” 
 
    It took me a second to realize she meant the envelope. I handed it to her, unopened. She took it and left.  
 
    Grandma mumbled something about checking on Alex and disappeared in the other direction.  
 
    With nothing else left to do I pushed open Vera’s door. Maybe the beeping of the monitors would drown out the noise in my head that, for once, was caused by my own internal voices and not those of the pack.  
 
    I stopped short, causing Wes to bump me from behind. “What …?” he began. 
 
    Someone was already in the room.  
 
    He sat hunched over in the chair, his back to me, his hand wrapped around Vera’s. Unlike my confusion at seeing Headmaster Whitfield, I recognized the man immediately and panic surged. Through the bond, concern spiked as George and Chris both sensed the change in me and reacted. Even a few of the other pack members tensed up.  
 
    I tried taking a deep breath. The hospital was full of witnesses. And I had Wes behind me. Did that make this better or worse?  
 
    “Hi, Professor Kane,” I said.  
 
    He turned to look at me, the scars that marred one side of his face illuminated harshly under the fluorescent glow of the bedside lights. “Tara.”  
 
    Was his tone because of his worry for Vera or a reaction to me? I hadn’t seen him since I’d bitten Alex. My memory of that trek back to Olivia’s clinic—if you could call it that—was hazy. I’d been out of it from the strain of shifting and the echoing pain of my new pack in my mind.  
 
    Kane had led us back and given orders to the others. By the time I’d woken, he’d gone back to the clearing to wait for reinforcements. I hadn’t seen him again. 
 
    “What are the doctors saying?” he asked.  
 
    “That she’s sick, and there’s nothing to be done.” 
 
    He nodded and the pain that flashed behind his obsidian eyes was so real, so raw, that I knew he wasn’t thinking of me or Alex. Not right now.  
 
    I took a step closer. Wes followed and Kane reacted, the pained look vanishing. He jumped to his feet, still gripping Vera’s hand, and glared at Wes. His lips curled back from his teeth, an animal-like growl emanating from his chest.  
 
    “Professor, this is Wesley St. John,” I said, sliding in between them. “He’s very close to Vera.”  
 
    He blinked. I watched him trying to digest my words. He lowered himself to the chair. “Sorry. I know who you are,” he muttered. “It’s habit.” 
 
    Wes relaxed against my shoulders, but I kept myself between him and Kane as I approached the bed. I wasn’t sure how my standing between them would help since I undoubtedly gave Kane the same urge to fight—probably more after what I’d done to Alex.  
 
    Kane went back to staring bleakly at Vera’s motionless face. The monitors beeped into the silence. I tried to think of something to say. 
 
    “Will she wake up?” Kane asked.  
 
    “They don’t know,” I said. 
 
    He nodded as if he’d expected that answer. The room plunged into silence. I couldn’t stay here, not like this, watching Kane look at Vera with a longing in his eyes that didn’t match the fierceness of his features. It felt like an invasion of privacy, like the night I’d spied on them from the rooftop at Wood Point and seen them kissing. It was the first night I’d realized Kane and Vera had a history. One that involved hard choices and separate paths that only recently seemed to have crossed again. 
 
    “It was good to see you again, Professor,” I said, shifting toward the end of the bed and the exit beyond.  
 
    “Wait,” he said. I froze. He stared at Vera, but now his gaze seemed far away, outside this room. “CHAS called me in today.” 
 
    It was not what I expected him to say. A ripple of unease ran through me.  “What did they want?” I asked. 
 
    “To know about you. Well, you as a Werewolf. And about … biting Alex.” 
 
    I swallowed. Not good. “What did you tell them?” 
 
    He rubbed at his face, the side without the scars. When he finally met my eyes, he looked apologetic. “I told them the truth. I can’t do anything else.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know,” I said. 
 
    “What will they do?” Wes asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Their minds seemed pretty made up even before I started talking,” Kane replied. He frowned at me. “They’re out for blood, Tara. And Gordon Steppe isn’t one to let up until he gets what he wants.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said quietly. It didn’t matter that Kane wasn’t gunning for me too—which was a surprise considering his general hatred of all things furry and four-legged. His testimony of the facts would be enough ammunition against me. 
 
    I hesitated and then mumbled, “Thank you.” I didn’t know exactly what for but Kane nodded as if he did. 
 
    “How’s Alex?” he asked. “I haven’t been in there yet.” 
 
    “The same. Unconscious but stable.” I braced myself for whatever came next. Condemnation. Accusation. Kane had watched me bite Alex. He’d seen the malice in me, the intention to hurt. 
 
    Again, a pack’s worth of concern for me leaked through the bond.  
 
    “He did it to save your life, you know.”  
 
    My head came up. My brows knitted. “Did what?” 
 
    “Called me. The team. He said he knew you wouldn’t stop until you got Olivia. Said he was doing it for the same reasons. But I knew it was you. That he wouldn’t stop until he got you out. He’d do it over again, too so don’t blame yourself. No one could’ve known …” He trailed off, his expression torn.  
 
    I appreciated his attempt to ease my guilt, even if it did seem to war with his reflex reaction of condemning me, a Werewolf, for attacking a Hunter.  
 
    Still, it didn’t excuse Alex’s betrayal. “He should’ve trusted me,” I said finally.  
 
    Kane didn’t answer. He stared stonily at Vera.  
 
    I walked to the door, my hand on the knob when he spoke again. “It’s not you.” 
 
    “What’s not me?” 
 
    “He doesn’t trust himself. If he lost you ...”  
 
    I caught sight of his expression as he looked from me back to Vera. He didn’t finish. He didn’t have to.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Swirls of tinted water, blue, yellow, and every shade of green in between, washed down the tub drain. Next to me, Cambria wrung out her wet hair and wrapped it up into a towel on top of her head, turban style. I peeled off the rubber gloves I’d worn to keep the dye from staining my hands and tossed them into the trashcan. Cambria followed me into my bedroom, rubbing the towel against her scalp. 
 
    “This is going to be epic,” she said, flipping her hair back and pulling a comb through it. “What do you think?” she asked.  
 
    I shook my head. Cambria’s dye jobs were something of a trademark but this particular color choice was a lot even for her. Instead of a few thick streaks to frame her face, she’d dyed the entire top half of her head neon yellow. The bottom half was blue. Electric blue.  
 
    “Cam, it’s …” 
 
    “I know. Like I said, epic.” 
 
    “Exactly. Does, um, Derek know you did this?”  
 
    “Not yet.” She grinned. “I can’t wait to see the look on his face.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    Her smile dimmed. “You don’t like it?”  
 
    “No, I …” I couldn’t bring myself to say anything negative. Not when she was so excited. And not when the dye was permanent. “It’s bright. But I mean, in a good way. You’re like sunshine.” 
 
    “That’s what I was going for! A cloudless sky.” 
 
    “It fits.” 
 
    She turned back to the mirror, admiring her handiwork. I couldn’t wait to see Derek’s face later.   
 
    “You haven’t said much about your trip. How was it?”  
 
    “Great. I got to meet a bunch of Werewolves, see a new city. Philly is awesome, by the way.” 
 
    “And you saw your mom, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She shrugged.  
 
    “How was that?” 
 
    She’d yet to mention how it went. I took that as a bad sign. But as her best friend, it was my duty to pry.  
 
    “Fine.” She leaned closer to the mirror, concentrating as she swiped black eyeliner across the top of her eyelid.  
 
    “That’s it? Fine? Cam, you hadn’t seen her in months. What did you guys talk about? Did she meet Derek?” 
 
    “Almost a year, actually. We talked about the weather and how the house needs a new roof. And yes, she met Derek.” 
 
    “What did she think of him?” 
 
    “She told him he was hot and then asked if he had a dad or an older brother.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Can we talk about something else?” 
 
    I decided to give her a break and shift the attention. Cambria would talk when she was ready and when it came to her mom, I didn’t like to push.  
 
    “I got expelled.” 
 
    She froze, the liner inches from her face, and met my eyes through the mirror’s reflection. “What?” I explained the letter Headmaster Whitfield had given me the day before. Cambria whistled. “I leave for three days and look what happens.” 
 
    “Did your mom freak?”  
 
    “Only internally. For now. I think she’s still too mad to talk.” 
 
    “Is that why she keeps going to the store for disinfectant?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s cleaned the oven three times since yesterday.” 
 
    “Two schools in one year. You’re a badass, Godfrey. An honest-to-God juvenile delinquent.” 
 
    “I know, right.” 
 
    “Bet Edie’s pissed. Did she try to kick Whitfield’s ass?” 
 
    “No. She was mad but I think she’s preoccupied with CHAS. They called Kane in for questioning about me.” 
 
    “What did he tell them?” 
 
    I relayed my conversation with Kane. I had to stop twice to concentrate on some of the feelings coming through the bond. I’d spent the morning at camp, settling squabbles and trying to cure general boredom. They had an itch to explore, to have more freedom to roam, but I couldn’t allow it. Not with so many of them so … unpredictable. I couldn’t shake the image of Nick as he came at me, clearly intent on putting me down unless I did it to him first.  
 
    I hadn’t told Cambria about that. I wasn’t ready to talk about it yet.  
 
    “Steppe won’t stop until he’s gotten what he wants,” she said when I’d finished.  
 
    “I know. I’m not sure exactly what that is yet.” 
 
    She frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He hasn’t made it a secret that he wants the treaty rescinded so the Werewolves in The Cause are fair game. But, now, with this whole investigation they’re doing about me and the way Kane sounded, I don’t know. It’s bigger than that.” 
 
    “He wants the treaty gone so he can hunt Wes and Derek and Jack and Fee like Thanksgiving dinner. What’s bigger than that?” 
 
    “I think he wants me, too. And I think he wants to make it sting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes and Derek arrived after lunch. Their expression upon seeing Cambria’s hair was priceless.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to say something?” Cambria prompted after a full thirty seconds of silence. 
 
    “It’s … bright,” Wes said, the words sounding more like a question.  
 
    I suppressed a laugh.  
 
    “Right. Like the sun,” Cambria agreed enthusiastically. She turned to Derek. “Well?” 
 
    Derek blinked and looked away, as if the brightness had rendered him mute. “Beautiful as always, babe.” 
 
    Cambria beamed. “Thank you.” She rewarded him with a quick kiss. Over the top of Cambria’s head, Derek shot Wes a wide-eyed look. I pressed my lips together as she led him away toward the kitchen. 
 
    “You ready to go?” Wes asked, kissing my cheek.  
 
    “Can we stop by the hospital first?” I asked. 
 
    “Do we have time?”  
 
    I glanced at the clock as I slid into my shoes. “We should. Grandma isn’t expecting us until five.” 
 
    My mother appeared as I opened the door. “Tara, I’ve gotten all the—oh, hello, Wes.”  
 
    “Hi, Mrs. Godfrey.”  
 
    “Where are you two going?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re going to run by the hospital before it’s time to head to Grandma’s,” I said. 
 
    “I’m going to finish repotting those azaleas. Then I’ll get ready and head over.” 
 
    “I take it we’re out of oven cleaner.” As soon as the words were out, I regretted them.  
 
    My mother’s face turned bright red from her chin to the tips of her ears. Bad choice of words. “We are,” she said through tight lips. 
 
    “We’ll see you there,” I said and hurried out the door.  
 
    My mother said something I couldn’t hear. I walked faster toward the Aston Martin. 
 
    “I take it she’s still mad about school,” Wes said when we were in the car.  
 
    “You’d think she’d be used to it by now. Apparently expulsion is my new MO.” 
 
    He didn’t smile at my joke as he started the car and shifted into gear. I’d expected at least some version of relief. When my mother had forced me to go, Wes had been the least excited about me being that far from home. “Did you read the separation packet? What reason did it give?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Officially? The fact that I’m a Werewolf means I’m no longer eligible.” 
 
    “But they already knew you were half-Werewolf when they let you in.” 
 
    “I think it’s the fact that I can actually shift into one that tips the scales.” 
 
    “They shouldn’t be allowed to change their minds like that.” 
 
    I agreed. After living among Hunters and realizing how prejudiced they were as a whole, I was surprised they’d let me enroll in the first place. “I think … Is it possible they were influenced by CHAS? I mean, I’m being investigated. They probably don’t want to be associated with me, whatever the outcome is, right?” 
 
    “Possibly. I know with the Lexingtons gone, they’ve had to replace two of the council members. I didn’t pay much attention to who, but they’re probably in Steppe’s pocket. Most of the politician-types are.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured.”  
 
    “Fee stays up on all that stuff. We can ask her about it tonight at Edie’s.” 
 
    “Fee’s going?”  
 
    He nodded. “And Jack and Derek and Cord. The Cause plus you and your mom were mandatory invites from what I hear.” 
 
    “I didn’t know. So, Cambria will probably go too then. Great, everyone can see her hair.” 
 
    He gave me a look. “How was my reaction to that, by the way?”  
 
    I laughed. “You did great.” 
 
    “Those colors seemed a little extreme, even for her.” 
 
    “I thought the same thing. She’s being really hush-hush about that visit with her mom. Did Cord or Derek say anything to you about how it went?”  
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    I sighed. “She’s holding back. I think the hair might be her way of distracting.” 
 
    “Distracting who? Her or us?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    Wes took the exit for the hospital, maneuvering through afternoon city traffic. It was nothing compared to rush hour in the capital, but it still took another thirty minutes to navigate the few miles left.  
 
    “Will you go back to public school in the fall?” he asked. 
 
    “I hadn’t really thought that far ahead,” I said.  
 
    He frowned. “I’m sure Edie has.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There are other schools for Hunters.” 
 
    “You think they’ll send me away again?” 
 
    “Have you met Edie?” 
 
    I scowled. “She wouldn’t. Not now, with everything happening with Steppe.” 
 
    “She would if she thought it would keep you safe.” 
 
    I didn’t answer. Partly because he was right, partly because the thought of Hunters being a safe haven for me anymore was ridiculous. Even Grandma had to see that. 
 
    We parked and made our way to the Hunter wing. As usual, the nurses let me pass without objection. A few cast nervous glances at Wes. One openly stared. None of them looked thrilled by his presence but neither did they object to him being here. I wondered what Grandma had said to vouch for him in a place devoted to and filled with Werewolf Hunters.  
 
    When—if—the treaty was rescinded, I had no doubt he wouldn’t be welcome here any longer. 
 
    I headed for Alex’s room first. I knew it wasn’t Wes’s favorite place to be but I had to at least check on him, for my own peace of mind. At the intersecting hallways, Wes tugged on my hand.  
 
    “I want to go see Alex first,” I said. “For a few minutes.” 
 
    He hesitated. I sensed the argument on the tip of his tongue, but he held back. “Why don’t you meet me in Vera’s room when you’re done in there,” he said. 
 
    I pressed a quick kiss to his cheek and gave him a tight smile. “All right. See you in a few.” 
 
    I sensed him watching me go but I didn’t turn. It bothered him that I came here every day, though he’d stopped saying so. Instead, he pretended he was worried about my mental health, closing myself in a room with a coma patient. But I knew better. He was jealous.  
 
    There was no reason to be. I’d made my choice weeks ago in that dirty clinic in the woods. I just hadn’t gotten around to telling Wes yet. Stubbornly, I held back. And every time he acted jealous or grouchy about Alex, it made me want to say it less. I shouldn’t have to say it. He should see it. The simple fact that we were together, that I gave him my time every day and my kisses every night, should’ve been enough.  
 
    Alex’s room was exactly as I’d left it the night before. The monitors beeped. His chest rose and fell underneath the thin blanket. My eyes wandered to the table underneath the window. Someone had removed the dying flowers. Even the vase was gone.  
 
    I pulled the single, empty chair alongside the bed and sat down. The fake leather was cold against the back of my bare legs. Everything about hospitals seemed cold to me.  
 
    “Hey, sleepyhead,” I said into the silence.  
 
    Alex’s doctor insisted coma patients had been known to wake up claiming to hear the voices of those who’d visited while they were under.  He’d said I should talk as often as possible. Sometimes, I felt silly doing it, but other times, like today, it was nice to be able to vent without judgment.  
 
    Other people’s reactions had a tendency to weigh heavily. I was already carrying an entire pack’s worth of emotion. I didn’t need any more. And this way, I could tell Alex absolutely anything, including things I’d never say if he were awake. 
 
    So while I sat, I told him about all that had happened in the last few days: Nick, Vera’s collapse, my expulsion, and the growing certainty that Steppe wanted to do more than dissolve a peace treaty and kick me out of school.  
 
    “It’s building toward something,” I said. “And I don’t know what it is, but it’s … close. Like it’s right around the corner.” I looked down at my hands and realized I’d been twisting them together. I freed my fingers and reached out, wrapping my fingers gently around Alex’s.  
 
    “Honestly, I’m afraid to look around that corner. I know whatever’s waiting is going to be bigger than me. Bigger than I’m capable of. And it would be so much easier to handle if you were awake. At least then your sarcasm would make me determined to beat whatever this is. But with you like this… I need you to wake up, okay?”  
 
    And I need to know I didn’t kill you.  
 
    My phone buzzed inside my pocket and I stood up to slide it free. Angela’s number lit the display. So far, the “no cell phones inside the hospital” policy hadn’t been enforced beyond dirty looks from orderlies. I didn’t want to test the boundaries, so I kept my voice low as I answered. 
 
    “Hi, Ang.” 
 
    “I’m on my way into the city. Can I see Alex?” 
 
    Crap. I’d forgotten she’d asked about that. “Umm …”  
 
    “Please, Tara? I really want to. Besides, I haven’t seen you in forever.” 
 
    “I don’t know if they’ll let you in,” I said honestly. It’s a wing run by Hunters.” 
 
    “Didn’t they let Wes in?” 
 
    Good point. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Sweet. My mom is dropping me off in fifteen. Meet you at the main entrance.” 
 
    I agreed and disconnected. The chair scraped as I returned it to its original place against the wall. Alex’s cheek was deceivingly warm where my lips brushed his skin. “Be back in a few,” I whispered. Then I went in search of Wes. 
 
    I found him in front of the nurse’s station speaking with a doctor I recognized as one that’d examined Alex a few times. His wire-rimmed glasses sat low on his face, making his eyes look smaller and magnifying the bags underneath.  
 
    “…Won’t likely see a change anytime soon if her vitals are any indication,” he was saying. “At least, not one for the better. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Wes nodded, his hands stuffed deep in his pockets. “Thank you,” he said quietly as the doctor walked away, updating his clipboard as he went.  
 
    “The doc updated me,” Wes said when I reached him. 
 
    “I heard.” I wrapped my arms around him and held tight. 
 
    He pressed his lips against my hair. His arms were stiff in their hold, evidence of his stress.    
 
    “How’s Alex?” he said after a moment.  
 
    “The same.” I stepped back so I could look at him. The pain I’d glimpsed before was gone. I knew it was still there but he’d hidden it behind a shell of calm.  
 
    “Did you see her?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. She looks the same. Did you want to stop in?” 
 
    “Later. Angela called. She wants to see Alex.” 
 
    He frowned. “Will they let her in?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out. She’ll be here in five.” 
 
    “I’m going to go out on a limb and say you should ask permission alone,” he said. “I think they’ve already granted me all the favors I’m going to get by being allowed through the door.” 
 
    I thought of the way the nurses glowered at him every time he entered. They could definitely sense him and they didn’t like it. But Grandma had vouched for him, and being part of The Cause could still open a few doors. “But she’s human. You’re at least supernatural and covered by a treaty.” 
 
    “For now. Soon, I don’t expect that to count for much. Angela will be the one getting us into a place like this, if at all.” 
 
    I sighed. He was probably right. 
 
    Three nurses, two supervisors, and one phone call to Grandma later, Angela was in. 
 
    “Straight to Mr. Channing’s room. Straight out,” the burly supervisor instructed. “No detours.”  
 
    Angela agreed with wide eyes and a resounding, “Yes, sir.” I poked her in the ribs. “Er, ma’am.” 
 
    I hurried us away before they asked her for a blood oath and texted Wes that we were in. 
 
    At the doorway to Alex’s room, Angela halted. I turned back halfway between the doorway and the bed. “What?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s so … still,” she said. 
 
    “He’s in a coma, Ang,” I said, my voice gentle. I’d spent so much time looking at him this way, I forgotten what it must be like seeing it for the first time.  
 
    “I know, I know. I need a minute.”  
 
    She approached the bed slowly, her eyes trained on Alex’s, as if she expected his to flutter open at any second. The blood pressure cuff beeped and began inflating. Angela jumped. She looked up and squinted at the monitor. “What’s happening?”  
 
    “The machine automatically takes his blood pressure every hour,” I explained. “So the nurses don’t have to keep coming in here.” 
 
    “Oh.” She watched as the cuff inflated and then slowly deflated again. “Is that normal?” she asked, pointing to the numbers that lit the screen. 
 
    “It is for a Hunter.” 
 
    “Hey.” Angela and I looked up and found Wes hovering in the open doorway.  
 
    “Hi, Wes,” Angela said.  
 
    There was a split second of hesitation. His mouth hardened as if he’d reached a difficult decision and he walked in and slid his arm around my waist. “How are you?” he asked Angela.  
 
    “Better than Alex,” she said on a sigh. “And Vera. How is she? Any change?” 
 
    “No,” he said.  
 
    Angela nodded sadly. “I’m so sorry. I hope she wakes up.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He turned to me. “Fee called but my reception died. I’m going to take a walk.” 
 
    “We’ll be here,” I said as he kissed my cheek. Then he left. 
 
    Angela asked a lot of questions and I gave her as many details as I could about Alex’s condition. Yes, they’d run blood tests. No, nothing had come back for infections or any known illness. Yes, he seemed healthy. No, they didn’t know why he was still unconscious. By the time I’d finished, even I was impressed with how much medical jargon I could spew.  
 
    “He’s going to wake up,” Angela assured me.  
 
    I didn’t answer.  
 
    “Your blood is powerful stuff,” she added. “You’ve got an entire pack, healthy and coma free, as proof. He’s going to wake up.” 
 
    Although I didn’t say it, her encouragement boosted my spirits. I needed someone else to share my hope. 
 
    Wes returned a few minutes later. “What did Fee say?” I asked when he walked in. The question went unanswered. He had a strange look on his face. “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    No answer.  
 
    His eyes were glazed over in shock. Loose panic curled through my middle. “Wes?”  
 
    He blinked. “Turn on the TV,” he said. 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Just turn it on.” 
 
    I hit the button on the corded remote that attached to the wall behind the bed. The screen came to life, lit with cartoons.   
 
    “News,” Wes said. 
 
    “What—?” Angela began. 
 
    “Sshh,” Wes cut her off.  
 
    The newscaster’s face filled the screen, her skin porcelain underneath the lights and the makeup. Her lips were painted a bright pink that clashed with her dark red cardigan. But my eyes caught on the picture box in the right corner and froze there. The screen showed an apartment building, overlaid with the face of a smiling twenty-something blond. I didn’t recognize her but the name—I’d heard that name before. 
 
    Mallory Gunther. Mallory. Mal. 
 
    Cord’s friend in DC. She’d worked in CHAS’s science and research division. Wes had gone to her for help when we’d been looking for a way to save George from turning into a rabid hybrid. But someone else had found out her intentions and gotten to her first. She’d been dead when he got there.  
 
    The newscaster’s voice was neutral, devoid of any emotion or attachment to the story. But I didn’t need any added inflection to get the message like a punch in my gut.  
 
    “…unsolved murder in Hanbury Heights last month of a young girl found dead in an empty downtown warehouse after being reported missing by her employer. The woman was found hung by a sheet, and her death initially thought to be a suicide until the coroner’s report ruled that she’d been dead before the sheet was tied. No leads were given at the time and the investigation was suspended, pending any new information. 
 
    “This morning, we received word of new details drawn from a surveillance camera mounted on the parking structure across the street from the victim’s apartment building. The police have released a still photo taken from that video, citing the man on camera as a person of interest based on evidence found inside. If you recognize this person, please call the number at the bottom of your screen. Any information is helpful.” 
 
    The picture in the upper right corner changed from the dead girl to a grainy photo of the suspect. Even with the hard angle and bad lighting, there was no mistaking the auburn hair or the squared shoulders draped in a leather jacket.  
 
    “Is that …?” Angela trailed off, her head cocked sideways at the picture on the screen. 
 
    “Wes,” I whispered. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. 
 
    The newscaster rattled off a phone number with instructions to “call if you recognize this person.” Then the screen shifted to a traffic update. Angela and Wes both seemed frozen. I was the first to recover. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. I grabbed my bag and then Wes’s arm and dragged him toward the door. It took his feet an extra yank to get moving. “You too,” I said to Angela. 
 
    I turned back when I reached the hallway to make sure Angela was following. Her eyes were wide, but she was there. Wes still hadn’t said a word, but I could see a thousand different reactions reflected in his eyes. Back in Alex’s room, I could hear the news talking about a warm front moving in as the weatherman droned on. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Angela asked when we reached the main door. 
 
    I considered my answer. Wes had just become a suspect in a murder. It wasn’t enough for Steppe to come after Wes on his own turf; he’d gone and brought humans—civilians—into the fight. Now, Wes would be hunted. A fugitive. Where could we go to escape both the supernatural and the human world? Was there such a place?  
 
    I doubted it.  
 
    Even still, part of me wanted to leave Angela at the curb and run. Attempt to find a place that would keep us safe from the entire world.  
 
    I sighed. That place was a myth.  
 
    Or, if it existed at all, that place was a person.  
 
    “Tara?” Angela prompted. “Where are we going?” 
 
    I checked my watch and made a decision. “Grandma’s,” I said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    I drove, a sign Wes was seriously in shock. He didn’t say much beyond grunting one-word assurances every time I asked him if he was okay. In the tiny backseat, Angela called her mom and said she was getting a ride home from me. Whenever that was.  
 
    I couldn’t think past getting to Grandma’s.  
 
    Traffic, stoplights, pedestrians headed for the tram after work—all of it was a blur. I drove on autopilot. My mind was full of the grainy screen-shot they’d shown of Wes. I’d recognized him easily. And so would anyone else who knew him. But would those people turn him in?  
 
    His face was at the scene. It didn’t matter that the girl had already been dead when he’d showed up that day. The camera put him there. And I had no doubt who’d found it and fed it to the police. Especially after all this time. 
 
    Wes’s phone rang. He hit the “ignore” button before I could see who it was. Three seconds after he silenced it, my phone rang. I almost ignored it. Between my own stress and the spike of anxiety from the bond with the pack—especially George and Chris—talking on the phone seemed overwhelming. But then I saw the screen and I couldn’t let it go. I hit the button for speakerphone. 
 
    “Fee,” I said simply. 
 
    “How is he?” she asked, her voice tight with worry. 
 
    I glanced at Wes. His expression was stony as he stared ahead. Not a single muscle twitched. Not even after hearing Fee. 
 
    “He’s … processing,” I said.  
 
    “Where are you?” she asked. 
 
    “Driving.” 
 
    “Good. Get to Edie’s. We’re all meeting you there.” 
 
    “I’m on it. See you soon.” 
 
    I started to disconnect, but Fee’s voice stopped me. “And Tara? Don’t stop for anything. Just get there.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised. 
 
    Then the line went dead. 
 
    I took the ramp for the interstate and eased my foot onto the accelerator. I thought of my words to Alex, about how it felt like everything was building toward something huge. Something larger than I knew what to do with. The truth of those words hit me and I knew it was starting.  
 
    Ten minutes later, I pulled into the parking garage below Grandma’s downtown apartment. I avoided the elevators and found a space as close to the stairwell as possible before cutting the engine. I glanced out all of the windows three times and sucked in a deep breath, my fingers hovering over the door handle. I’d never had to worry about human authorities before. They could be anywhere. No goose bumps, no internal alarm to warn me.  
 
    I took a deep breath to calm the nerves that danced through the bond. It wasn’t enough.  
 
    I texted George. Wes was named the prime suspect in Mal’s murder. 
 
    It was a horrible way to deliver news that your friend was being framed for murder, but he needed to know the danger wasn’t so immediate he should risk himself in getting to me. And if I knew George, any longer and he’d do exactly that.  
 
    The reply was instant. Who’s Mal? 
 
    Cord’s friend from DC. Our CHAS contact.  
 
    Run or fight? 
 
    I knew what he was asking—and what he wanted my answer to be. All of them could sense it now, my restlessness, my nerves wound tight. Everyone wanted to release the energy coiling. They wanted a fight. 
 
    I glanced at Wes and then texted back. Stand by. Going to see Grandma. 
 
    Be there in 30. Bringing Chris. 
 
    I started to type an agreement and then deleted it and sent: I need you there. Wait for my call. Whatever came next, I couldn’t leave the pack unguarded. I needed to know they were safe. 
 
    Somewhere in the parking garage, a car door slammed. I flinched. Angela’s intake of breath was audible, but Wes didn’t budge. I reached out and took his hand, barely applying pressure as I laid my palm over his knuckles. Something about him seemed surprisingly fragile right now. And very close to an edge I didn’t want to accidentally push him over. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    Silence. Angela shifted in the backseat. 
 
    “We’re going in here to make a plan,” I said. “We’re going to fight this.” 
 
    Finally, Wes blinked and turned to me. His eyes were clearer but his chin jutted in a way that spoke of temper. Serious, burning temper. “You know it was Steppe, right?” His voice was low and even and made the Werewolf in me shiver in anticipation. It wanted to follow him wherever he wanted to take this. I shook it off, gripping the wheel to ground myself in my humanness. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “It was definitely Steppe.” 
 
    “He’s started something.” 
 
    “I know.” I shivered.  
 
    “I can’t go home.”  
 
    “Everyone’s coming here. We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    He squeezed my hand. I knew my words weren’t much of an answer, but it was enough for now.  
 
    We took the stairs to Grandma’s apartment single file. I made Angela go first. If anyone was waiting for us, she’d see them and signal. It was strangely satisfying to be protecting Wes for once, instead of the other way around. And even stranger that he didn’t object to my taking charge. 
 
    Jack met us as we came out of the stairwell. His large frame made a barrier, blocking the way for anyone that tried to pass. At the sight of Angela, I saw him tense.  
 
    “It’s us,” I called. 
 
    He relaxed again when he saw Wes and me. “You made it,” he said. “Any problems?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I said. 
 
    “Let’s get inside.”   
 
    Jack led the way, his shoulders brushing either side of the doorframe as he passed through. The apartment had a narrow entryway that opened into a sparsely furnished living space. I wasn’t sure if Grandma kept her seating to a minimum out of personal preference or to discourage company, but a loveseat and small end table were the only furniture present. The open space flowed right into the kitchen with a breakfast bar separating the two.  
 
    I spotted Grandma first. She stood pouring tea into a row of mugs. My mother had her back to me and her head stuck inside a kitchen cabinet. Cambria and Cord were on the loveseat with Derek pacing behind them. He stilled when he saw us. 
 
    “They’re here,” Jack announced.  
 
    My mother snapped the cabinet shut and hurried over, pulling me into a rough hug. “Thank goodness,” she said. Even Grandma looked visibly relieved.  
 
    “We’re okay, Mom,” I said, my voice coming out halted and uneven underneath the pressure of her arms. She let go of me and promptly hugged Wes. 
 
    “I know,” she said, “but I was worried and your grandmother’s appliances are already so clean.” 
 
    Over her shoulder, Wes looked at me with brows raised. His hands rested awkwardly on my mother’s shoulders.  
 
    I looked around at the group assembled. “Where’s Fee?” 
 
    “She had to make a quick stop. She’s on her way,” Jack said.  
 
    “What’s she doing here?” Cord asked, pointing at Angela. I’d almost forgotten her.  
 
    “She was at the hospital when we saw the news,” I said. 
 
    “She shouldn’t be here for this,” Cord said. I traded glares with her. If it were anyone else, I’d agree. But this was Angela. And while Cord and I had moments of near-friendship, I’d happily fight her on this right now. 
 
    “She stays,” I said.  
 
    Cord looked ready to argue but Grandma cut her off. “We don’t have time for this. She can stay for now. We have a lot to say and not a lot of time.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait for Fee?” I asked. 
 
    “She’ll catch up. Here, drink this.” Grandma handed Wes and I each a cup of the steaming tea I’d seen her pour. My mother handed one to Angela. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked with a sniff.  
 
    “Energy,” she said simply.  
 
    “We already had ours. Drink up. You’re going to need it,” Jack added.  
 
    Fee wasn’t here, but I sipped cautiously anyway. “Not bad,” I said. 
 
    Wes downed his in three gulps and set the cup aside. “What’s the plan?” he asked. He looked slightly better than he had in the car but his chin still jutted and his eyes shone with restrained fury. “Are we going after Steppe or what?” 
 
    “Definitely ‘or what,’” Jack said. 
 
    Wes narrowed his eyes. Derek, Cambria, and Cord rose from the couch and walked closer so we were all in a huddle in the center of the room. Angela hung back with my mother.  
 
    “Why not?” Derek asked.  
 
    “I’m with Wes on this,” Cord agreed.  
 
    “We know it was him that fed the surveillance video to the human police,” Wes said. “And whatever evidence they’re claiming to have found inside is manufactured.” 
 
    “I’m fully aware of this,” Jack began, holding up a hand to halt the argument.  
 
    Cord rolled her eyes. “But …” she prompted. 
 
    “But we need to assess the entire situation before jumping into anything,” Jack finished. 
 
    “Assess what?” Wes asked.  
 
    Someone knocked on the door. I flinched but Cord and Wes sprang into action, flying to the door in a blur of feet. “It’s Fee,” Wes said after checking the peephole. 
 
    We all relaxed as he slid the deadbolt free. Fee slipped inside and the door was again shut and locked behind her. She hugged Wes and then reached out to squeeze Cord’s arm in silent greeting. She searched the room and when her eyes found Jack’s, they shared a tight smile.  
 
    “Tara, glad you made it. Angela, good to see you again,” she said, spotting us.  
 
    “Hello,” Angela said quietly from her spot on the edge of the couch.  
 
    Fee made her way into the living room and I saw that her hair was disheveled and wind-blown. Cord leaned over and whispered something in Fee’s ear. Fee’s cheeks went pink and she fumbled with her zipper.  
 
    “Did you run here?” Derek asked. 
 
    “I did,” she said, sounding slightly winded. She looked at me. “I wanted to inform the pack of what’s happening so they didn’t rush into the city to defend whatever panic you might be sending.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, “but you didn’t have to do that. I already texted George. It’s under control.” 
 
    She shook her head and shot a glance at Grandma, her brow wrinkling. “It isn’t solely about Wes being on the news.” 
 
    Something bitter settled at the back of my throat. “What else is there?”  
 
    “That’s what I was getting to. There’s something else you need to know before a decision can be made,” Grandma cut in.  
 
    “What now?” Derek demanded. 
 
    Cord rolled her eyes. “Can you say it so we can move on this guy already?”  
 
    I winced at the look Grandma gave Cord. “I’m getting there. Let me talk,” Grandma said between closed teeth.  
 
    “Sorry,” Cord muttered.  
 
    Grandma turned to me again and I braced myself. I knew that look. It defined the phrase ‘waiting for the other shoe to drop.’  
 
    “There’s been a call for a vote on the amnesty treaty with The Cause,” she said. 
 
    Everyone went silent. Despite knowing it had been coming, it was still sobering. We all knew if Steppe had called for a vote, it meant he was certain he’d get the outcome he was looking for. 
 
    “When?” I asked. 
 
    She looked at each of us in turn. “Tonight.”    
 
    “They’re coming for more than Wes. It’s all of us,” Derek said into the stunned silence.  
 
    “What about the Hunters that have aligned with the group?” Cord asked. “What will they do with them?” 
 
    “Probably arrest them, like they did Cambria’s mother,” Grandma said.  
 
    “But they let my mom go,” Cambria said. 
 
    “Not until they’d tried and sentenced her,” Grandma said.  
 
    Cambria fell silent. I hadn’t heard anything about a hearing or sentencing. Whatever it’d been, it wasn’t good judging from the look Cambria and Grandma shared. I didn’t have a chance to ask.  
 
    “Arrest us on what grounds?” Cord asked.  
 
    “It will be considered an act of treason to work with Werewolves or even to encounter them and not try to put them down,” Grandma said.  
 
    “Put them down?” Cord echoed. 
 
    “It’s their wording, not mine,” Grandma said. 
 
    “I thought the council went after Werewolves who’ve become a danger,” I said.  
 
    Grandma shook her head. “There’s an amendment to that on the table as well. It states all Werewolves are to be put down on sight.” Cord grunted but Grandma ignored her and went on. “Any Hunters who help them, including letting them live, would be considered traitors.” 
 
    “What? Why?” This seemed extreme, even for Steppe.  
 
    “After the fiasco with the hybrids, you turning and biting Alex, and Wes, a member of a supposedly peaceful group wanted for murder—” 
 
    “Steppe has all the ammunition he needs to make it open season on anything furry,” Derek finished for her. Grandma nodded. 
 
    “How many do they need for the vote to pass?” Derek asked. 
 
    “He needs a majority, so three.” 
 
    “Majority is three? How many CHAS members are there?” I asked. 
 
    “With the Lexingtons gone, CHAS is down to five. Steppe, myself, Hugo, Kane, and Sandefur.” 
 
    Kane. After our conversation the other day, I thought maybe he’d been on my side, but faced with the chance to legally hunt the creature he hated most in the world … I wasn’t sure I could compete with that. 
 
    “Wait, Hugo? As in, my teacher at Wood Point?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes. And so far, he’s been with Steppe all the way,” Grandma said. 
 
    My shoulders sagged. “Between him, Steppe, and Kane, he has his three.” 
 
    “Kane’s not voting with Steppe,” Grandma said. 
 
    My head snapped up. “What? Why not?” 
 
    Grandma shrugged. “He hasn’t said much about it, but he’s made it absolutely clear he’s voting against the treaty being rescinded.” 
 
    I looked at Wes. “Do you think it’s for Vera?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Wait,” Cambria cut in. “Are you saying the swing vote is Mr. Sandefur?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” Grandma said. “All of my attempts to reach him have been denied. He won’t even speak to me outside official meetings.” 
 
    “Sandefur. I know that name,” I said.  
 
    Cambria’s eyes were wide as she answered, “For good reason. It’s Logan’s dad.” 
 
    “Logan’s … Are you serious?” Cord unfolded her arms and waved a hand in the air. “Well, what are you waiting for? One of you go call science-kid and tell him to handle his daddy.” 
 
    I shared a look with Cambria. “I don’t think it will be that easy. Logan’s pretty outspoken about the politics of CHAS. And I’m pretty sure it’s not an opinion he shared with his dad.” 
 
    Cord huffed. “Since when does any kid agree with his parents?” No one answered. “You’re not even going to try?” she added. 
 
    “I’ve already spoken with your friend,” Grandma said. “His father is unreachable through all avenues.” I sensed a larger store of information there, but I let it go. Whatever was going on between Logan and his dad, if it wouldn’t help us with the vote, it wasn’t something I could focus on right now. 
 
    CHAS was down to five. One of them—the father of my friend—held the fate of this entire room in his hands. And the fate of my pack.  
 
    I let it all sink in and tried to figure out what the next move would be in a scenario like this. It felt surreal. We’d gone from having amnesty to being fugitives in a matter of hours. And it was all up to Logan’s dad. I hadn’t seen that one coming. 
 
    “How much time do we have?” Derek asked. 
 
    “The vote is in two hours,” Grandma said. “After that, everything changes. If Steppe gets his way and the vote passes, teams will be deployed.” 
 
    “We’ll have to fight,” Derek said. 
 
    I winced at the hardness in his voice. I had no doubt he meant the words. Or that he spoke the truth.  
 
    I thought of Kane and his warning the other day. He was a leader of the best strike team out there. Would he be the one to come after us? Would one of us have to fight him? I wasn’t sure if I could live with hurting someone else I knew, not after Alex. Especially knowing Kane wasn’t even the one voting for this kind of bloodshed. 
 
    “It’ll be people we know,” I said. “Friends.” 
 
    “They aren’t my friends,” Cord shot back. Her eyes were lit with a fire I only ever saw right before she attacked something. She’d looked this way before she staked Miles. I suppressed a shiver. 
 
    “We aren’t going to fight,” Grandma said. “Not yet.” 
 
    “What?” Derek asked.  
 
    Wes fisted his hands. “What do you mean? We have to fight.” 
 
    “We can’t run away,” Cord argued.  
 
    “We can and we will,” Jack said, his voice raised over everyone else’s. The deep bass of the alpha shut everyone else up. He wasn’t necessarily my alpha, but when Jack spoke that way, everyone listened. “For now, anyway,” he went on. “We have to figure this out, have time to plan it properly. We can’t rush in with guns blazing.”  
 
    Cord opened her mouth like she was going to argue, but Jack cut her off with a look. “It’s a figure of speech. You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Jack’s right,” Fee said, her voice gentle by comparison but still firmer than normal. “We need to regroup. Figure this out. They haven’t even voted yet.”  
 
    “Always the diplomat,” I muttered. 
 
    “We all know what’s going to happen,” Derek said. 
 
    “Until it does, we have no grounds,” Fee said. “We can’t defend ourselves against something that technically hasn’t happened yet.” 
 
    “And once the vote happens and they come after us? Then what?” Wes asked. His hands were still fisted, as if attempting to hold his tension closer. There was nothing I could do to calm him. Not now. I was as upset as he was. 
 
    “Then we can respond,” Jack said, his eyes glinting with the prospect of a fight. That seemed to calm Derek and Cord some, but Wes remained rigid.  
 
    “So we run … where?” Cord asked.  
 
    “And for how long?” Derek added. “I’m not hiding forever.” 
 
    Fee sighed. Grandma and my mother exchanged a look. “That’s the debate,” Grandma said. “Putting you all in any one place is dangerous. But finding multiple safe locations is proving to be a challenge as well. We have some ideas, but …” she trailed off, her eyes on me, and I understood.  
 
    “My pack,” I said.  
 
    Grandma’s mouth tightened around the edges.  
 
    “Tara, there are so many of them,” my mother began. “It puts you at risk—”  
 
     “I’m not leaving them.”  
 
    “We’re not saying you should leave them,” Grandma said. “But you should know that Steppe has summoned you for questioning.” 
 
    I looked at my mom for confirmation. She nodded, her expression grave. “The notice came by messenger after you left.” 
 
    “It’s not quite as serious as the warrant for Wes or the treaty being rescinded,” Grandma said. 
 
    “Not yet,” my mom interjected.  
 
    “But the fact that you lead—or even associate with—the hybrids doesn’t bode well for you,” Grandma finished. 
 
    “I’m not leaving them,” I repeated.  
 
    Grandma nodded and fell silent, as if she’d expected my response. My mom shot her a look. It was obvious this had been discussed already and that she was more determined than Grandma to change my mind. “But if you can make it look like you’ve separated yourself from them and everyone else leaves, Steppe may go easier on you. Maybe let them stay somewhere else. At least until after the questioning.” 
 
    Heat rose into my face at the possibility of what she was asking. I couldn’t stand even imagining that sort of separation. From my pack. From Jack and Fee. From Wes. “No. Absolutely not.” I glared at my mother, challenging her. “And if you try to force me, I will run away. With my pack.” 
 
    “No one is running away. And no one is forcing anything,” Fee said. She gave my mother and Grandma a reproachful look. “Tara understands what’s at stake. It’s pretty obvious Steppe has already made up his mind about Tara, about all of us. If he gets a hold of Tara for questioning … She needs to understand there’s the possibility she won’t come out again.” 
 
    “He won’t go outside the law,” Grandma said. 
 
    “He doesn’t have to. He’ll create new ones to fit his agenda,” Fee shot back.  
 
    Grandma looked like she might argue further, but Wes cut in. “Tara stays with me,” he said. 
 
    I looked at him in surprise. He hadn’t said much outside of wanting to tear into Steppe. “You think Steppe will lock me up?” 
 
    “I think it’s not worth finding out,” he said. “And I won’t be separated from you again. We tried that already, when you went to school. It didn’t work out well for either of us. From now on, you go where I go.” 
 
    I nodded, lost in the intensity of his eyes and the pull I always experienced when he looked at me that way. My arms tingled and I reached for his hand, not caring we had an entire audience at my back. I gave him the tiniest smile. My lips trembled, shaky in light of the uncertainty of whatever came next, but it was an expression of the realest feeling I’d had in hours. “I go where you go,” I whispered. 
 
    He nodded, his mouth hinting at a smile to match my own. Someone behind me—Cord?—cleared their throat.  
 
    “I’m not going to CHAS,” I finally said, turning back to Grandma. 
 
    Grandma’s lips tightened into a thin line. “I never said you should. Fee’s right. Once you go in, I can’t guarantee Steppe intends to let you out.” 
 
    “Mom?” I prompted.  
 
    “I can’t make you do anything,” she said. “If I did, you’d wait until you had an opening and go your own way. I’m leaving it up to you, as difficult and dangerous as that is.” She eyed Wes.  
 
    “Which is precisely why everyone here gets a say in what happens next,” Fee said. 
 
    “Like hell,” Wes muttered. 
 
    Fee ignored him. “My priority right now is keeping you all safe. Which means, for now, we are leaving. We have two hours to get home, pack what we can, and get out of town. Once we’re clear and safe, we can all decide together how to handle this.” Her words were so diplomatic, so Fee-like, no one bothered to argue. “Edie, did you speak with Astor?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    At the mention of the familiar name, I perked up. “Is that where we’re staying?” I asked. 
 
    Grandma frowned. “No. It’s too dangerous for him. But he’s helping to provide a safe house.” 
 
    “What sort of safe house?” I asked. 
 
    “The kind protected with wards,” she said. “According to Astor, it cannot be breached by Hunter, Werewolf, or human.” 
 
    “Then how do we get in?” I asked. 
 
    “We don’t,” Fee said, aiming a pointed look at Wes and then me. “You do.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Wes asked. “How can we get in if it won’t let Hunters or Werewolves through?” 
 
    “Because the two of you and that pack of yours are neither one,” Grandma said.  
 
    Wes and I shared a look. “We’re both,” I said softly.  
 
    “And the rest of us?” Cord asked.  
 
    “Victoria has offered up her home,” Fee said.  
 
    “Victoria Lexington?” Cambria and I asked in unison.  
 
    Our friendship with Victoria was tenuous at best. She’d been the biggest bully when we’d been at Wood Point together, stopping her torture long enough to begin dating Logan—still the oddest pairing ever, if you asked me. 
 
    The one remotely civil conversation I’d shared with her was after her parents had disappeared. Miles had kidnapped them and used the hybrid serum on them, turning them both. I’d seen them twice since then and both times they’d tried to kill me. Now, they were off the map, hiding who-knew-where. 
 
    These days, Victoria rotated between sad orphan girl and popular mean girl. Neither were versions I enjoyed. Neither version liked me much, either.  
 
    “Yes, Victoria Lexington,” Fee confirmed. “With her parents gone, the staff was let go, and the house is sitting empty. It’s perfect.” 
 
    “I’m game. Her house is pretty awesome. Indoor pool, Jacuzzi, movie room, the works,” Cord said. For the first time since arriving, she didn’t look ready to maim someone. 
 
    “You’ve been there?” Cambria asked. 
 
    “I hung out there a few times last summer,” Cord said.  
 
    Scratch that. Cord and Victoria being friends. That was the oddest pairing ever. 
 
    Derek didn’t look nearly as excited about their destination. “This is temporary, until we figure out our next move, right?”  
 
    “Yes,” Fee assured him. “We need somewhere safe to figure out who’s with us and who isn’t. And we need to decide the best way to fix this.” 
 
    Derek’s eyes narrowed. “And by fix, you mean …?” 
 
    “Fix,” she repeated. “I don’t condone violence as a first choice. You know that.” 
 
    “But it is a choice,” he said. 
 
    She scowled but didn’t argue. “Edie and Elizabeth will both stay behind, keeping an eye on CHAS for us.” 
 
    I frowned. “Is that safe? I mean, Steppe has to know you’re both going to help me and I’m already on his list. Won’t that make you both traitors too?” 
 
    Grandma smiled, but it lacked warmth and showed too much teeth to be anything but threatening. “Gordon knows better than to mess with me or mine.” 
 
    In that moment, I decided I officially had the coolest grandma in the entire world. 
 
    “And I’m going to side with your grandma on this one,” my mom said. “It’s about time I took responsibility for what I am.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much to believe her, though her tone was surprisingly firm. I hoped whatever she lacked in the badass department, Grandma would make up for. 
 
    “The clock’s ticking,” Fee said. “Everyone get home and pack what you can. We need to get on the road.” 
 
    The huddle broke apart with everyone gathering their things and heading for the door. Grandma hugged me tight. Now I understood why my mother had done the same when I’d arrived. They both knew they were saying goodbye.  
 
    “I wish you could come with me,” I said against her silver hair. 
 
    She pulled away, her smile fierce. “I get to be on the front lines. Where I like it.” 
 
    “And Mom?”  
 
    “I’ll keep her safe,” she whispered.  
 
    I nodded and started to go. Grandma grabbed me tighter, holding me still. Her expression was intense enough that I would’ve paused even without the pressure of her hands on my arms. “Tara, this is big,” she said quietly. “After today, things will be different. Forever.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “There’s a removable panel behind my top left dresser drawer.” 
 
    “What’s in it?” I asked. 
 
    “Supplies. Now, do you remember what Vera said to you? About her visions and the future?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I want you to think about that.” 
 
    I frowned. “About leading?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But how can I lead a race of people that hate me?” I asked. 
 
    “One man doesn’t speak for us all. Things will change.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    She squeezed my arm a final time and then let me go. “Nothing lasts forever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything felt muted as Wes drove us home in my mother’s car. The light. The sound. Even the air felt quiet and close. The reflection of the streetlights cast a moving trail over the interior of the car, haloing Wes in orange-ish light before tracking a pattern across the hood and disappearing behind us. For a moment, I was lost in it. No voices registered, no concept of what we were about to do. Where we would go. Whether I would ever come back. For a moment, it was all meaningless. 
 
    This car ride, the patterned lights on the dark interior, the somber faces of two people I loved. These were all that mattered, because no matter where I went tomorrow, right now I was here. In this car. With Wes and Angela.  
 
    Grandma’s parting words came back to me: Nothing lasts forever. 
 
    And for some reason, despite knowing she’d meant it about a government she hoped to crumble, all I could think of was Alex. Motionless and cold in a hospital room that, after tonight, would sit empty save for the patient himself and the paid staff. 
 
    The thought of leaving Alex upset me in a place I’d thought I’d buried. Even though he remained unconscious, seeing Alex every day did something for me. Although my choice had been made, I needed him. 
 
    What if he woke up and I wasn’t there? What if he was all alone? 
 
    The thought gnawed at me even more than the problem with Steppe. I couldn’t leave Alex alone. He wouldn’t do that to me.  
 
    One by one, voices trickled in, the more adamant ones interrupting my thoughts until their thoughts took over. I’m hungry. I’m thirsty. I’m bored. I’m jealous.  
 
    The last one concerned me and I zeroed in on who the thoughts belonged to. It was Janie, one of the sisters always staring at George. I tracked him through the bond and found him walking the perimeter. He wasn’t alone. I could tell by his flow of thoughts that he was talking to someone, following a conversation.  
 
    I searched the minds of the rest of the pack but came up empty. Who was he walking with? 
 
    I tried honing in on George’s thoughts more closely, but my thoughts—my ability to read him—felt disjointed. Worry and anxiety, plans for escape and getting Angela home safe, and wondering whether my mother would be okay without me made everything a jumble.  
 
    I caught bits and pieces, images and mental snapshots, as George walked and talked to whoever it was. Directions. Plans for packing up camp and getting everyone ready to travel. Who would he talk about this with, if not a pack member?  
 
    Eventually, the two parted company.  
 
    I still had no idea who it was. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, Wes parked curbside in front of Angela’s house. I got out and walked her to the door. Her family’s minivan was noticeably absent in the driveway. 
 
    “You going to be okay?” I asked her when we reached the doorstep.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she assured me. “My mom will be home soon. It’s you I’m worried about. Can you call me and let me know you made it okay?” 
 
    I suspected phones would be off-limits, especially with civilian police out looking for us too. “I’ll try. But, Ang, be careful. You know way more than you should about all of this. If anyone finds out …” 
 
    “They won’t.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to believe her. Angela was smart. I could count on her to be aware and careful, but danger wasn’t always recognizable. Sometimes the monsters looked like normal people until it was too late. 
 
    “You be careful too,” she said and started toward her door.  
 
    “There’s one other thing.” I gave her an apologetic smile. “I know my asking you this puts you right back into the danger I told you to avoid, but …” 
 
    “What do you need?”  
 
    I told myself it wasn’t purely selfish, my reason for asking. “The nurses at the hospital know you now. I’ve vouched for you and they’ll let you through even if I’m not there. Could you—? Would it be possible—?” 
 
    Her expression softened. “I’ll check on him. On both of them,” she added. 
 
    “Thank you.” I exhaled. “But be careful visiting Vera. She may have other visitors in and out.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “The man with the scar, he shouldn’t see me, right?” 
 
    “Right. But Alex …” I swallowed. “He doesn’t have anyone else.” 
 
    Angela hugged me. “I’ll take care of him,” she said. “You stay safe.” 
 
    I nodded, not trusting my voice. I knew Angela would make sure Alex didn’t wake up alone. And I told myself he would wake up.  
 
    I watched as she let herself inside before trudging back to the car, my arms wrapped around my middle.  
 
    I slid into my seat and pulled the door shut. Wes leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Everything okay?” he asked. 
 
    “I asked Angela to look in at the hospital. On both of them.” 
 
    “You think it’s safe for her to be there alone?” 
 
    Again, I ignored the ping of guilt and told myself I wasn’t putting Angela in more danger. “I told her to keep a low profile. Besides, I don’t think CHAS will be paying attention. They have other things on their mind.” 
 
    “Good point.” He backed out of Angela’s drive and navigated the darkened streets toward my house. 
 
    “Are you okay with this?” I asked after a moment of quiet. 
 
    “Which part? The part where I’m wanted for murder or the part where a secret government is, at this moment, signing my—our—death warrant?” 
 
    I sighed. “The leaving part.” 
 
    His shoulders deflated, as if my lack of response to his sarcasm had taken the fight out of him. “I’m on board for whatever keeps you safe.” 
 
    “And my safety aside?” 
 
    He glanced sideways at me. “I want to kick their asses.” 
 
    My mouth curved in a small smile. “In that, we agree.” 
 
    Another moment of silence passed. I knew we were both deep in our own thoughts. Of leaving. Of running and hiding. Of when we’d get to turn and face the enemy. The animal in both of us wanted to fight. The urge to stay and do just that was growing stronger, the closer we got to home—and to the pack.  
 
    They knew what was happening now. That CHAS was going to make it okay to hunt them. They wanted to hunt right back. At this moment, I had over three dozen voices in my head urging me to let them. I clamped my jaw shut to keep from whining. It wasn’t an attractive sound as a wolf, let alone a teenaged girl. 
 
    I asked another question, to distract myself from the voices. “Why do you think they killed her?”  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Mal. Obviously she knew something, right? They got to her right before you did, to talk to her about all the bond stuff. What do you think it was?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know. After I couldn’t find her, Cord went up there to poke around. She didn’t find out anything.” 
 
    There was something in his tone. Something he wasn’t saying. “But …? You have a theory,” I prompted. 
 
    “It was something Cord said about the girl’s apartment. Some notes she found. She didn’t want to risk taking them or touching anything but she saw the word Unbinilium used several times.” 
 
    “Seriously? Why didn’t she mention this before?” 
 
    “No reason to. At the time, Cord had no idea of the implication or what any of the materials were. And it very well could be a coincidence. I mean, she worked for the lab there at CHAS headquarters and they do a lot of metal testing.” 
 
    “What else was in the notes?” 
 
    “Stuff on immunities and something called a purity cycle.” 
 
    “What’s a purity cycle?” I asked. 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    I stared distractedly out the window. Familiar lawn ornaments decorated the yards of houses in my neighborhood. We were almost home.  
 
    Next came packing. Then leaving. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a coincidence,” I said as Wes pulled up in front of my house. 
 
    He looked over at me as he unbuckled. “I don’t either.” 
 
    “I think it was Steppe,” I said.  
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    “Wes …” I trailed off, unsure what it is I even wanted to say.  
 
    He laced his fingers through mine. “Like Fee said, let’s get safe, and then we’ll figure this out.” 
 
    I blew out a breath. “All right.” 
 
    I climbed out behind him, pocketing the conversation for now. There’d be plenty of time for more speculation later. And realistically, that’s all we had. I wished, not for the first time in recent days, Astor were here. Crazy, convoluted, unstable Astor DeLuca. My uncle—and mad scientist extraordinaire. He knew all there was to know about Unbinilium and immunity, including the fact that I was immune to all metals—a material fatal to other Werewolves. 
 
    What did Mal know about it? And what was a purity cycle? 
 
    Lights were on downstairs when we pulled up to my house. I used my key on the front door and checked the living room and then the kitchen. Both were empty. 
 
    “Mom?” I called. 
 
    A panicked stab hit me in the gut. Cord should’ve dropped her off by now. What if something had happened? “Mom?” I called again, louder, sharper. 
 
    “Tara? In here.” Her voice drifted down from the upstairs. I took them two at a time and found her on her knees in her bedroom. 
 
    Adrenaline waned and still my knees were liquid. I was way too on edge. I concentrated on breathing deeply. In. Out.  
 
    “Mom? What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    Wes came up behind me. She glanced from me to him and then went back to retrieving whatever she’d been digging for underneath her bed. 
 
    “This,” she said as she slid a long, shallow box free. She turned a dial using a combination I couldn’t see and the lock popped free.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked, edging closer. I’d never seen this box before. It was so unlike my mom, sleek and black and almost military. My mom used plastic containers and craft boxes for storage. This reminded me of something Grandma would have. 
 
    When I rounded the bed and saw the contents, I froze. “Mom, what the hell do you have a speargun for?” 
 
    “Language, Tara,” she said.  
 
    I watched as she removed a long black handle, complete with a trigger, and attached it to a metal wand, clicking and locking it into place. In the box, I counted six spearheads, all sharp and serrated and deadly looking. Before this moment, I would’ve bet my mom didn’t even know what a spearhead was, much less owned one. Maybe it did belong to Grandma and my mom was holding it for her.  
 
    I looked at Mom again. Her fingers moved deftly over the different parts of the gun, checking and inspecting its components. She looked surprisingly competent with that thing in her hands.  
 
    “Mom?” I said quietly. No answer. 
 
    I shared a look with Wes. He shrugged.  
 
    Carefully, my mom loaded a spearhead onto the end of the metal rod. It made a hard sound as it locked in. In a practiced move, she drew back a piece on the top of the handle like she was cocking it. She stared down the front end, aiming at a blank spot on the wall with one eye squinted half shut.  
 
    Her finger inched toward the trigger and I found my voice. “Mom, seriously, why do you have that thing?” 
 
    She sighed and lowered the weapon, setting it gently back inside the box. “I have it because it’s mine,” she said.  
 
    I blinked at her. The words didn’t compute. “But … it’s a speargun.” I couldn’t think of anything else. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Do you know what a speargun is?” Mom rolled her eyes. “Okay, well, obviously, you do. What I mean is, why do you have it? You hate spears. And guns. And … black boxes.” 
 
    “It’s called a pelican case.” 
 
    “Where did you get a pelican case?” 
 
    “It was a wedding present from your grandmother.” 
 
    “Of course it was,” I said.  
 
    Wes muffled a laugh. My mom replaced the gun and shut the case. Instead of returning it to its original hiding place, she slid it against the wall near the bed. I noticed she didn’t lock it. 
 
    “What are you doing with it?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m keeping it ready,” she said as if it were the most natural thing in the world for my mother to keep a weapon at her bedside. 
 
    “Mom.” 
 
    “Okay, all right. You have a point. I am not usually one for responding to violence with violence, but sometimes you have to… Oh, what the hell. I have nothing deep to say about it. They’ve threatened me and my family for the last time. This time when they come, I’ll be ready.” 
 
    “Mom—” 
 
    “You’re leaving, and your grandmother is always in DC, and I’m not stupid. Steppe will come for me. I’m sick of being helpless. I hate that it has to be this way, but I’m not going to play human anymore. Not this time. Not with that ass, Steppe.” 
 
    “Mom—” 
 
    “And if he thinks he can get one over on me, Elizabeth Godfrey, he’s got another thing coming. I was a badass Hunter once and I can be a badass Hunter again.” 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I grinned at her. “You already are. I love you.” 
 
    She smiled and pulled me into a hug. “Love you, too.” 
 
    She held me and smoothed my hair like she’d done when I was little. She was still stiff but it came from determination and ferocity instead of panicked stress. A mother defending her child. A warrior defending her home. Most importantly, it was accepting. Of me, of what we were, of this life we’d made. 
 
    The old us and the new us had finally merged somehow.  
 
    When I pulled back, we both had tears in our eyes. “Everything’s going to be okay,” she said. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Wes is going to take good care of you. And you have your pack.” 
 
    She smoothed the hair away from my face as the first tear escaped. My pack. She’d called them my pack. It was the first time she’d ever referred to them that way.  
 
    “And who will you have?” I asked in a wavering voice. 
 
    “I’ll be all right. Your grandma is here. I have my mother, like you’ll always have yours.” 
 
    The moment pressed heavy against my heart. I didn’t want to leave like this. I couldn’t, not when I’d finally seen the acceptance in her eyes. I tried to think of something else to say that wouldn’t reduce the both of us to sobs. 
 
    The only thing I could think of was, “Does this mean you aren’t mad at me for getting expelled … again?” 
 
    She took my face in her hands and shook it gently. “You will always drive me to scrub some surface or another. I can live with that, as long as you can live.” She kissed the tip of my nose. “Promise me.” 
 
    “I promise, Mom.” 
 
    “Good. Now go pack your things.” 
 
    She let me go and I headed for my room. Wes turned to follow but my mother called him back. “Wes, may I have a word? Alone?” 
 
    “Sure. Be there in a second,” he said to me.  
 
    I hesitated, eyeing the two of them. Normally, at this point, I’d worry. But after the moment we’d shared, I decided to go with it.  
 
    I went into my room and pulled my duffel bag out of the depths of my closet. I threw in jeans, shirts of differing thickness—all I knew about this house was that it was in some mountain town of Colorado—and various shoes. After I’d packed the basics, I moved slower, wandering the room.  
 
    I tried not to wonder if this was the last time I’d ever see my room. It was hard to see an end in sight at a moment like this, when we were on the edge of the beginning.  
 
    Wes reappeared as I zipped up my bag.  
 
    “How’d it go?” I asked. 
 
    He reached around me, took my bag, and slung it over his shoulder. “Fine,” he said.  
 
    I followed on his heels as he went into Grandma’s room. “What did she say?”  
 
    “She, umm… She said be careful.”  
 
    “Wes.” I waited for him to face me so I could see his eyes. He was lying. Or not telling me all of it. Or both. I put my hands on my hips.  
 
    “Fine. She said if I let anything happen to you, she’ll use the speargun on me first then on whoever hurt you.” 
 
    I cocked my head sideways. “Wow. I’d expect that from Grandma but not my mom.” 
 
    “She looked a lot like Edie when she said it,” he said.  
 
    “Did she scare you?”  
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck. “I definitely won’t be testing her conviction.” 
 
    I grinned. I was a fan of this new side of my mother. My smile dimmed almost as soon as it’d come. Too bad I wouldn’t be around to see it. 
 
    “It’s going to be all right,” Wes said, reading my expression.  
 
    “I know. Let’s get whatever Grandma left for us and get going.” 
 
    Wes selected the dresser drawer Grandma had instructed us to look behind and pulled it free. He set it aside and we peered into the hollow section. Farther in, along the wooden backing, I could make out the uneven edges of a panel. 
 
    “There,” I said. 
 
    “I see it.” He reached in and felt along with his fingers. I waited. A second later, I heard a small scrape. When Wes brought his arm out again, he held a small panel of wood with loosened shards at the edges where it’d been wedged out of place.  
 
    “What do you see?” I asked. 
 
    “Looks like a bag of some kind. Hang on.” He reached in again and this time, his hand came out holding a brown zip-up pouch. It was roughly the size and shape of a book, but soft and pliant. 
 
    I waited while Wes zipped open the leather. Inside were a slightly worn journal, a crinkled map, and two identical phones, both too large to be anything from this century.  
 
    “Grandma supplied us with … the first cell phone ever invented?” I said. 
 
    “They’re sat phones,” Wes explained. He picked it up, inspecting its various dials and buttons.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Satellite phones.” He looked up at me. “We’ll have to leave our cell phones here so they can’t trace us. This will give us a way to contact the others.” 
 
    “And they can’t track the signal?” 
 
    “I don’t think Edie would’ve left it for us unless it was secure.” 
 
    “Good point. What does the map go to?” 
 
    He unfolded it and laid it flat between us on the dresser. “It’s a map of Colorado. And here,” he said, pointing to the left corner, “Someone left handwritten instructions.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    He squinted, leaning closer. “Looks like this is how we’ll find the cabin, but it’s hard to read.” 
 
    “And this journal,” I said, opening the front flap and reading the name inscribed. “It’s Vera’s.” 
 
    “Why is Edie giving us Vera’s private journal?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I paged through, scanning the words. The journal was handwritten in flowy cursive and hard to understand in a hurry. 
 
    “Tara!” my mother’s voice came from downstairs. “You need to get moving!” 
 
    “She’s right, we should go,” I said. “We can look at this later.” 
 
    I closed the journal and stuffed it into my bag. Wes did the same with the phones and replaced the panel and drawer. 
 
    My mother was waiting for us downstairs. She looked impatient more than anything else. Again, it surprised me how well she was holding up under the stress. “Fee called. They’re loading up and said to meet in the lot behind the house. Do you know what she means?” 
 
    Wes nodded. “There’s a side road I can take. It’s pretty overgrown but I can make it work.” 
 
    “Take my car. Fee will meet you there with a bag of clothes for Wes. You guys need to get over there and get out. Be fast.” 
 
    “We’re going,” I said. 
 
    “Do you have everything you need?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Cell phones.” She held her hand out to both of us and we handed them over. She gave me a tight hug and a hard kiss. “I would say call me when you get there, but you can’t. No news is good news, I guess.” 
 
    “Grandma gave us a satellite phone, Mom. I’ll call when we get there.” 
 
    She ran a hand across her forehead. “Of course she did. My mother thinks of everything. All right, go. Quickly.” 
 
    She ushered us out the door and shut it behind us. Before we made it to the car, the lights in the living room went out. Then the kitchen. It was eerie, seeing the darkened house and knowing my mother was in there. It felt wrong to leave.  
 
    “Tara, we have to go,” Wes said. I looked up and met his eyes over the hood of the car. We both stood with our doors open and our feet still in the driveway. 
 
    “Yeah.” With effort, I made myself get in.  
 
    In the silence, I found Wes’s hand and promised myself I would see my mother shoot her spear gun. Hopefully, at someone other than my boyfriend. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    True to my mother’s word, Jack’s pickup was packed and loaded with bags when we pulled off the road into the grass. A large, white tarp had been spread over the bed, making the pile underneath look like a misshapen cotton ball. Jack and Derek were busy tying it all down with rope. They looked up as Wes and I walked over, their expressions matching in concentration and concern.  
 
    “Did Angela get home okay?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Yes. She’s going to look in on Vera for us,” I said. 
 
    The lines around his mouth softened a little. “She’s a good girl.” 
 
    Fee came around the side of the truck, followed by Cord. Fee had a bag strapped to her back using a peculiar-looking belt to hold it in place. In each of her hands, she carried another bag identical to her own. She held one out to Jack and the other to Derek as they each dismounted the truck bed.  
 
    “Tara, you made it,” Fee said, clearly relieved. 
 
    “No problems?” Cord asked. 
 
    “None,” said Wes.  
 
    I didn’t miss the wistfulness in Cord’s eyes as she asked—or the disappointment at Wes’s negative answer. “They’re out there,” she said. 
 
    “We need to get going,” Fee agreed. She stepped forward to help Jack tighten the belt on his bag. 
 
    My brow furrowed as Derek began strapping his on the same way the others had. “I thought all the bags were in the truck,” I said. 
 
    “Cambria and Cord are taking the truck,” Fee explained. “Jack, Derek, and I will meet them there.” 
 
    “The three of you are running from here to Lexington Manor?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s Maryland,” Cord said. 
 
    “It’s really not a problem,” Fee added.  
 
    “Is it because of the luggage?” I asked, gesturing toward the truck. “You’re welcome to take my car if you need more space.” 
 
    Derek grinned. “That’s not exactly luggage. We cleaned out the weapons room.” 
 
    I eyed the boxes and bags underneath the tarp. Now that he pointed it out, I recognized the storage containers that’d lined the shelves in Jack’s back room. Those boxes held stakes of all material and size. Some fit into crossbows and some were handheld. What boxes didn’t contain stakes held an array of knives, swords, and axes. I knew from the many times I’d attempted to organize it all, Jack loved his weapons. He had enough to supply a small army.  
 
    “You’re taking everything?” I asked, gaping at the load. 
 
    “We don’t want Steppe getting his hands on it, that’s for damn sure,” Derek said.  
 
    And then I realized as I looked at their faces—none of them expected to come back here. The thought brought a lump to my throat.  
 
    “When Steppe comes looking, you can bet he’ll have trackers,” Wes explained in a gentle voice that filled the silence I left. “We want to make it as hard as possible on them. So we’re going to leave multiple trails out of here.” 
 
    “When was that decided?” I asked. I didn’t remember this as part of the plan discussed at Grandma’s. 
 
    “Long before today,” Fee said.  
 
    “We’ve always had an exit plan,” Cord added. 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    Cord snorted. “Uh. Yeah. We’ve been doing this a lot longer than you. We’re prepared.” 
 
    Jack cut a look in Cord’s direction. “We’ve had an exit plan but we’ve never had to use it. Mostly, it consists of confusing whatever trail we leave so that we’re harder to track. We know what we’re up against.” 
 
    Trackers. He meant Kane. Strike teams. Hunters. 
 
    I frowned at Wes. “So then we shouldn’t take your car. Or my mom’s.” 
 
    “We’re not,” he said.  
 
    “We’re running too?” The thought of shifting, of stretching my legs and running with the pack—at the head of them—made my muscles strain in anticipation. 
 
    “You’ll have to be careful about your route,” Jack said. “A pack that large will be easy to track.” 
 
    “I thought about that,” Wes said, “and I may have found a way around it.” 
 
    “How’s that?” Jack asked. 
 
    He hesitated. “I … procured a tour bus.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “And by ‘procured’ you mean …?” 
 
    “Benny stole it.” 
 
    “Benny,” I muttered. “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. He won’t remember a thing,” Wes said.  
 
    Derek chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “When did you have time to make that happen?” I asked. 
 
    Wes and Cord shared a look.  
 
    “We may have been planning ahead for contingencies,” she said cryptically. She shot a pointed look at Jack. “Like I said, we’ve always had an exit plan.” 
 
    “You knew we’d have to run?” I asked, looking back and forth between them. 
 
    “Not necessarily from this,” Wes said. 
 
    “But we knew being able to leave quickly and without a trail would be beneficial,” Cord finished. “Especially once you started doing your wolfy thing … and inherited a pack that had an appetite for human guts.” 
 
    I stared at her, feeling somehow as if I was seeing her for the first time. “You helped Wes plan an escape for the hybrids?” 
 
    She shrugged like it was no big deal, but I knew better. Cord helping the same group that had killed Bailey was a huge deal. Cord helping me was a huge deal. “I didn’t do it for them,” she said.  
 
    Our eyes met and held. I felt a rush of something I’d never experienced when I thought of Cord. Gratitude. Something had changed between us during our time in the woods, but this was almost like friendship. And judging from the way she was staring back at me, she felt it too. I knew better than to push it, though, so I merely nodded at her and said, “Thanks, Cord.” 
 
    “Whatever. I owed you one,” she said quickly. 
 
    Awkward silence followed. Apparently, no one else knew what to do with Cord and I making nice, either.  
 
    Wes cleared his throat. “Where’s Cambria?” he asked. 
 
    I looked around and realized my best friend with hair the color of a summer sky was indeed missing.   
 
    “She went to say goodbye to George,” Derek said. At Wes’s glare he added, “Stop looking at me like that, dude. Chris went with her.” 
 
    “That’ll do it,” Jack said, giving the rope one final yank before stepping away from the truck. He wrapped an arm around Fee and kissed her cheek. “Ready?”  
 
    “As I’ll ever be,” she said.  
 
    As one, they turned to face the house, the roof visible through the trees that lined the yard, regarding it solemnly. 
 
    “We’ll be back,” he said into her ear, so low I barely caught it. My chest tightened. I felt like an intruder, watching this moment between them.  
 
    A warm hand slipped into mine. I looked up at Wes, attempting a smile. It wasn’t full but I knew he needed to see I wasn’t going to fall apart.  
 
    “We’ll be back,” he whispered, echoing Jack’s words. 
 
    “I know. I’m not worried.”  
 
    He dropped his forehead to mine, and I knew he saw right through my lie. “Where you go, I go,” he said.  
 
    The curve of my mouth deepened toward something more meaningful. I squeezed his hand, caught somewhere between hope and longing for a life I knew I’d never see again. 
 
    The sun dipped behind the trees, casting shadows and making it darker here than it was elsewhere. More was gathering than dusk.  
 
    I shivered.  
 
    Derek looked at his watch, then the darkening sky. “Cambria should’ve been back by—” 
 
    “Here!” She emerged through a break in the trees a few yards away. Through the bond, I sensed Chris hanging back. He was thinking about how much Cord disliked him and he didn’t want to make this moment harder. George stayed with him, both of them watching us from the cover of branches, silent sentries. 
 
    It amazed me how much I’d come to appreciate Chris. But once we’d bonded and he’d fought for me in the clearing against Kane, things between us shifted, though slowly at first. Somehow, I hadn’t realized until now, I trusted him. To keep the pack safe in the woods when I was away. To walk my best friend home amidst possible danger and threat of death. To understand Cord’s anger wasn’t personal and give her the space she needed. I sent him a Thank you through the bond, letting him know I understood what he was doing.  
 
    “Where have you been and why aren’t you on the trail?” Derek asked, meeting Cambria halfway across the yard and pulling her into a hug. He’d been going for stern, but the way he smiled when he held her made it clear his irritation was feigned.   
 
    She kissed his nose and explained, “Chris said it would be good if we created multiple trails between here and camp for when Steppe’s men come.” 
 
    “Which will be soon,” Cord said. “We need to go.” 
 
    Derek ignored her and kissed Cambria on the mouth. “That was a good idea. I missed you.” 
 
    When she smiled at him, the sunshine in her hair was nothing compared to the light in her eyes. “I missed you too.” They kissed again, oblivious to the rest of us.  
 
    It still amazed me, the relationship that had sprung up between them. Cambria hadn’t necessarily been flighty when it came to guys but I’d never seen her this serious for any length. Then again, none of those boys had been Derek. Even I could admit he was hot. And when he wasn’t standoffish and actually decided to be friendly with me, I could see what drew her to him. He wasn’t nearly as serious as he pretended to be. And he loved Cambria, that much was clear from the way he saw past the summer-sunrise hairdo to the person inside. 
 
    I waited for them to break apart, but their kiss deepened. Arms tangled. I was pretty certain they’d forgotten we were all here. And about to go on the lam with a truck bed full of weapons. Or anything else remotely pertaining to reality. Geez.  
 
    After a minute, Jack cleared his throat.  
 
    “We’re burning daylight,” Cord called wryly. 
 
    “And a hell of a lot of calories from the looks of it,” Wes added. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Derek said, finally breaking away enough to formulate words. He slung his arm over Cambria’s shoulder and faced the group, a goofy smile on his lips.  He wiggled his eyebrows. “If you’re jealous, Cord, I can give you the same goodbye.” 
 
    Cambria poked him in the ribs and he jumped. Cord rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Okay, this is it,” Fee said. Her shoulders rose and fell with the deep breath she took and let go again. She looked at Cambria, then Cord. “We’ll see you two in a couple days.” 
 
    Cambria hugged her. “Be careful.” 
 
    Jack handed Cord the keys and then folded Cord into a bear hug. She let him go quickly and punched him in the arm. “Try to keep up with your wife, old man. Don’t make me come looking for you guys if you take too long.” 
 
    “Please. I can run circles around both of them. I’ll slow down for Derek, though.” 
 
    “Pssh. Whatever. I have two good legs,” Derek said. He and Cord exchanged a one-armed hug. When their goodbyes were all said and done, Fee turned to Wes.  
 
    He let go of my hand to wrap both of his around her. The way he held her, gentle yet fierce, reminded me of a mother and son. And I knew that although Wes wasn’t her biological son, Fee loved him as completely as my own mother did me.  
 
    “Be careful,” she whispered to him.  
 
    “You too,” he whispered back. “Don’t let Jack overdo it on that leg,” he said before letting her go.  
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Jack pretended not to hear. He hated anyone bringing up his injury—or the slight limp he still nursed. Pulling the extra satellite phone from his jacket, Wes handed it to Jack.  
 
    “What’s this?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Compliments of Edie,” Wes said.  
 
    Jack turned it over in his hand once and nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Call us when you get there.” 
 
    “Same to you,” Jack said. His hug was like being enfolded by a peaceful grizzly. I squeezed hard and stepped back quickly. If this took much longer, I was going to cry.  
 
    I hugged Cambria last, swiping underneath my eye to catch the pooling moisture before it could fall. “Be safe,” I said simply.  
 
    “Same.” 
 
    We stared at each other, saying all the things silently that would’ve made us cry to say them aloud.  
 
    “Phones,” Cord said, holding her hand out. The rest of the group handed her their phones and she stuck them in the various pockets of her jacket. “I’ll smash a new one at each rest stop.” 
 
    “Let’s move,” Jack called. He pressed a final kiss to Fee’s lips and then stepped clear. His body shimmered at the edges, going in and out of focus until his entire frame rippled and then disappeared. In its place stood a large wolf with a bag belted around its middle.  
 
    Fee and Derek shifted simultaneously. When they were finished, they each had a bag strapped to their midsection. Wes adjusted the strap for them and then they were ready. 
 
    Cord climbed in and fired up the truck while Cambria took shotgun.  
 
    “Drive careful,” I called.  
 
    Cord looked at me through the open window. “Same to you,” she said. It was more of a goodbye than I’d expected.  
 
    Wes and I stood side by side and waved as the truck rumbled up the path toward the road. When the dust settled, the wolves were already gone.  
 
    “Guess it’s our turn to disappear,” I said. 
 
    “Tara, wait.” Wes pulled me back.  
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Nothing. I wanted to tell you thanks.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “When I saw that story about me on the news earlier, it was … overwhelming. I shut down.” He squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them again, there was raw emotion, free of the anger and tension he’d carried since leaving the hospital. “Thank you for taking charge, for getting us out of there. You were amazing. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. It was nice to take care of you for once.” 
 
    He smiled. “I could get used to that.” 
 
    “Mmm, but that would mean you have to back off long enough to let me lead sometimes. Backing off isn’t your strong suit.” I kept my voice light with teasing but we both knew I meant every word as truth.  
 
    “It’s not yours either, but both of us seem to be doing it.” 
 
    “Because Jack and Fee told us to.” 
 
    “And look at both of us taking orders.” 
 
    I laughed. “There’s all kind of progress happening.” 
 
    “It’s been a full day,” he agreed.  
 
    His hand came up to brush my hair from my face and my smile faded as I remembered what came next. “Not quite full yet,” I said. “We still have to disappear.” 
 
    “True.” I watched his gaze flicker toward the house.  
 
    “Do you think we’ll come back?” I asked quietly.  
 
    He didn’t answer for a long moment. Finally, he tore his eyes from the cracked paint and crooked shutters and laid his lips against the tip of my nose. “Even if I don’t ever step foot here again, I’m already home. You are where my heart is.” 
 
    My breath caught and all I could manage was a faint whisper of the words, “I love you, Wesley St. John.”  
 
    “I love you too, Tara Godfrey. With every piece of me, animal and human, until there are no more pieces left.” 
 
    When his mouth met mine, somehow I managed to shut out the pack, the future, and anything else that could’ve possibly mattered more than the feel of his lips and this moment.  
 
    By the time he let me go, my fingertips tingled and I felt full. Of energy, of courage. Of whatever I might need to face whatever came next. 
 
    Behind Wes, I could see George and Chris waiting for us at the tree line. Their expressions were tight, their thoughts surprisingly silent as they soaked in my determination.  
 
    “Let’s go get the pack,” I said. 
 
    “Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The pack was like a thread of tension wound tight. Earlier, Chris and George had delegated the responsibility of disassembling tents and coverings but I could see a few areas where the owner of the tent had either gotten distracted or given up—due to either stress or the fact that they couldn’t shift to a form with opposable thumbs—and left the contents of their “home” in a heap on the ground.  
 
    Chris wasn’t happy with the mess. He hurried around, nudging and in some cases nipping, in order to get the tent owner to pack properly. The rest of them gathered around Wes, George, and me the moment we entered camp, pressing against us in a tight circle and shouting questions.  
 
    I couldn’t understand their shouted words any more than I could sift through the noise in my head. Demands for a destination, why we were leaving, how soon we would become hunted all blurred together in a rush of syllables. George and Wes both fussed at them to back off, to no avail. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut against the headache already building. When I spoke, the alpha in me rose to the surface. The power of it permeated the one word. “Quiet!”  
 
    They fell silent and stepped back, paws brushing restlessly at the dirt. I needed to shift, if for no other reason than to get a handle on the noise in my head.  
 
    George read the thought before I could say it aloud. He shoved backward with his arms, knocking wolves aside. “Move,” he said roughly. “Back up. Let her through. She needs to shift. Then she can talk to you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said gratefully and slipped through an opening. I ducked behind a stand of trees and stripped, too hurried to care whether I was fully hidden from view. Another inch of modesty gone.  
 
    My wolf strained against the confines of my human flesh. It wanted out. I let it. 
 
    My form rippled and shimmered, like a shiver set on repeat. My bones stretched and popped. Fingers shrank inside themselves, ears elongated. My shiver turned to a convulsion.  
 
    When it stopped, I was a Werewolf. Four paws on the ground, tail swishing. The air tickled my nose and I stilled at the scent. Something new traveled on the sluggish breeze.  
 
    Something … not of my pack.  
 
    I froze, one paw halfway around the tree.  
 
    I sniffed again.  
 
    Wes, his Werewolf coat a ruddy brown that always made me think of dirt and oak trees, was there in an instant. He’d shifted because I’d shifted. I loved him for doing things like that.  
 
    We didn’t speak as we let the new smell wash over us. I opened my mouth, letting it fill my sensory receptors. It tasted wrong. Like danger.  
 
    George … 
 
    He didn’t even pull his shorts off before shifting. I heard the rip of fabric—a clean break—as he changed from boy to wolf in less than a blink. The smell hit his awareness.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    I didn’t know whether the word came from me, George, or some other pack member. It didn’t matter who thought it, we all echoed the sentiment. I had just enough time to formulate the thought spread out before movement in the trees stopped all other conscious thought and my reflexes kicked in. 
 
    Faces flashed as the intruders darted in and out of forest cover. It took me a moment to realize they were Werewolf features; I was so caught up in the familiarity of being in this form. I caught another flash—a face. Furry. Pointed ears. Yellow eyes.  
 
    Glowing eyes. 
 
    Hybrids. Not mine. 
 
    I growled out of animosity toward this unknown threat and confusion. These were clearly hybrids, not part of my bonded pack. And while they hadn’t attacked yet, I could sense their intentions clearly enough.  
 
    Was this the reason for my headache? And I’d been too human in that moment to realize? 
 
    They advanced again, a few coming clear of the brush they’d hid behind. Their ears were flattened against their head and their lips were pulled back, revealing spindly teeth. But the real conviction was in their eyes. I didn’t need animal instinct to tell me they meant harm. 
 
    Their coats were mangy and rough, matted in places and patchy or missing in others. Some had scars or still-healing wounds visible. All of them seemed more dangerous for what I could only assume were battle scars. I scanned, trying to identify one as the leader. 
 
    If I could take out the leader, the rest might give up. 
 
    But they all seemed equal, not deferring to anyone in particular. The way they walked in a parallel line, with none more forward than the others, confused me. I pawed the ground, impatient. The animal in me didn’t like watching an enemy advance while I stood here. 
 
    As if an audible order had been given, Wes, George, and Chris appeared around me. The rest of the pack hesitated, wanting to do the same. To protect me. It made me snap the order a second time: spread out! 
 
    If we all huddled together, we would be too easy a mark. I tried to make them see that with my thoughts. Most of them got it. Didn’t mean they liked it. I registered George’s stubborn rejection of the idea the moment I thought it. He and Chris both shook their heads. They weren’t going to leave me alone.  
 
    Beside me, Wes growled and pawed the dirt. He looked as impatient as me, if not more. “They’re hybrids,” he said between clenched teeth.   
 
    “But they’re not friendly,” Chris added. He didn’t take his eyes off the hybrid closest to him. 
 
    They were about ten yards away now, still advancing as one.  
 
     “Who are you? What do you want?” I called. It was hard to talk over the growl in my throat. My wolf wanted to be in charge—and it wanted to do more than talk.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter who we are,” said the one approaching Chris. 
 
    “We’re here for your pack,” said another, farther back in the trees.  
 
    “They will come with us,” said a third.  
 
    “And if they don’t?” Wes called. 
 
    The Werewolf that spoke first honed in on Wes, his yellow eyes piercing and full of malice. “They will end up like you.” 
 
    Wes growled and lurched forward before catching himself. I knew the only thing stopping him was his refusal to leave my side.  
 
    “What is your quarrel with us?” I asked. 
 
    “Not ours. His.” The hybrid who’d spoken earlier emerged from the trees and I saw it wasn’t alone. 
 
    Nor was its companion a wolf.  
 
    The man smiled and his eyes creased with crow’s feet at the corners. “Jasper’s correct,” the man said. “The quarrel is absolutely mine.” 
 
    I couldn’t think past my confusion of how it was possible that Gordon Steppe could be here and leading his vote simultaneously. Or how he’d found these rogue hybrids—we’d been searching and searching and all along he had them!—and made them follow him.  
 
    “But the vote is happening now,” I said, dumbstruck.  
 
    “The vote is over. The treaty is void.” 
 
    I didn’t even realize how close he’d come until George and Chris pressed forward, jaws snapping. Steppe paused where he was but didn’t look particularly nervous.  
 
    I was reeling, trying to put missing pieces together. Had Grandma gotten the timeline wrong?  
 
    “What’s the matter? Did Edie not give you enough time to run?”  
 
    He was taunting us. He’d fed Grandma wrong information on purpose. Did he know she was working against him? Was she in danger? I had to warn her. 
 
    The bond hummed with voices. Yelps. Curses. Pleas for permission to attack. 
 
    My jaw ached with the collective desire to bite one of these rogue wolves. 
 
    “Tara,” Wes said. The warning—and threat—in that one word was clear.  
 
    I might’ve been distracted, but he wasn’t. I didn’t need a bond to tell me how badly Wes wanted to go for Steppe’s throat. I figured I had about three seconds of conversation left before it happened. 
 
    “We haven’t hurt anyone,” I said.  
 
    More yellow-eyed, un-bonded hybrids trickled into the clearing. My pack—at my mental prompting—spread further out. I wanted the enemy surrounded. I didn’t care if that left the four of us in the center of things. My jaw ached harder.  
 
    The tension pulled tighter. On both sides.  
 
    “That no longer matters. The treaty is void. There is no amnesty for any reason—for any Werewolf. The amendment states I can hunt and kill any Werewolf I see.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” I said stubbornly. I knew it was a long shot but maybe he was bluffing. 
 
    He held out a stack of white papers rolled tightly in his hands and tossed them to the ground between us. “Read it for yourself,” he said with a smile bordering on a sneer. 
 
    My heart sank. Yeah, Gordon Steppe didn’t bluff. 
 
    “And your friends?” I said, gesturing to the glowing-eyed wolves spread around the trees.  
 
    “They are merely a tool, my tool. A means to an end.” He pointed toward the pile of papers on the ground. “A legal end, I might add.” 
 
    “And so you’re asking what? For us to surrender?” George asked. 
 
    “I’m asking for the hybrids to surrender. You, Miss Godfrey, and Mr. St. John do not have that option. Your crimes are beyond surrender. I’ve already chosen each of your fates.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked, though I already knew. 
 
    “We haven’t done anyth—” George began. 
 
    Time was up.  
 
    I sensed the change happening but I wasn’t sure my thoughts were quick enough to warn the rest.  
 
    It was amazing how they attacked as one without a single word spoken between them. Almost as if they had a mental connection of their own.  
 
    From far out in the trees, they rushed us. The ground underneath me vibrated with their approach. Branches crashed and leaves crunched. They were so close. 
 
    And then, one by one, they were stopped. Pulled to a halt and then dragged backward into the foliage again by jaws full of jagged teeth. I knew it was my pack from the grim satisfaction they took in sinking their teeth into flesh. 
 
    I had no more time to ponder it as teeth snapped near my face. Wes and George stayed close, keeping themselves between me and whoever. It was sweet—and utterly annoying. I took advantage of George’s distraction and moved to Chris’s side.  
 
    Together, we took down the rogue he’d been eyeing since the beginning of our exchange. When the enemy hybrid was still beneath us, his eyes open and unseeing, I turned to Chris. “Get out there with the pack,” I said.  
 
    “But you—” 
 
    “I have George and Wes. I’m fine. Get out there and help the pack. No one dies.” 
 
    His shoulders slumped then straightened as he accepted the order. “All right,” he said.  
 
    “I mean it, Chris,” I called after him. “None of them.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” he said before leaping away.  
 
    In the space he left behind, one of Steppe’s hybrids appeared. My jowl curved into a wolfish grin as it approached me. The animal in me would enjoy this.  
 
    I approached slowly, one paw, then the other. It did the same, both of us wanting to draw it out. 
 
    Halfway there, I doubled over in pain.  
 
    My midsection felt like it was being ripped in two. I dropped to my belly and howled.  
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw Wes react. He faltered and cast me a sideways glance. It was the opening his opponent needed. Teeth sank into the fur below Wes’s neck. He yelped and jerked sideways. By then, my view was obscured by my opponent, hovering over me, jaw slack and ready to bite.  
 
    I snarled. 
 
    It didn’t flinch.  
 
    I tried to pick myself up off the ground but another wave of pain hit. This time, my head felt as if a brick had been smashed over it. My front left paw seized and cramped as a new pain hit. My breath whooshed out of me. Someone had gotten the wind knocked out of them.  
 
    The voices in my head howled. My head thrummed with the vibration.  
 
    The Werewolf standing over me lunged. I met it with jaws opened and instead of moving, I let it come to me. When it did, its teeth sank into my shoulder at the same time my own jaw closed over its throat. I barely had time to feel the burn of my own injury before my teeth broke the skin and its blood fill my mouth. I’d hit a vein.  
 
    I bit harder.  
 
    Ten seconds later, the Werewolf quit writhing and went still. I let it fall over me and then shimmied backward, belly scraping the dirt until I was clear of it. I whined, the sound building and then bubbling from my throat against my will. It was a whine borne of my mental pain more than anything physical but it was hard to tell when the two were so much like the same thing. 
 
    A few yards away, George and Wes still scrapped with a group of hybrids. Wes was bleeding from the bite I’d witnessed earlier, but otherwise he seemed okay. George looked winded but he was holding his own. Beneath his light coat, muscles bunched and rippled as he rose on his hind legs and sent his opponent sprawling. It looked almost like a tackle. Any other time I would’ve smiled. George, ever the sports jock. But this time, I watched in muted concern. Something was happening. Something I didn’t understand, nor did I think was possible.  
 
    With each breath, the pain dimmed. Awareness receded. One by one, the voices in my mind were snuffed out. I cast about, unsure what it was I expected to see but convinced there must be some visible proof of the extraordinary thing happening in my mind.  
 
    But there was nothing new to see. 
 
    The others were oblivious, and the fight raged on. George got his teeth around his opponent and dug in, twisting and turning this way and that until the other wolf went quiet. Its body jerked a few times after George let go. I knew it wasn’t dead, but it didn’t get up when George left it alone.  
 
    I whimpered.  
 
    George glanced left. I tracked his gaze and found Wes involved with the last of Steppe’s creatures that remained between us and whatever was happening in the woods. Steppe himself was nowhere to be seen. George made his way toward me, head cocked sideways.  
 
    From what I could tell, ours was the only connection that hadn’t changed.  
 
    More voices disappeared. The pain vanished with it. Until slowly, all that was left was my own. It made me numb.  
 
    I was alone.  
 
    The bite on my shoulder hurt less than the void left behind in my mind. 
 
    From somewhere in the trees, I heard a muffled voice, distinctly human and cruel. I had no doubt it was Steppe. I couldn’t make out the words but it must’ve been an order of some kind. The hybrid Wes had been engaged with suddenly turned and sprinted into the trees. Wes took off after it, but he wasn’t prepared for such an abrupt departure and I could tell he was too far behind to catch up.  
 
    I listened as paws moved over leaves and branches in retreat. I expanded my senses. Farther out, I heard what sounded like car doors being slammed. Then rumbling—engines, maybe?  
 
    Then nothing.  
 
    Wes returned. His chest heaved with labored breaths. He stared down at me in concern, his eyes widening when he saw my bite. “It’s fine,” I said, moving to get up. “Find the others.”  
 
    My body grew heavy underneath the weight of my panic, and I struggled harder. I had to get to them. I had to know if they were out there.  
 
    Neither of the boys moved. 
 
    “Go,” I shouted, startling both of them. They backed up as I rose and advanced on them. 
 
    “Are you—?” Wes began. 
 
    “I need to know if they’re all right,” I said, cutting him off. He hesitated another second. When no one moved, I tore out of the clearing without bothering to see if either one followed.  
 
    I ran, casting a wide circle and then an even wider one when I backtracked. Nothing. The woods were empty.  
 
    “Where the hell is everyone?” I heard George call from somewhere to my left.  
 
    Minutes. Hours. How long had they been gone? The quiet inside me felt as if it’d been there forever. 
 
    I kept running.  
 
    My sides ached. The bite on my shoulder burned. I didn’t care. 
 
    “Here!” Wes called. “I found one. No—two!” 
 
    I sprinted toward the sound of his voice and then stopped short. In front of him lay two Werewolves—Janie and Emma. The sisters. Neither one moved.  
 
    “Are they breathing?” I asked. 
 
    George ran up and stopped short when he saw who I meant. He didn’t say a word as Wes bent low and nudged each of them in turn, pressing his ear to their slack mouths. 
 
    “They’re breathing,” Wes said.  
 
    I sighed in relief but it sounded more like a strangled growl. George looked at me strangely. “You didn’t know? You can’t sense them?” he asked. 
 
    “I can’t—” I swallowed. Saying it aloud made it real. “I can’t sense any of them except for you.” 
 
    Both boys stared at me.  
 
    I blinked against the itch in my eyes. If I were human, tears would’ve already fallen. “Say something,” I demanded. 
 
    “They’re all gone?” Wes asked.  
 
    The unmistakable note of hope in his words was too much. I let out a long, high-pitched whine and backed away, thrashing my head side to side. There was no explanation for my freaking out, except that my wolf didn’t know how to handle all these human emotions. Or the aloneness it felt at the quiet. It needed its pack.  
 
    I couldn’t believe that’s what losing them had done to me.  
 
    I wondered if I’d cope differently if I shifted back to human. Then again, when the bond had been in place, being human amplified the discomfort. I wasn’t willing to shift and find out. Not yet.  
 
    As I backed away, George and Wes watched me with matching looks of concern and alarm. Through our connection, George tested my emotional stability. I let him in. He needed to see how apart I felt.  
 
    It must’ve been bad because neither one approached me or tried to quiet me down. 
 
    “Is she all right?” Wes asked George in a low voice.  
 
    “I … don’t know.” His worry came through in a growl. 
 
    “Tara?” Wes asked. He took a tentative step and I crumpled into a heap, my head resting sullenly on my front paws.  
 
    “They’re gone,” I said simply. 
 
    “We’ll get them back,” he said. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I believed him. In that moment, it didn’t matter. The absence of noise was like a void swallowing me up.  
 
    I didn’t answer and they let me sit.  
 
    Wes backed off, giving me space but keeping me in sight. At one point, he said something and George darted away. He came back a few minutes later with a bag clutched in his teeth, dropped it near one of the girls, and left again. 
 
    Wes—back in human form, though I hadn’t noticed when that’d happened—rifled through the bag’s contents and pulled out a small packet of something. I watched in detached interest while he cleaned whatever wounds Janie had sustained. She stirred and moaned and he whispered to her, coaxing her back to whatever state of sleep she’d been in before. 
 
    He did the same for Emma. Both of them came out of it enough to nudge the bond between us. Our connection was caught somewhere between awake and asleep. It made me feel marginally better to know it was there. But two—compared to four dozen—wasn’t enough. 
 
    Wes left them alone again and began pulling clothes from the bag George had brought. He cast glances at me here and there but I ignored him. Part of me knew we couldn’t stay here; we had to move, to take some sort of action, but I couldn’t make my limbs move. I’d never felt so completely empty of everything that mattered. Or so incapable of describing the sensation to someone else. 
 
    From inside the bag, Wes pulled the phone Grandma had given us. I listened as he called her and relayed what’d happened. It relieved me to know he’d warned her. I suspected he knew that would’ve been my first priority if I were myself. I was grateful, but still…  
 
    I sat.  
 
    When George finally returned the second time, Wes looked at him expectantly but George shook his head. Wes looked relieved. Neither spoke. They resumed watching me.  
 
    Darkness fell, thick and complete in the unlit forest. My eyes adjusted so well, it looked like daylight to my wolf sight. 
 
    After what could’ve been hours, Wes spoke. “Tara, we need to go.” 
 
    I lifted my head from my paws and shook it side to side. “I can’t leave them.” 
 
    “You have to. Steppe will come back here. He knows we’re alive.” 
 
    Even in the darkness, I could see straight into his irises. “What if I can’t sense them because they’re all dead?” 
 
    “They aren’t. He wanted them for something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we have to go if we want to live and find out.” 
 
    I let that sink in. He was right. I knew that, but I hated the prospect of more quiet. More than I’d hated the noise before.  
 
    “If not for yourself, do it for Janie and Emma. They’re still here, still your pack. You need to protect them,” Wes said. 
 
    Through the bond, George urged me to listen even as he disappeared behind a tree with a pair of cargo shorts clutched in his teeth.  
 
    I forced myself to think past sitting here. Think past the quiet. Finally, I nodded at the two girls. “How will we get them out of here?” 
 
    George stepped out from behind the tree, human again and clad in shorts. He gestured to Wes. “We’ll carry them until they wake.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and pushed unsteadily to my feet.  
 
    “Do you want to shift?” Wes asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not yet. It’s easier this way.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything else before scooping up a she-wolf in his arms and leading us away.  
 
    My paws were silent as I followed the boys out of the woods. The quiet fog that enveloped my mind was an almost tangible depression. Even when I saw the dilapidated tour bus parked in the field behind Jack’s house, the numbness didn’t change. I was empty.  
 
    I had no concept of what I was headed toward, only what I left behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    The stolen tour bus, courtesy of Benny, was made-to-order. Someone had removed all but the first six rows of seats, leaving the rest of the space free for transporting creatures much more animal than human. Creatures no longer a part of our group.  
 
    I swallowed a whine. 
 
    Once on board, I walked directly to the farthest dark corner and curled into it. 
 
    George and Wes boarded slowly, each carrying a groggy Werewolf. The girls had woken enough that the bond between us had returned, but they still weren’t very steady on their feet.  
 
    Behind the last row of seats, Wes stopped and bent forward to lay Janie down, but George shook his head. “Back here, man,” George said. One by one, they each laid the girls down beside me. I cuddled up to them and laid my head on my paws.  
 
    I looked up at Wes. In the grainy darkness filtered by sputtering yellow streetlights, I saw him work a muscle in his jaw as he stared down at me. Then he crouched beside me and laid a hand on the top of my head.  
 
    “We’ll get them back,” he said.  
 
    George echoed the sentiment through the bond.  
 
    I didn’t answer. There was nothing to say to that. I still didn’t understand the desolation. I should’ve been happy. Getting rid of the bond was what I’d wanted. But not like this. It was like ripping off a newly formed scab—over and over.  
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” Wes asked. His eyes were glued to mine; I knew he was trying desperately to read my thoughts—something that only worked for him on a full moon. Oh. What was today? I peered out the window at the chunk of moon hanging. It was big but not full. 
 
    I sighed. This would’ve been so much easier if he could pick it out for himself, no talking required. “It’s … empty,” I said, trying to put the pain into words he would understand.  
 
    He didn’t respond and I knew what he was thinking. This is what she wanted. What we wanted. 
 
    I looked away. 
 
    After a moment, George clapped a hand over Wes’s shoulder. 
 
    “Do you want me to drive first leg?” George asked, shifting the energy between us to something more normal. Less tense. 
 
    “Sure,” Wes said. “I need to update Edie.” 
 
    He rose and walked to the front of the bus. George settled himself in the driver’s seat and Wes sat on the last row, closest to my end. I knew he hated seeing me this way, but I couldn’t help it. I scooted closer to Emma.  
 
    The bus rumbled as it chugged to life underneath me. The gears creaked, objecting to whatever process George was putting them through. Then, with a lurch, we rolled forward. City lights tracked a pattern over the darkened windows and ceiling as we eased onto the street from the grass lot Benny had hidden the bus in.  
 
    On the main road, I didn’t bother watching Frederick Falls fade behind us. Knowing we were headed so far from where I’d last seen—and felt—my pack made my stomach clench. More than once, a whine built in my throat and I shoved it back. The pain had faded but the emptiness was an ache that couldn’t be erased or ignored. 
 
    We hit a bump and the bus bounced heavily. We were picking up speed, merging onto the interstate. Up ahead, Wes spoke in a low voice into the phone. I could’ve listened in but I didn’t. If there was anything to know, he’d tell me.  
 
    Beside me, the girls slept. Their breathing had evened into a steady cadence and their wounds, like mine, had healed themselves thanks to being in wolf form. I concentrated on the pattern of their breathing. Inhale. Wait a beat. Exhale. Wait a beat. Inhale. 
 
    The bus’s engine hummed beneath me, sending vibrations through my belly. 
 
    Before long, my eyes drooped. In the absence of action, my desperation had dulled from acute to numb.  
 
    Somewhere around Richmond, I slept.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I awoke to the bus sputtering so hard I slid forward several inches before the momentum caught me and I swayed back. The engine hissed, echoing with the sound even after George had shut it down.  
 
    “What the hell, man?” Wes called. 
 
    “Sorry, but we’re running on fumes. She doesn’t like being thirsty,” George said.  
 
    He climbed free of the driver’s seat and hopped out the door, leaving it open behind him. Wes followed behind. I could hear him asking where we were. He sounded sleepy. 
 
    I heard a pop somewhere along the left side as the gas tank came open.  
 
    “Kansas,” George answered.  
 
    That jolted me fully awake. Kansas? Already?  
 
    I rose and stretched, extending my fingers up to the ceiling and not quite reaching it. Somewhere around St. Louis, Wes had convinced me to shift back to my human form. I’d done it partly to see if it improved the void in my mind and partly to eat. The void had remained but my stomach revolted against the idea of changing back again. My appetite as a wolf was considerably different from my appetite as a girl. And raw meat was scarce on a tour bus. 
 
    After stuffing my face with greasy drive-through fare, I’d felt slightly more myself. Enough that I’d finally become interested in where everyone else was and how they were doing. Wes filled me in.  
 
    Jack, Fee, and the others had made it out fine. They were safe inside Lexington Manor with no hiccups or run-ins with Steppe—or anyone else wishing them harm.  
 
    Grandma was furious at Steppe for misleading her, but she’d stayed. A fact that terrified me. Steppe had to know she was helping me. And my mother. They’d come to the house with official paperwork explaining the treaty was over. The house was searched and torn apart. Dresser drawers emptied, clothes strewn about. They left without finding anything to use against her—or apologizing. But my mom was safe. For now.  
 
    Then the human police came. They’d questioned my mother politely over glasses of sweat tea while leaning against the kitchen’s center island. They’d used hushed voices and syrupy manners and left with the same thing CHAS had: nothing. 
 
    At least she hadn’t used the speargun. 
 
    Metal scraped as George finished pumping gas and twisted the cap back into place. He and Wes boarded. Both seemed relieved when they saw me standing.  
 
    “How are you?” Wes asked, coming over and pressing a kiss below my ear. I leaned into him and kissed him back.  
 
    “Better,” I said. And while it wasn’t a lie, it also wasn’t saying much considering where I’d started. Wes nodded grimly as if he recognized that. 
 
    “We’re making good time,” he said. 
 
    “I heard. Kansas.” I tried making my voice lighter, something to match the conversation, but it came out strained. Wes fell silent, deep lines appearing across his forehead as he watched me. I stared back, again trying to communicate what my words couldn’t express. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” George said, his voice tight.  
 
    I knew he’d read plenty through our connection. I hated having to share this with him. He slid back into the driver’s seat and turned the key. The bus rumbled to life and we jolted and bumped our way out of the lot.  
 
    From the back of the bus, Janie stirred. They’d both woken and fallen under again more than once. None of us could figure out exactly what Steppe had done when he’d knocked them out. There weren’t any visible wounds. Those had healed by now. But something was definitely wrong with them.  
 
    “Tara?” Janie called. 
 
    I went to her and knelt down. Her eyes were glassy and clouded with an exhaustion that didn’t quit even after hours and hours of sleep. The thread between us flickered as she tried to awaken. It still didn’t feel as strong as it had before the attack, especially when she slept, but even when she woke it was still strained, almost muted.  
 
    “I’m here,” I said, laying a hand on her shoulder. “What do you need?” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” she whined.  
 
    I looked behind me. “Wes.” 
 
    “On it,” he said. “Give me a second.” I waited while he consulted a map he’d spread over the bare floor behind his seat. “There’s a grocery store two miles from here,” he said. “George, take the next exit.” 
 
    “Done,” George called from the driver’s seat.  
 
    We’d already merged back onto the highway but the next exit wasn’t far. Judging from the brightness in Janie’s eye, that was a good thing. She needed to feed. Soon. Both of them did.  
 
    I stayed crouched beside them both until Janie slept again. Then I made my way back up front and dropped into the seat beside Wes. He was still concentrating on the map.  
 
    “There’s definitely something wrong with them,” I said. “Janie’s hungry. But it’s not like normal hunger.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked without looking up. He traced a line of highway with his finger. His lips moved silently as he calculated distances to himself.  
 
    “It’s too dialed down,” I explained. “Any other time, after not having eaten for this long, there’s an edge to their hunger. It’s more urgent, unpredictable. This is so … laid back. And she still hasn’t shifted.” 
 
    “Can she?” he asked. 
 
    “Normally, yes. But right now …” I scrunched my brow, concentrating. “I don’t think either one can.” 
 
    Finally, he looked up, giving me his full attention. “Do you think it’s the bond weakening again?” he asked. 
 
    “No. I mean, it is weaker, but it pulls at me when she’s awake. I think it’s her. I think it’s both of them. Steppe did something, like he made the bond disappear with the others.” 
 
     “I think you’re right.” Wes re-folded the map and tucked it away. He smoothed my hair, his expression softening. “How are you, really?”  
 
    I relaxed underneath his touch. “A mess,” I admitted. “I don’t know why, after wanting so badly to be rid of it, I’m this devastated at losing them. I should be happy, but I’m not. It’s like a giant hole and—” 
 
    “What?” he prompted when I broke off.  
 
    Tears filled my eyes. “We abandoned them,” I whispered.  
 
    “We saved ourselves so that we can go back for them,” Wes corrected firmly.  
 
    I regarded him with watery eyes. Something about the firmness with which he’d said it bolstered me and I blinked back my tears.  
 
    “Promise?” I said.  
 
    “Promise.” He pressed his lips together, hesitating before adding, “I know you think I’m happy about you losing the bond, and you’re right, I wanted it gone. But not like this. Not in a way that causes you pain. I would do anything to take away what you’re feeling now.” 
 
    “That’s the problem. I’m not feeling anything.” 
 
    He picked up my hand and held it to his chest, over his heart. “Do you feel my heartbeat?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It feels enough for both of us.” 
 
    “Wes … Thank you.” 
 
     “We’ll get them back.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Colorado in August felt like springtime in Virginia. The air was chilled, but blessedly absent of humidity. It was less than an hour after sunrise when George pulled off the paved road onto a dirt path and parked.  
 
    “Are we here?” I asked. It was hard to make out anything through the darkened windows of the bus.  
 
    “Supposedly,” George said with a shrug. “You’ll have to consult the navigator.” 
 
    “According to the map, yes,” Wes said, peering down at the color-coded paper. 
 
    After two days of nothing but driving, this was a welcome announcement. I jumped up and made my way to the front. The girls didn’t stir and I let them be. George and Wes stepped back and let me go first down the stairs and out the door.  
 
    The early morning air had a bite that snuck underneath my sleeves and into my skin the moment I stepped off the bus. I thought about shifting but decided against it. The coolness was refreshing, but so was the warmth of having Wes’s hand in mine.  
 
    I made it all of three steps away from the bus with Wes beside me and George in tow before the view overtook me and I stilled.  
 
    For a moment, we all three stood there. The sight was breathtaking. We were on a hilltop with the bus at our backs, giving a clear view of what lay before us. A few feet from where I stood, the drop was vertical enough to make it seem like the edge of everything. 
 
    Beyond and below it, hills rolled with grass so green it looked airbrushed. The sun shone, lighting up a perfect blue sky. Everything in between was mountains and tall pines and such openness that it made a person insignificant in comparison.  
 
    Here and there, lakes dotted the mountainsides. Ribbons of cobalt-blue streams interrupted the shades of green that were grassy fields, patches of forest, and valleys that even from here were covered in brightly colored pink and orange flowers.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was my wolf senses widening to take it all in or the deceiving vastness of the landscape itself. It all felt so much bigger than anywhere else. My wolf strained excitedly at the prospect of exploring it all. 
 
    “It looks like it goes on forever,” I said, breathless and cold but hopeful for the first time since leaving Virginia. Something about the beauty of this place told me it might all be okay. I couldn’t describe why.  
 
    “Uh, are you sure we’re in the right place?” George asked. 
 
    “This is the place on the map,” Wes said. He stared conversely down at the map and then up at the view before us. 
 
    “It looks a little sparse on man-made structures,” George said. He turned a slow circle in every direction. I did the same and then checked the map over Wes’s shoulder. No cabin, though the map had us where it wanted us. 
 
    “That’s the map from Edie, right?” George asked. 
 
    “Yes.” A hint of irritation crept into Wes’s voice.  
 
    George wandered around the side of the bus, checking what scenery it blocked from view. He returned a moment later. “There’s a trail on the other side,” he said.  
 
    Wes and I followed him around and sure enough, there was a narrow lane of dirt winding into the trees.  
 
    “It’s not much,” Wes said, “but it’s what we’ve got.” 
 
    “Someone should stay with the girls,” I said.  
 
    We all shared a look. “I will,” George said. 
 
    “We’ll be back in a few,” Wes said. “Come on.”  
 
    I followed as he led the way onto the trail. The air turned cooler and I pulled my arms tight around me. “Colorado’s summer is a little chilly,” I said.  
 
    “Have you forgotten Virginia humidity already?” Wes asked, moving branches aside to let me pass. 
 
    “Point taken. Colorado wins.”  
 
    The path wound around, taking a hard right away from the edge of the hill we’d stood on. A rushing sound built in my ears, growing louder as we walked. We followed the trail until the trees around us became more widely spaced and then abruptly gave way to a clearing. I stopped and stared, a breath sticking in my throat. It was something out of a fairy tale. 
 
    The clearing itself was little more than thick, green grass with a large yellowing patch in the center. It was almost strange how perfectly square the space of deadened grass looked before the green, healthy stuff began again. But beyond it, like a perfect backdrop, a cliff rose and towered over the treetops that bordered the far side of the space. Its hues of brown and red and orange clay were mesmerizing. Mountains in Virginia did not compare to this. And in the center, a giant waterfall fell—the rushing sound I’d heard. Its spray of water was a mixture of clear blue and foamy white froth. It looked like an entire bottle of bubble bath had been poured in a tub.  
 
    “Beautiful,” I breathed.  
 
    “Amazing,” Wes agreed.  
 
    I stood a moment longer, enjoying the beauty of the falls. I could smell the moisture in the air but it was nothing like the humidity of home. It tasted light and fresh on my tongue. Again, my wolf begged to be let out. I shoved it aside and took a step forward.  
 
    “I wonder why there’s that patch of dead grass in the center,” Wes said, wandering closer with me. “It makes an exact square.”  
 
    “Odd,” I said.   
 
    My attention was taken with the waterfall and a large bird that circled overhead when my nose and forehead thunked against something hard. “Ow.” I stepped back, rubbing at the sore spot on my face. I blinked at the space in front of me. There was nothing there but empty air.  
 
    “What the hell?” Wes muttered.  
 
    “I could swear I ran into something.” 
 
    “I know. Look.” His hands were flat in front of him, palms out. A vein in his forearm bulged and I realized he was exerting pressure against … something.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    He straightened and began running his hands right and left, then up and down. I did the same. The material was cool and smooth underneath my fingertips. My hands rippled over the shape. It was rounded and tapered in and out, as if notches had been fitted into place.  
 
    We exchanged a look.  
 
    “Stacked wood, maybe?”  
 
    Wes cocked his head sideways in thought. “You go right, I’ll go left?” 
 
    I nodded and we each took a measured step away from each other while keeping our hands pressed against the invisible surface. 
 
    “Still there?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. You?” 
 
    “Yup. Again.” 
 
    We each took another step. Then another. I ran my hands up and down. Still, the tapering. Like slats. Like logs. Like …  
 
    On the next step, I looked down to steady my feet. My eyes caught on the line of yellowed grass. “Wes,” I said. “Look.” 
 
    I crouched down, running my hand all the way to the ground. The line of my hands, pressed against the invisible surface, matched the line where healthy grass gave way to deadened weeds perfectly.  
 
    Wes’s eyes widened and he looked around at the square before us. “Keep going,” he said, excitement creeping into his voice.  
 
    I straightened and shuffled sideways as I felt my way to the edge and then around the corner. As soon as I did, Wes disappeared from view. I yelled and popped my head back around.  
 
    “What just happened?” he asked. 
 
    “You disappeared.” 
 
    “Okay, let me try.” I waited while he moved to the opposite corner and around the other side. As soon as he rounded it, I lost him.  
 
    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” he asked as he reappeared.  
 
    “The cabin.”  
 
    Wes nodded. 
 
    I stepped back and squinted, trying to see something out of nothing but empty air. “But how do we make it visible?” In answer, he pulled the phone from his pocket and began hitting buttons. “Who are you calling?” 
 
    “Edie.”  
 
    While Wes waited for Grandma to answer, I wandered. When I’d reached the back corner, I could still hear the sound of Wes’s baritone voice, but it was muffled. There were definitely walls—or something like it—separating us.  
 
    Behind me, the rushing water poured over the falls. Farther out, birds called. My mind hummed with the girls’ snoozing and George’s ever-present buzz of worry. He was pacing. Whatever he’d been able to read from me, it wasn’t enough to soothe him. If we stayed gone much longer, he’d come looking.  
 
    I rounded the space and found Wes as he hung up. “What did she say?” 
 
    “No answer. I left her a voicemail.”  
 
    I frowned, doing my best to stamp out the panic that automatically rose. “I hope everything’s all right.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’s fine. In the meantime, we need to figure out how we can see this thing so we can get George and the girls off the road.” 
 
    “She could’ve told us this before we left,” I said.  
 
    “I don’t think she wanted us walking around with all the information at once.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She wanted us to call and get it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He gave me a pointed look.  
 
    “Wait, did she think we were going to run?” 
 
    “You have a history of blowing off the plan,” he said. 
 
    I didn’t bother to argue. He was right. Didn’t mean I liked it.  
 
    With nothing else to do, we went back to feeling along the surface of the outer wall. I rounded the same corner I had before, but this time I kept going once I’d lost sight of Wes. About halfway in, I stumbled as my foot caught on something solid over the grass. I felt my way up an invisible step. Then another. 
 
    My hands found the wall again but the texture had changed. The beveled wood gave way to a smooth panel that rose as far as I could reach and extended all the way to the ground. The seams were tight with the slightest ridge on one side, top and bottom. Hinges.  
 
    I kept going. My hands brushed and then closed over something rounded—just the right size for my palm. A doorknob. I twisted and pushed and it gave under my grip.  
 
    “Wes,” I called as it swung outward, “I found a door!” 
 
    From the other side, I heard the creak of hinges and then, “So did I.” 
 
    I pulled the door open and stepped back. Unlike the outside, the view of the interior was completely visible. Dark mahogany floors met warm cherry wall panels, lighting the space naturally with sunlight that poured in from skylights overhead. Dark burgundy rugs covered the entryway and beyond that, a narrow hall ended in what looked like a living room at the other end.  
 
    A door closed and footsteps sounded, paralyzing me with the sudden fear that maybe we weren’t actually alone out here in this invisible cottage after all. Wes appeared at the far end of the hallway. “Looks like you found the front door,” he said. 
 
    “Dammit, Wes, you scared me.” I willed my heart to slow to normal speeds before George came racing up the path and thought I’d disappeared into thin air.  
 
    Wes grinned. “Look at this place. It’s great.” 
 
    I hesitated, casting a wary glance at the peaceful forest behind me. I remembered Grandma’s description of this place, how it was hidden to everyone except hybrids because of some sort of ward Astor had put on it. I wasn’t sure how it worked or which sort of hybrids the ward preferred. What if I wasn’t the right kind? Or Wes? What would happen if an intruder tried to cross the threshold? 
 
    “Come on. It’s fine,” Wes assured me. He held his hand out. 
 
    With a deep breath, I put my hand in his and stepped inside, leaving the door open behind me. Nothing fatal happened.  
 
    Wes looked at me, brows raised. “You okay?” 
 
    “Peachy,” I said. 
 
    The interior of the house was beautiful. The paneled wood shone in the slanted light. The rug underneath my feet was plush. On impulse, I slid out of my shoes and kicked them aside, enjoying the way my toes sank into the threads. I took a few steps and when the rug ended, the hardwood was cool and smooth. 
 
    I followed Wes down the hall until it emptied into the living space. The rush of water from the falls was muted, but the sight of it was still breathtaking. Large, floor-to-ceiling windows made up the entire length of the living area and gave an open view of the rocky cliff and the water spilling over the side. The lake’s surface foamed bubbly white where it met the falls. Where the bubbles dissolved, the water sparkled a bright shade of blue.  
 
    “Makes me want to swim,” I said. 
 
    “Hmm? Yeah.” Wes sounded distracted, the sound of his voice coming from somewhere farther back. I found him in the kitchen, rustling through cabinets and drawers. Wes held up a spatula and a frying pan. “We can cook,” he said triumphantly.  
 
    “Cook what?”  
 
    His face fell. “Hmm.” He spun and went to the fridge at the far end. The seal stuck like it hadn’t been worked open in a while. He pulled it free and bent over to look inside. He hung there, bent over, jaw slack for a full minute before straightening and letting the door shut. “It’s stocked.” 
 
    “With what?” I went to the fridge. Wes backed off to let me look. I expected cans or something non-perishable, not that anyone would need to keep them in the fridge, but what else would it be? Instead, every shelf was stocked with fresh goods: fruit and veggies, the makings of salad and sandwiches, bread, milk, eggs, you name it, it was there.  
 
    “Where did it come from?” I asked. 
 
    “Beats me.” 
 
    We shared a look. I jumped when the phone rang. He checked the screen. “It’s Edie,” he said.  
 
    I waited while he answered it and told Grandma where we were, trying to glean information from his side of the conversation.  
 
    “Yeah, we can see inside fine,” he said after explaining how we’d stumbled upon the invisible walls outside and finding our way to the door. “Really?” he said, rubbing a hand over his chin. “Is there any way to— I see ... Yeah, right.” He snorted, shooting a glance at me and then quickly away again.  
 
    I raised a brow at that, but he ignored me and responded to something else Grandma said. “Now? Okay.” 
 
    He motioned for me to follow and opened the back door he’d come in earlier. Beyond the open doorway, I could see a small porch with three stairs leading down to the ground. Strange, I hadn’t been able to see anything of the outside earlier. Maybe it was only visible if you were inside?  
 
    I crossed the threshold behind Wes, fully expecting the porch and stairs to disappear the moment I stepped out, but it remained, solid and fully visible. I followed him down the stairs and turned to face the house.  
 
    “I can see it,” I said. 
 
    As I’d suspected, the exterior walls were made of logs, fitted together like a toy set might be with each log sitting on the other in a tongue-and-groove style. The roof was made of metal paneling that glinted in the light. The porch and railing were constructed of the same wood as the rest of the house and carved intricately around the edges and along the banister. The entire picture, the house with the greens and browns and blues of the woods and waterfall as a backdrop, was like something out of a movie. Or better, a postcard.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I whispered.  
 
    With his free hand, Wes laced his fingers through mine.  
 
    “Yup, I can see the whole thing now,” Wes said into the phone. “Tara can see it too,” he added. Had Grandma worried I wouldn’t? Again, I wondered if it took a certain kind of hybrid to get in here.  
 
    Wes paused to listen and then said, “He’s waiting for us back at the road. I need to get the bus moved and bring them in. Will it still be visible when we get back? … Uh-huh. Okay, will do … No, we didn’t hit any trouble. It was pretty quiet. What about you?” 
 
    I grew restless waiting for whatever news Grandma was giving him. Finally, he told her to be careful, promised to call later, and hung up.  
 
    “What did she say?” I asked.  
 
    “Let’s walk and talk,” he said. 
 
    I happily agreed. We found the trail and began the trek back to the bus. “What did Grandma say?” I asked again. “Why can we see the house now?” 
 
    “She said the wards are a two-part deal,” he explained. “The first part is being able to step foot in the clearing. Only hybrids can even find it to begin with.” 
 
    “What do you mean? It was easy enough with GPS coordinates. Couldn’t anyone use them and do what we did?” 
 
    “Not according to Edie,” he said. “Even with GPS, unless you’ve got mixed blood running in your veins, this trail will take you in circles. You’ll end up passing the clearing over and over without ever seeing it.” 
 
    “Hmm. Too bad we don’t have a way to test it.” 
 
    He shot me a look. “Testing it would mean someone’s gotten this close. I don’t love that idea.” 
 
    “I see your point. What’s the second part of the wards?” 
 
    “It’s invisible until you get inside.” 
 
    “What about if we leave and come back?” I asked, thinking of George waiting by the road.  
 
    “Now that we’re here, we’ll find it again.” 
 
    My brow creased. “But all we did was walk inside. How does that make it visible to us?” 
 
    “She said the words used in creating that part of the ward are ‘Credendo Vides.’ It’s Latin. Means, by believing is seeing.” 
 
    “So, once we believed the house was there, we were able to see it? Even without saying the words?” 
 
    He shrugged. “That explanation’s probably oversimplified but more or less, yes.” 
 
    “Too bad that doesn’t work with the rest of our problems.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We found George pacing the length of the bus. His hair was disheveled, as if he’d been running an over-zealous hand through it. “Where the hell have you been?” he demanded. 
 
    “We found the cabin, but it took a while to get in.” I explained the invisible walls and the accidental way we’d discovered it in the first place. He looked slightly calmer when I’d finished.  
 
    “No more leaving me out of the loop for so long. Trying to read you drove me crazy,” he said when I’d finished.  
 
    “You couldn’t read her?” Wes asked. 
 
    George scratched his head. “Not well enough. It felt … foggy.”  
 
    “Has it felt like that before?”  
 
    “When we first bonded and she wasn’t letting me in or letting her mind go.”  
 
    Wes looked at me. “What about the girls? Are they still foggy to you?” 
 
    “A little,” I admitted. 
 
    Wes frowned.  
 
    “What do you think it is?” George asked. 
 
    “Something’s been off since the others were taken,” Wes said. “Steppe did something. I know it was him.”  
 
    “I agree,” I said, “but it’s impossible, right? There’s no way to break the bond. Vera said so.” 
 
    “No,” Wes said slowly. “Vera said you shouldn’t break the bond, not that you couldn’t.” 
 
    I tried to recall Vera’s exact words, but all I remembered of that day was the scary paleness of her skin and her closed eyes as she’d faded away from us.  
 
    “Okay, but …” I rubbed a hand across my face. “How could he remove the bond like that? I’m the one that created the bond in the first place, and he didn’t touch me. Wouldn’t he have had to, I don’t know, get to me? Do something?” 
 
    “Probably,” Wes said. “Unless …” He and George shared a look. “Unless the bond isn’t really gone.” 
 
    “Wes, I hate to disappoint but I can’t feel them. Not Chris, not Rafe, not Curtis. None of them. Not even a little.” 
 
    “Right, but remember when Olivia had you and we lost our connection?” George’s face was lit with an enthusiasm that made me wary.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And I told you Alex knocked me out and that’s why we couldn’t sense each other for a while?” 
 
    “What about it?” Hope leaped in my chest. Despite rational thought, I wanted to believe his theory. “You think they’re unconscious?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “And if you’re right, how does that help me get it back?” 
 
    “Remember at the beginning, when you and I worked together on strengthening our bond so that we could learn to use it better?” George asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we made it stronger so that we could turn it up and down when we wanted.”  
 
    “Right. Maybe we should try that again,” he said, his words rushed by the excitement of the idea.  
 
    I couldn’t tell him no, not when he was this excited, even if the void in me made it hard to believe in the possibility of a solution. “All right. Let’s get the girls to the house and then we can work on it,” I said.  
 
    George, Wes, and I headed for the bus.  
 
    I tried not to let on my lack of enthusiasm at George’s idea. The idea of having hope frightened me. If this didn’t work, I didn’t want to sink back into the same depression. I couldn’t handle that again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Try harder. You’re not concentrating on connecting,” George insisted for what could’ve been the gazillionth time.  
 
    I ground my teeth together, resisting the urge to tell him where he could stick his connection. “I am concentrating,” I said through tight lips. I kept my eyes shut as proof and pulled my crossed legs in tighter. My muscles protested. The rug underneath me had been comfortable when I’d first sat down two hours ago. Now, my limbs were stiff and my butt was numb.  
 
    And I still hadn’t sensed a single thing from the others.  
 
    “No, you’re sitting there with your eyes closed and pretending to concentrate,” George said. 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. “My butt is numb. I can’t think when I can’t feel my body parts. Maybe we should take a break and come back to it later.” 
 
    “No way,” George said. “You can do this. Come on. Try harder.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying for hours. I haven’t connected with any of them.” 
 
    “Means we haven’t figured out how to get around the block. You need to relax more.” 
 
    I let my shoulders slump dramatically. From his vantage point behind me, Wes laughed. George must’ve glared at him because the sound cut off abruptly.  
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” George said.  “Now, try again.” 
 
    George obviously wasn’t deterred by the lack of results—or my deteriorating temper. We’d already tried simple concentration and when that didn’t work, meditation—until I’d almost fallen asleep. Now we were back to concentrating. For all the good that did. 
 
    On the upside, my connection to George, Janie, and Emma had strengthened. It surprised me to find a sadness similar to my own lurking in each of them. Even though they didn’t share a mental bond with their pack mates like I did, the physical absence had left a hole in them. There was a loneliness in all of us. 
 
    I hadn’t said anything to George, but I knew he wanted me to awaken the bond almost as badly as I wanted it for myself. It made me sad and then, when my efforts to sense something from the others yielded nothing, it made me angry.  
 
    That’s where I was now. I was pretty positive George knew it, but he kept trying to talk me down and keep me focused on the goal.  
 
    “Concentrate on one of them at a time, Tay,” he said. “Think of Chris. Your connection with him was stronger than the others, right?” 
 
    “Right,” I said. And despite my frustration, a pang shot through my gut. I missed him. A lot. He always made me steadier. When I got overwhelmed by the sheer number of Werewolves who looked to me for guidance, Chris was there, telling me I could do it. I could lead them. 
 
    “Think about Chris. Picture his face in your mind,” George said. His voice evened out, like an overly dramatic hypnotist. He was trying too hard. We both were. 
 
    Still, I kept my eyes closed and called up Chris’s face in my mind. I searched the connections in my head, removing the line that led to George and then Emma and Janie. When that was shoved aside, the emptiness loomed and I panicked.  
 
    I couldn’t go through that again. I refused. It was too big, too scary.  
 
    I opened my eyes and the bond with George snapped back into place like a rubber band. What little concentration I’d had vanished. “Didn’t work.” 
 
    George threw up his hands and stood. “I give up.” 
 
    “You can try again later,” Wes said, trying to smooth the tension.  
 
    “She can try again later,” George corrected. He headed for the back door. “I’m going for a run.” 
 
    “No way, you can’t leave—” I began, but my words were cut short.  
 
    A sudden vibration shook the floor and walls, rattling the dishes and windows in its intensity. The sound of rattling glass drowned out everything else, including the falls and whatever Wes was saying from across the room. From the shape of his mouth it looked like “What the hell,” but I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    We all froze.  
 
    Upstairs, Janie and Emma jumped up and then immediately crouched down again in an effort to keep their balance. I wasn’t sure whether to attempt to reach them or wait it out. I didn’t have a chance to decide. As abruptly as it began, the quaking ceased and everything was still again.  
 
    I stared at the boys. “What happened?”  
 
    “Earthquake?” Wes said. 
 
    George rubbed a hand over his hair, disheveling it all over again. “Didn’t know Colorado had those.  
 
    Wes walked over and extended a hand down to me. I took it and let him pull me to my feet. I kept my grip on his hand, waiting for my balance to steady.  
 
    “You okay?” he asked, his eyes searching my face for an answer.  
 
    “I think so,” I said, taking stock.  
 
    George felt dazed and so did the girls, though theirs was turning more to fear than shock now that it was over. “George, can you check on Janie and Emma?” 
 
    “On it,” he replied, hurrying upstairs. 
 
    “That was really weird,” I said, reaching out to right a lamp that had fallen over. 
 
    I wandered the room, straightening pictures and making sure everything was back in its place. Wes caught my hand and pulled me toward him. “Come here. We can clean up later.” He traced his fingertips down the side of my face, watching me closely. “You’re doing great.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not working.” 
 
    “Something will.” 
 
    I sighed. “Tell me something you know for sure.” 
 
    “We’ll get them back,” he said.  
 
    It was a repeat of a promise, but the more I heard him say it, the more I believed he meant it. “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For understanding that I need to. And accepting it. I know you hate the bond.” 
 
    “I don’t hate the bond. I hate that we don’t get any privacy.” 
 
    “Me too, but they need me. And I can’t ignore that. And …” I hesitated. Saying it aloud would confirm the depth of my loss. Not only to myself but to Wes. And it would mean admitting this bond would never really go away. Not fully, which meant we might never get that privacy he talked about. But I couldn’t deny the truth of it and he deserved to know.  
 
    “And?” he prompted.  
 
    I met his eyes and said the words that had become as true as breathing. “I think I need them too.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the gray pre-dawn, I lay in bed next to Wes, unable to sleep. Last night, the rushing of the falls soothed me to sleep almost before my head hit the pillow. I had a vague memory of Wes dragging the quilt up and over me, tucking it under my chin before he collapsed beside me and we were both pulled under by our exhaustion. But now, a few hours later, I was wide awake, my thoughts laced with the worst kind of worry: doubt.  
 
    Beside me, Wes shifted and rolled away from me before settling back into deep sleep. I didn’t want him to wake up and find me like this. It would only add to his stress and I hated doing that if I could help it.  
 
    I need them too. He hadn’t said a word after I’d said that. He’d nodded and kissed me and then switched gears, coaxing me into helping him straighten all the furniture knocked askew by what we’d labeled “the quake.” Afterward, I helped him make dinner. By the time food was finished, George had returned and the subject remain dropped.  
 
    But it was out there now, standing between us like the conversation we kept not having about Alex, and I wasn’t sure he knew how deeply I’d meant it. I needed my pack again. I couldn’t foresee not needing them. Ever. What did that mean for the bond? For Wes and I? 
 
    I grew restless. Maybe if I put my body into motion, my mind would slow down. If not, I could at least occupy it with something productive. 
 
    Quietly, I pulled the covers back and slipped out of bed. On my way to the door, I stopped and bent over the bag we’d brought from home. My hands brushed the smooth cover of Vera’s journal. As I pulled it free, my wrist bumped something hard and I caught sight of the phone. On impulse, I grabbed it too before slipping out.  
 
    In the hall, I passed three more closed doors. Across from my room was the bathroom. Before the stairs, George slept in the bedroom on the left and the girls on the right. They still hadn’t shifted back so they’d settled on the rug instead of the queen bed, but at least they were safe. And not hungry. For now.  
 
    I listened intently to both the outer sounds of the house and my inner connection to be sure George wasn’t awake. My thoughts were unruly enough without adding his concern for me. Mainly, I wanted some time to myself. Especially in my own head. If I could keep my worry to mild stress instead of full-blown panic, it wouldn’t wake him. Hopefully.  
 
    I crept down the stairs, wincing every time one of the boards creaked underfoot, and into the living room. I sank onto the couch that lined one wall, giving me a direct view of the falls. The gray sky painted the water the color of a bruise. It looked violent, the way the water rushed straight over the edge of the rocks and crashed below. I watched it for a few minutes, connected to it somehow, Mother Nature’s mood matching my own. Then I opened the journal.  
 
    On the inside flap was Vera’s name as I’d read it before. Her handwriting was beautiful and elegant and careful, like her. I flipped to a random page and began to read. It was an entry dated from the previous August. A year ago.  
 
    I had the vision again. It is always the same. The girl, the Alpha, leads a pack. They are different, a new creation. I can see in their eyes they are two parts where we are one. Gordon Steppe is there. His hate is a red cloud of destruction. He leads his own yellow-eyed pack. They are the same as the Alpha girl’s pack but these are enemies. He does not connect with them like she does. They are very loyal to her. Their bond is strong. With that, they remain grounded in our world. She keeps the darkness at bay. 
 
    Gordon’s pack is different. They are uncontrolled. There is darkness in them like I’ve never seen.  
 
    When they meet, there is much blood. And yellow eyes. And then there is nothing. 
 
    I kept my finger on the page and stared at a spot on the wall, unseeing. Vera had known about the hybrids. She’d known they would be my pack. And now it was clear Steppe’s plan had been to use them for himself. All these months we’d been searching for the rogues and he’d apparently had them all along. All those wasted trips, searching for something he’d already found.  
 
    But how had he gotten them to listen to him? They’d been so out of control when I’d seen them before, when Miles had first created them. They were considered the “failed attempts.”  
 
    And then there is nothing.  
 
    I remembered Steppe in the clearing, smiling as he ordered his pack to attack. They barely needed his permission. They were already so filled with hate and bloodlust, they probably would’ve attacked whether he’d told them to or not. And when it was over, my pack was gone, and it was true. There had been no pack, no bond. Nothing. 
 
    Vera’s vision—at least this one—had come true. 
 
    My thoughts were a repeat of that first moment I’d learned of her ability. The night Wes had admitted he’d known I was coming before we’d ever met because he’d read it in Vera’s mind. Disbelief coupled with indisputable proof was a weird thing. Yes, she’d seen me coming, but how could I lead a Cause that technically no longer existed? Yes, Wes was by my side, but how did one lead when all of the followers had been taken? 
 
    Vera’s visions were like half-truths.  
 
    But now, instead of rejecting them, I was compelled to hear more. Maybe her entries would offer a clue as to what came next. What else had she envisioned? What else did she know was coming? 
 
    I flipped to the next entry. September. 
 
    Spoke with Alex Channing today. Declined my offer. Fee says he would be a great addition but I see he is surrounded by indecision. My visions are cloudy. He doubts himself too easily. I have seen many versions of Alex. In some, he will betray us. When I tell Fee this, she is quick to remind me of the other vision. That he will do as much to save us as the Alpha. I have not told her that I’ve seen them do it together. Or that the Alpha has to make her choice before he can choose a side. 
 
    I slammed the book shut, but not before rechecking the date on the entry. September. She’d written this in September. Months before I ever met Alex. 
 
    The Alpha. 
 
    My choice affected Alex’s allegiance? Did that mean he would choose Gordon Steppe if I didn’t choose him? I thought of Kane and Vera. The little I knew of their story was that they’d each chosen a life path that the other couldn’t believe in enough to follow and so they’d gone their separate ways and fought for different sides.  
 
    Was that what she meant about Alex and me? I couldn’t lose him, not like Vera lost Kane. He needed to wake up. To be here, arguing about how things were being done. Believing in me. Helping us. Alex was on our side, on my side. Even after his betrayal, I believed that.  
 
    I’ll always find you, he’d said to me our last night at Wood Point. And he’d kept his word, despite my being with Wes. Despite the fact that I hadn’t chosen him. And he always would.  
 
    I told myself all these things to stamp out the panic. If I gave in, the void would spread and hurt and George would freak out and come looking.  
 
    I rubbed my eyes. They felt gritty and tired and so far from sleep.  
 
    I set the journal aside, unable to read any more, and picked up the phone. Powering it on was simple enough and then it was a matter of punching in the right sequence of numbers—a code, encrypted by Grandma—in order to complete a call that would be untraceable.  
 
    I entered the numbers and waited while the call connected.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    My pulse sped a little when I heard her answer. I wanted there to be good news so badly it made my breath hitch.  
 
    “Angela,” I said. “It’s me.” 
 
    “Tara? How are you? Where are you? Crap, never mind, don’t tell me that. But you’re okay, right?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Worried about you. I miss you.” 
 
    “Miss you too. How’s George? Everyone’s okay, right? Edie was here. She told me what happened before you left. I’m sorry about your pack.” 
 
    I swallowed. “It’s all right.” It wasn’t all right, but there wasn’t anything Angela could do, so I said it anyway. “How’s Alex?” 
 
    Her pause was enough of an answer. “The same,” she said finally.  
 
    “Have the doctors told you anything new?”  
 
    “No. We’re still waiting for him to wake up.” 
 
    “Thanks for keeping an eye on him,” I said.  
 
    “I’m happy to do it. He needs someone looking after him.” 
 
    It was a relief to know Angela understood that. “Have you had any trouble getting in to see him?” 
 
    “No, but—” She stopped. 
 
    “But what, Ang?”  
 
    “That director guy came by. The one in charge of all the Hunters.” 
 
    “Gordon Steppe? He was there?” My voice rose. “When?” 
 
    “Yesterday. He said he came to see Alex but he didn’t ask about his condition or anything.” 
 
    “What did he ask?” 
 
    “Mostly about you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “He asked if I knew where you were and whether there were any more hybrids with you.” 
 
    “What did you tell him?” 
 
    “The truth. I don’t know anything.” 
 
    I chewed my lip, sinking back against the cushion again. “How did he take it?” 
 
    “I don’t think he believed me. He already knew my connection to you.” She paused and then asked, “Do you think he’d … do anything?” 
 
    I debated how honestly to answer her. In the end, I had to be truthful. If I lied to make her feel better and something happened… “I’d like to tell you no. That he would never harm a human since that’s who he’s sworn to protect, but …” 
 
    “But,” she repeated, making it sound as if the single word explained it all. In a way, it did. 
 
    “Yeah. But.” 
 
    She sighed. There was silence between us, broken when Angela finally yawned.  
 
    “I’ll let you get some sleep,” I said. 
 
    Angela chuckled. “I get up before noon on a regular basis, unlike some people. I’m shocked you’re up this early.” Her laughter faded quickly. “You are okay, aren’t you?”  
 
    “I will be,” I promised. “And be careful. I’ll call you soon.”  
 
    I hung up and powered the phone off. I considered calling my mom to check in, but I knew Grandma would’ve updated her, and I didn’t have it in me right now. Later. I’d check in later, when I had it in me to convince one more person that I was all right, despite how I sounded or looked. Right now, it was too much of a lie. 
 
    The room had lightened since I’d first sat down. Faint sunlight was working its way over the tops of the cliffs, casting light lines across the floor and furniture. It made the room warmer, knowing daylight had come again. In the trees overhead, birds sang, their whistles sweetly high-pitched and cheerful. It contrasted starkly with my thoughts. 
 
    Everyone was in danger because of me. Alex, Mom, Grandma, George, my pack—or what was left of them—and now Angela. I had no way to protect a single one. Not all the way out here in the middle of the Rockies.  
 
    And not with this giant hole in my heart. Every name I added to that list made the hole grow larger and sent me closer to an edge—the edge of what, I wasn’t sure. Sanity? Reason? Or simply my own humanity? The longer I went without the bond, the more that edge became a chasm of darkness. I thought of Nick, of how completely the darkness had taken him and what I’d been forced to do. I didn’t want to be like Nick.  I didn’t want it to control me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A floorboard creaked. I looked up as Wes appeared. His hair was disheveled, sticking up in every direction, including sideways in places. His jawline was shadowed by a faint line of stubble that made the rest of his face shine in the slanted sunlight. His eyes were hooded as if he weren’t quite awake yet, and he rubbed his hand absently over his bare chest as he walked.  
 
    He looked sleepy and distracted and absolutely gorgeous. My pulse sped at the sight of him.  
 
    As it had so many times before, something in me pulled toward something in him. His head turned reflexively. When he saw me sitting, he changed direction and sitting next to me on the couch.  
 
    “Good morning, beautiful,” he said, his lips brushing my cheek before trailing lower, below my ear.  
 
    I turned so our lips met. The kiss was slow and lingering and despite it being our only contact, my insides heated by the time he pulled away.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said. My voice was breathy with the effects of the kiss but his expression changed, his amusement fading to concern. I stilled as he traced his fingertips down my face and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.  
 
    “You didn’t sleep well?” he asked.  
 
    “I wanted some time to think.”  
 
    “About?”  
 
    “That.” I nodded at Vera’s journal, which he’d shoved aside when he sat down.  
 
    “Anything good in here?” he asked, picking it up and thumbing absently through the pages.  
 
    “She saw so much more than I realized.”  
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    I flipped to the entries I’d read earlier. “Read these,” I said.  
 
    While he did, I got up and poked around the kitchen. I found the makings of coffee and got a pot going. My hands needed something to do.  
 
    Wes followed me in and leaned against the kitchen counter while he read. “Wow.” He finished the first entry and flipped to the second. His expression darkened as he read.  
 
    “Did you see any of that?” I asked when he’d set the journal aside.  
 
    “You mean during my once-a-month thought perusal?” 
 
    I nodded. “You said you saw me before we met. I thought maybe you’d seen some of this.” 
 
    “Sorry, no. Vera always guarded her thoughts pretty closely. I never saw anything she didn’t want to share.” His voice was tight. I tried to ignore it. I couldn’t deal with his jealousy right now. I needed answers. Facts.  
 
    “And you think she didn’t want to share these?” 
 
    “Probably not. She never told me about them. Or anyone else, it seems.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I can read Jack and Fee pretty well. If she’d told them, they never thought about it around me. And she says in the journal that she kept certain things from Fee.” 
 
    My shoulders fell. “I understand.” 
 
    His features relaxed some. “Sorry I can’t help. That second entry …” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Wes closed the distance and put his arms around me, his cheek against my hair. We stood that way, neither of us speaking, both of us swaying in a gentle rocking motion as we held each other. I was lost in thoughts of visions and futures and wishing Vera was well enough to talk about it. Or that Alex would wake up and explain himself. My worry was a dark cloud permeating everything, including the void. 
 
    “It’s going to be all right,” he said finally.  
 
    I nodded against his shoulder, listening to the percolating of the coffee behind me, and trying to hold on to the peace that had found its way into the moment. Right here, in the circle of Wes’s arms, I could pretend he was right. That everything would be fine. I inhaled deeply, held it, blew it out again. My mind quieted by another fraction.  
 
    It was working.  
 
    A sudden scream, high pitched and abrupt in its end, shattered the moment. My breath caught and I jerked free of Wes. “What the hell?” he began.  
 
    The scream came again. My eyes widened as I recognized it. “Emma.” I took off for the stairs with Wes on my heels.  
 
    We reached the girls’ bedroom as George came out of his own, bleary-eyed and manic. He looked back and forth between us, breathless. “What happened?” he demanded. 
 
    “Don’t know.” Without knocking, I swung the door open and stepped inside the girls’ room—and almost tripped over Werewolf-Janie. She jumped when the door hit her flank and then retreated farther into the corner with a whine. 
 
    “Janie?” I called. She didn’t look at me.  
 
    I followed her gaze back to the center of the room. Emma lay on the floor, writhing and wriggling against some unseen torture. Her body rippled, shimmering in and out of focus as two arms became fur-covered paws and then shimmered back to arms in the space of a blink. At the moment, her face was human save for the ears and her expression was one of intense pain. Between screams, she whimpered or sobbed depending on the form her torso and throat took.  
 
    “Emma?” I took a tentative step forward, unsure how to help or which form to take to do so.  
 
    At the sound of my voice, her back arched violently and she shook.  
 
    George pressed against me, shoving me aside, and went to her. He kneeled in front of her and grabbed her hand, stroking her fur-covered arm. “Emma, it’s me. What’s happening?” 
 
    “She’s stuck,” I said, propelled into motion by his reaction. I went to Emma’s other side and took her other hand. “Emma, we’re here. You need to shift. One form or the other.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she said from a human jaw before it shifted again. 
 
    “You have to. You can’t be both,” I said. 
 
    “Why is it hurting her?” George asked. “Shifting shouldn’t hurt.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe she’s staying too long in the between.” 
 
    Emma cried out and went still, unmoving except for the muscle in her jaw. A whine escaped her closed mouth. I suspected it covered up a scream.  
 
    Janie whined back from the corner.  
 
    “Wes, take her out,” I said, nodding my head at Janie.  
 
    Janie shook her head and backed against the wall in protest. Wes halted. I locked eyes with Janie, making sure she knew I meant business. “I need you to wait downstairs. She needs the space. I’ll help her, okay?”  
 
    Janie stared me down, unyielding. I summoned what I could of the alpha while still in human form. “I mean it. Go,” I said. 
 
    She didn’t budge.  
 
    Something in her eyes flickered—an orange spark behind the usual yellow. It danced and flared and even when I summoned the alpha in me enough to make my skin ripple, the brightness in her eyes didn’t fade.  
 
    I tensed, on the edge between human and wolf. There was something more in her than worry for Emma. George moved to join me but I waved him back. Seeing George stand with me would set Janie further on the defensive.  
 
    Wes wasn’t as easy to dismiss. He walked over so we stood shoulder to shoulder and then took a step toward Janie. I slipped my hand into his to hold him in place. 
 
    “Janie,” I called, softening my tone. 
 
    With Nick, I’d been hard. No mercy. Maybe this time, if I showed her that I cared, it would get through to her in a way I couldn’t with him. “I’m going to help Emma shift,” I told her. “I’m on your side. You can trust me. I care about Emma. About both you.”  
 
    Janie’s eyes burned brighter. “Get away from my sister,” she growled. 
 
    “Janie, I’m going to help her.” 
 
    “Look at her. You don’t help. You hurt.” 
 
    “Janie,” I said, ignoring the insult. She was trying to incite a reaction. I didn’t need a bond to sense her desire for a fight. “I am your alpha. I will always protect you.” 
 
    “What about Nick? Did you protect him?” 
 
    Wes growled at that, a ferocious sound despite the fact that he was still human. I chose my words carefully and spoke them slowly, deliberately. “I protected you and the rest of the world from what was in him. Now, step aside so I can help Emma.” 
 
    Behind me, Emma let out another whine. It only further agitated Janie. She pawed the floor, her nails leaving behind scratches in the wood.  
 
    “She’s hurting,” Janie spat. “And it’s all because of you.” 
 
    “Janie, listen to her—” George began, but Janie cut him off.  
 
    “No! I’m tired of listening.” Her eyes clouded over in a yellow fog and then she lunged.  
 
    Wes shoved me, but Janie was fast and the space was small. Janie’s claws ripped across the edges of my shoulder and caught my cheek as my skin began stretching into something animal.  
 
    My flesh tore even as it became that of a wolf. My knees buckled under the sudden flare of pain and my belly hit the ground. The bond screamed at me, unintelligible and black, as Janie was taken under by whatever she’d embraced when she’d rejected me. There was no intention of stopping in her mind. She wanted blood.  
 
    I knew what had to be done.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Janie coming again. I tried to get to my feet but my legs moved like liquid. My face burned. My mind was a hurricane of darkness with a tiny sliver of light at the edges that I suspected was George. He’d dragged Emma’s writhing form against the far wall and was shoving her underneath the bed to protect her. She was hurting. Her pain only added to my own.  
 
    I couldn’t stand. And Janie was coming, teeth first.  
 
    But then a russet wolf was there, hovering over me until he blocked out my view of Janie entirely. His fur stood on end as he locked eyes with his target. And then he lurched forward, meeting Janie head-on.  
 
    I felt rather than saw Wes lock his teeth against Janie’s throat. The pain in my face burned and traveled into my own neck, pulsing there like the beat of a drum. I swallowed, but it stuck in my throat. My mouth opened in a silent scream. Part of me wanted to demand he stop. My instinct was to protect Janie—and holy hell, did it hurt!—but another part of me knew he was doing what was necessary.  
 
    Janie was lost.  
 
    Whatever had taken her place was a danger. An enemy. And there was no way left to save her except to end it.  
 
    Abruptly, the drumbeat ceased and the darkness in my mind dispersed. Wes let go and turned back to me. It wasn’t until he came forward and drew a rough tongue up the wounds on my face that I realized his sadness was concern for me, not the loss of her. 
 
    But the wound on my face was nothing compared to the hole in my chest. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. The scratches on my cheek tingled as the Werewolf blood in my veins worked to heal the cuts. My shoulder was already closed, nothing more than a scar.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Tara,” Wes said quietly.  
 
    I nodded again. I didn’t have words.  
 
    A hand fell lightly onto my shoulder. I spun, startled, and found Emma—fully human—staring back at me. Her blue eyes were wide but clear. Her hair stuck to her neck and her cheeks were flushed with the effort it’d taken to take a single form. She glanced over my shoulder at the still form of her sister and her bottom lip trembled. 
 
    “Emma, I’m so sorry,” I said, my voice cracking.  
 
    She shook her head. “It’s not your fault. She … We both felt it. I fought but … she gave in.” 
 
    “Are you all right?” Wes asked her. He looked her over from top to bottom, though he still hovered in front of me. Her shape was solid. Two arms, torso, two legs. Even through the bond, she seemed firmer. Together.  
 
    “I think so.” She looked down at her arms and legs. “I feel … like me.”  
 
    “No darkness?” he pressed, squinting as he tried to gauge the truth of her words. 
 
    “No darkness.” She glanced back at George and when he came forward, she smiled at him. It was tentative and shy and reminded me of that first time I’d noticed her looking at him in the woods back in Virginia.  
 
    Something fluttered through the bond. It distracted me—and judging from the look on his face, him too. “Thank you for holding my hand,” she told him quietly.  
 
    “Of course,” he told her. “I’m glad you’re okay.” 
 
    She nodded at him and then turned her attention back to Janie. “What will we do with her?” Emma asked. 
 
    “Bury her,” Wes said.  
 
    “When you’re ready,” I added. Emma nodded wordlessly. I looked at Wes. “I’m going to shift in our room so I can get some clothes.” 
 
    “I’ll walk you,” he said. 
 
    I followed him to the door. When I looked back, Emma leaned against George, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs. Even if I wanted to, there wasn’t a thing I could say to comfort her. With a nudge from Wes, I slipped out and left them alone. Emma could say her goodbye and then we would bury one third of my pack.  
 
    Another one lost to the darkness.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I came awake to an electronic pulse mixing with the nightmarish replay of Janie coming at me again and again. At the sound, I sat bolt upright and stared wild-eyed around the room until I realized the buzzing was a vibration. The phone’s ring had been set to silent. Somehow, in sleep it’d seemed as loud as a fire alarm.  
 
    The vibrating continued. I debated whether to answer. Before I could, the sound abruptly cut off. I sat up in bed, unsettled.  
 
    The buzzing began again. 
 
    I threw the covers back. Wes mumbled something before rolling over. I crept to the table by the door and picked up the phone. The readout listed the city and state of the caller. I darted out the door, pressing the button and whispering, “Hello?” 
 
    “Tara? Is that you?” 
 
    “Angela? What’s wrong?” Something was off about her voice. It sounded too … contained. 
 
    “Nothing. Absolutely nothing is wrong, promise. I have news.” 
 
    Definitely holding something back. “What news?” I asked, hurrying downstairs and out of earshot of the others. A thousand possibilities ran through my mind. News of what? Steppe trying to kill her, evil hybrids spotted in the hospital, my mother had finally used her speargun— 
 
    “He’s awake,” she squealed.  
 
    I went still.  
 
    There was a shuffling noise on the other end of the line. I tried to make sense of her words. Maybe the nightmare had jumbled my thoughts. What was she—? 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    The smooth baritone voice washed over me and my knees buckled. I slid to the floor somewhere between the front door and the living room. The hardwood was probably cold against my bare legs. I couldn’t feel a thing. My breath was gone. I couldn’t remember how to get it back.  
 
    “Breathe, Godfrey.” 
 
    From fingertips to scalp, my body tingled in barely contained excitement. And relief. And fear. And not a little bit of anger.  
 
    “We’ll get to that,” he said. 
 
    I pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at it. 
 
    “Can you … read my mind?” I asked, stumbling over the words in order to get them from my brain to my tongue. 
 
    He laughed and a wrecking ball of emotion slammed straight through me. “Um, no more than I always have. You’re easy to read.” 
 
    “I’m easy to …? You’re awake.” I’d made my tongue work. Now, I needed my brain to catch up. 
 
    “You’re quick.” He was obviously having fun with this. And he sounded so … himself. 
 
    “Alex.” My voice caught. I gave up on uttering anything beyond his name.  
 
    “It’s really me,” he said softly. When I still didn’t answer, he sighed. “On a scale of one to ten, how much do you want to kill me?” 
 
    I tried holding back the sob that rose but it was no use. It leaked out, one after the other, and within seconds I was bawling. The phone shook in my hand as I tried to get it together. 
 
    “Whoa, okay, okay, so an eleven it is.”  
 
    “Alex, you can’t … joke. I thought … you weren’t … going to …wake up … ever.”  
 
    I sniffled between words, sounding like a mess. But the message must’ve been intelligible because all traces of humor vanished as he said, “I’m sorry. I know it must’ve been rough. Angela told me you’ve been here every day.” 
 
    “Not anymore. I had to leave for a while.” 
 
    “I heard. Steppe really rescinded the amnesty treaty?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s open season on anything with fur.” 
 
    He didn’t respond to that and I wasn’t sure whether I was grateful or disappointed not to have that conversation. “St. John was on the news,” he said. “The humans are looking for him.” 
 
    “I know. We left.”  
 
    “Tara—”  
 
    “You have to be okay. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” he assured me.  
 
    “I’m so sorry I bit you, Alex. I didn’t know—” 
 
    “Stop. We’re not doing this.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me it’s not my fault, because it is. I bit you, Alex. Sank my venom-coated teeth into your skin and infected you. You’ve been in a coma for weeks. Don’t act like it’s no big deal.” 
 
    “Fine, it’s all your fault. I’m so pissed.” 
 
    “Don’t mock me. I’m serious.” 
 
    “Me too. I’m angry as hell. I can’t believe you bit me. What are we, five?” 
 
    I scowled. “Whatever. You’re the one that attacked us.” 
 
    I froze, waiting for him to comment on how I’d lumped myself in with the hybrids he’d come to kill. Instead, his voice tightened as he said, “I’d like to have this conversation in person.” 
 
    I fidgeted with the hem of my shorts to keep from reacting too quickly. The idea of seeing him in person made something in my chest jump up and grab my throat. I wanted to see him awake, alive. I wanted to watch him talk and laugh and interact with open eyes. I needed that. Maybe for my own guilt, but no matter the reason, I couldn’t deny how badly I needed it.  
 
    “Will you explain everything?” I asked, keeping my voice as neutral as possible. 
 
    “Everything,” he agreed. 
 
    I barely hesitated before I said, “Deal.” 
 
    “Good. In the meantime, are you somewhere safe? This thing with Steppe sounds serious.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m with Wes and George. No one will find us.” I left out Emma, unwilling to explain her—or the rest of them—just yet. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I’m not going to tell you where I am.” 
 
    “I wasn’t asking.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He snickered. My stomach flipped. “It’s good to hear your voice,” I said.  
 
    “Funny. I heard yours even before I was awake.” 
 
    I thought of all the times I’d pleaded with him to wake up, to come back. Not just to life but to me specifically. What would he think of that if he knew? “Do you remember any of the words?”  
 
    “No, a sound. Like a song without lyrics. Weird, right?” 
 
    “Weird,” I agreed. 
 
    There was a moment of silence and I tried to think of something else to say that wasn’t better left for a face-to-face conversation. There was so much I wanted to know from him. The anger and excitement alone were enough of a battle. It took me a while to realize the raw feeling in my gut wasn’t necessarily my own. When I understood the possibilities, my fingers tightened around the phone and I went rigid. 
 
    “Alex … how do you feel right now?” I asked slowly. 
 
    “Fine. Why?” 
 
    “Not medically. In your head. Or your heart. Or whatever.” 
 
    “Um … well, if I’m being honest, I miss you.” 
 
    I had to bite back another round of tears. “Put Angela on.” 
 
    “Why? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I can’t— Put her on.”  
 
    There was some shuffling and then Angela’s voice came over the speaker. “What’s wrong, Tara?”  
 
    “I’m coming home.” 
 
    “What? When? You can’t—” 
 
    “It’s important. You have to stay with him until then. Don’t let Steppe get to him. Or you. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay—” 
 
    “I mean it. Be careful, Ang. If you think Steppe is going to try something, get out of there. Take Alex with you.” 
 
    “What is this about? You’re acting crazy.” 
 
    “I can’t talk about it right now. I need to figure this out. I’ll call you when I know more.” 
 
    I hung up and powered the phone off before she could argue. I stayed where I was on the floor and folded my knees into my chest. Then I pressed my hands to my tear-stained cheeks and wished like hell the word ‘bond’ didn’t exist. 
 
    “You should maybe sound less determined when you voice your intention to your alpha boyfriend. At least make him think he gets a say in the matter.” 
 
    I whipped my head around. “George, you scared me.” 
 
    “Good. You need a healthy dose.” 
 
    George brushed past me, his back rigid. I scrambled to my feet and followed him into the living room. “Alex is awake,” I said. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “He seems all right.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I lowered my voice and added, “Except that I felt him missing me.” 
 
    His voice dipped in a way that was more from anger than an attempt to keep the conversation quiet. “I know.”  
 
    I stopped. “Well?” 
 
    He threw his hands up. “Well, what, Tara? You want me to give you permission to leave the complete safety of our current location and march right back into the lion’s den to lay eyes on a boy you recently decided you love only slightly less than your current boyfriend, just to satisfy your own guilt over almost killing him?” 
 
    I blinked at him.  
 
    “Is that what you want from me right now? Because that’s what it sure as hell seems like and it’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “George, I …” 
 
    “Don’t try to lie to me, either. I’ve heard it all already.” He tapped his temple with one finger. “One too many times.” 
 
    I folded my arms across my chest, unable to help the stubbornness that rose to the surface—or the argument before it slipped out. “It’s not like I can be hurt. Their weapons are metal. I’m immune.” It was a weak argument at best, reckless at worst. But it was all I could think of. George’s words riled me: he could hear it? As in, hear my exact thoughts? 
 
    “And what about Wes? Is he immune too?”  
 
    “I … don’t know.” And I realized then I really didn’t know. After I’d learned about my immunity, I’d spoken to Wes about letting Astor test him as well but I’d never asked him if he’d done it or what the outcome had been. It wasn’t surprising I’d forgotten about it with everything else that’d happened afterward. Olivia, the hybrids, Alex. But why hadn’t Wes said anything? 
 
    “Maybe you should find out,” George said. “Because you’re crazy if you think he wouldn’t follow you wherever you run. Even straight into the fire. Especially then. And I’ve lived through your guilt over almost killing one person you care about. I don’t think you could handle it again.” 
 
    I hated so very much that George was right. 
 
    George gulped the milk from the carton and disappeared upstairs with the makings of cereal. He said something about checking on Emma but I barely heard him.  
 
    George was right. Wes would never agree to go back. Not for this. Not for the ‘other guy,’ and I knew no matter what I said, that’s how Wes viewed Alex. The competition. The other choice. It was a conversation we’d been avoiding, but if I brought this to him, there was no way we’d be able to shove it aside any longer. 
 
    But even knowing that, I couldn’t make myself stop wanting to find a way to get to Alex. I told myself it was because of the possibility of a bond. It sounded weak, even to me.  
 
    I paced the length of the hallway, back and forth between the entryway and living room, until Wes came down. His hair was in its usual disheveled state after waking and his lids were heavy. He smiled when he saw me and kissed my temple, his hand brushing my shoulder. Underneath his fingernails was a layer of dirt. There’d been no shovel so he’d dug the hole for Janie’s burial in his wolf form. 
 
    We hadn’t spoken of her since yesterday when we’d carried her blanket-clad body to the edge of the clearing and placed her in the ground. Emma had cried silent tears while George held her. I’d stood rigidly beside Wes and pictured ripping out Steppe’s throat until the urge to cry disappeared. It was too much, this loss of another pack member. The darkness was an intangible force, but Steppe was something solid. Something I could exact vengeance from. And I fully intended to. 
 
    “Morning,” Wes murmured against my ear, forcing me out of my runaway thoughts.  “Coffee?”  
 
    “No, thanks,” I said.  
 
    He disappeared around the corner. George’s disapproval came through loud and clear. I did my best to mentally shove him out. Then I followed Wes into the kitchen. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” I said. 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “Did you ever let Astor test you for the metal immunity?” 
 
    He blinked, looking a little surprised by my question. He didn’t answer until he’d turned his back to me and busied himself with the makings for coffee. “No.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Because I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “But that’s silly. If you can’t be hurt, then—” 
 
    He swiveled to face me and cut me off. “I could still be hurt, Tara. So can you. Just because the metal itself won’t hurt doesn’t mean the placement of a stake wouldn’t have the same effect. You’re not invincible.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I was, but the immunity makes it harder at least.” 
 
    “I don’t want to operate under the assumption I’m harder to kill. It would make me reckless.”  
 
    “I’m not reckless. I’m confident,” I said. 
 
    I watched as he poured himself a mug from the carafe and sipped slowly. “Why are you asking me about this now?”  
 
    I took a deep breath and blew it out. “Alex is awake.” 
 
    “That’s great. So, he’s going to be okay then?” 
 
    “I think so. Medically, anyway. But …” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “I think I felt something from him.” 
 
    He stilled, the steaming mug halfway to his mouth and stared at me over the rim. “From him or for him?” 
 
    I pressed my lips together. “From him,” I said through closed teeth.  
 
    “What does that even mean? As in, you read his mind?” 
 
     “It means I felt an emotion that wasn’t my own while we were on the phone. I’m pretty sure it was his. And if so, that means we’re …” 
 
    “Bonded,” he finished. 
 
    “Maybe,” I squeaked. 
 
    “Maybe?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It was different than the others.” 
 
    He set the mug down and braced himself with his palms on the counter. “Can you feel him now?” 
 
    I searched my awareness but all I sensed was George—eavesdropper—and Emma. “No.” 
 
    “But you’re sure you did earlier?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “Not a hundred percent. And it worries me.” 
 
    “It worries you that you might not have a mental connection with him?”  
 
    “No, it lasted for the time we were on the phone and now it’s gone. I don’t know what that means, but I think it’s important. It’s the same thing that happened with the pack. Steppe took them away and the bond went with them and now I don’t feel them at all.” 
 
    “And are you sad and empty now that you can’t feel Alex?”  
 
    His words cut into me. I straightened, planting my feet. “No. I’m worried because he’s my friend. Because maybe whatever’s causing this means he isn’t actually medically okay. He did recently wake up from a coma.  
 
    “And I thought maybe, if we can figure out the bond thing, it will help me get the bond back with the pack so we can find them and save them. Which is the reason I asked if you’d let Astor test you for the metal immunity. If you had, we’d know whether we stood a chance against them by turning and facing them instead of running and hiding.” 
 
    “That’s it, then. That’s what this is all about. You want to leave.” 
 
    “We can’t hide forever.” 
 
    “You were fine with it until he woke up.” 
 
    “No, I was not fine! I’m still not fine,” I shot back. “I’m a mess. It’s like my brain has detached from my body and nothing makes sense. For days, I haven’t eaten or slept or been able to think through a decision. After what happened with Janie yesterday, it got worse. But right now, finally, I have a fight in me again. I thought you did too. Guess I was wrong.”  
 
    I turned to go but Wes was around the corner and blocking my path before I’d taken two steps. He rested a hand on either of my shoulders. “Tara, wait.” He sounded defeated. “I don’t want to fight with you.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “I don’t want to defend myself to you anymore. Not about him.” 
 
    His jaw tightened and his eyes flickered to some spot on the wall behind me for a moment before coming back to my face. “You don’t have to. I was wrong.” 
 
    Some part of me knew what it took for him to admit that, but I couldn’t appreciate it right now. I meant it when I’d said I was ready to fight, and he’d made himself the bad guy. I wasn’t backing down. 
 
    “It’s not about him, or not in the way you think. It’s about saving lives. If we’re the only ones who can, don’t we have a responsibility to try?”  
 
    “We are trying.” 
 
    “We’re just sitting here.” 
 
     “Sometimes, being a leader means sitting back and forming a plan, a strategy. It’s the difference between chess and whack-a-mole.” 
 
    I wrenched my shoulder free of his hand. “Whack-a-mole?” 
 
    “It’s a carnival game. A mole pops up and you have to hit it with this—” 
 
    “I know the game. That’s what you think I’m doing?” 
 
    “I think you’re reckless for wanting to leave. Leaders plan. And they don’t always get to be on the front lines. Sometimes you have to fall back and regroup.” His tone wasn’t even angry anymore. It was more condescending than anything. Like he knew better and wanted nothing more than to teach me the right way. Like a child coloring outside the lines. Inside the void in my chest, resentment flared.  
 
    “And what if I don’t want to be a leader?” I demanded. 
 
    “You already are. You’re just the last to see it.” I scowled. “Everyone’s already following you. You don’t notice because you’re too busy changing course.” 
 
    “I’m reacting to the circumstances.” 
 
    He went on like I hadn’t spoken. “A pack protects its leader. Why do you think you were sent to an invisible safe house?”  
 
    I didn’t answer. I refused to meet his eyes.  
 
    He threw up his hands and paced away from me. “Why do you think Steppe wants you in the first place? Same reason we all followed you into the woods after Olivia. And why Miles wanted you. And Leo before him.” I shuddered. “You’re a leader, Tara. You’ve always been a leader. You’ve never wanted to see it.” 
 
    Everything he said made sense, so much that I couldn’t bring myself to argue. But I couldn’t stand here either. My mind buzzed, full for the first time in days. But a different kind of full. This noise was all my own making and no amount of music would shut it out.  
 
    My wolf strained against my temper, caged. It wanted out.  
 
    “I need some air,” I said, whirling and heading for the door. I expected Wes to stop me or snap back with some retort but I heard nothing from behind me. I stomped the few steps to the back door, grabbed the knob, and twisted. It swung heavily on its hinges and slammed the wall, knocking a piece of framed artwork to the floor with a thud. I ignored it and kicked my foot out across the threshold—and stumbled back.  
 
    “What the …?” I rubbed my nose and stared through the open doorway. I could clearly see the porch on the other side with the few steps leading down to the grass. Beyond that, the forest encroached and led away into the shaded unknown.  
 
    “What is it?” Wes asked, a strange note in his voice. 
 
    I lifted my hand, palm out, and pressed against what looked like open air separating me from the outside. My fingertips hit something hard and smooth. I ran my hand down the length of the doorway.   
 
    “We’re trapped,” I said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I gestured to whatever invisible force field blocked my way.  
 
    Wes came around me and took a tentative step forward. He held his hands up, palms out, like I’d done. He pressed lightly at first and then pulled back and hit hard enough there was an audible smack.  
 
    He stared through the doorway, entirely too calm. “I’ll be damned. We’re definitely trapped.” 
 
    I glared at him. “You don’t have to sound so happy about it.” 
 
    “What’s up?” George appeared with two empty bowls in hand. 
 
    “There’s some sort of barrier blocking the doorway. We can’t get out,” Wes told him. 
 
    “A barrier?” George set the dishes aside and came over. At Wes’s nod, he extended a hand. It stopped short halfway across the threshold. “What is it?”  
 
    “Not sure,” Wes said.  
 
    “We were outside yesterday,” I said. For Janie. George’s eyes flickered to me. 
 
    “Wonder what changed,” George said. “Is the front door the same way?” 
 
    I hurried to the front door and threw it open. Sunshine streamed in, warming my bare arms. I extended a hand until my fingertips bumped an invisible force. 
 
    “Ugh! It’s the same,” I called. 
 
    “I guess we’re stuck,” George said as both boys came up behind me.  
 
    I glared at them. Neither one seemed the least bit bothered. In fact, I could taste George’s relief mixing with my disappointment. I swallowed back a curse. 
 
    “Told you not to do it this way,” George muttered. 
 
    “Shut up,” Wes said.  
 
    My eyed narrowed. “Do what this way?”  
 
    Neither one answered. George shot Wes a look.  
 
    “Wes?” I prompted. 
 
    “Edie may have sealed the house,” he said. 
 
    “How?”  
 
    “The earthquake … wasn’t an earthquake.” 
 
    I stared at him while that sunk in. The earthquake—it hadn’t been the ground shaking. It’d been the house itself. Settling. Sealing. I shook my head. “But we were outside yesterday. For Janie.” 
 
    He looked at George. “Extenuating circumstances.” 
 
    “You know how to get out,” I said. 
 
    He shook his head. “Not anymore. I called Edie after what happened with Janie and she gave me the bypass phrase, but she said it would change after we used it. I don’t know it anymore.” 
 
    “Try it anyway,” I said.  
 
    He walked forward and laid his hand against the invisible barrier that blocked the doorway. “Exitus,” he muttered. 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    He stepped back. “I told you. She said she it’s set up to change every day and after every use.”  
 
    My arms shook with the effort to remain human. My wolf wanted a piece of whatever had caused my temper. “This is why Grandma sent us here,” I yelled. “Not because I’m a leader. They wanted to sideline us. And you helped her do it.” 
 
    “I didn’t help her.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but you knew about it.” 
 
    “Because I knew you’d react this way.” 
 
    “How else should I react? We’re trapped.” 
 
    “I think—” Wes began. 
 
    “I’m going to my room.” I didn’t want to hear what he thought. I was having a hard enough time knowing what George thought. I was trapped, no matter the reason. 
 
    The boys let me go without another word.  
 
    Upstairs, I flopped onto my bed and stared at the ceiling. Guilt pricked at me. I did my best to shove it aside. I wanted to hang on to my mad a little longer.  
 
    At some point, I’d apologize. Not yet. Right now, I wanted to seethe a little. I knew when I stopped being mad, I’d have to accept the fact that I was trapped and that Wes had known that.  
 
    Without my anger, I’d have to think about Janie. And the pack. And my possible bond with Alex. And the looming void. Again. 
 
    Being angry shoved all that to the side. It made my thoughts clearer. If I was going to be trapped here, I had to find a way to make it useful. To be ready to take action when I found a way out. And not go crazy in the meantime. If that took embracing my temper, so be it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tara? You awake?” 
 
    I opened my eyes and blinked until I remembered where I was and why Wes looked so nervous to be hovering over me, bringing me back to consciousness. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, giving him a small smile. 
 
    He visibly relaxed and lowered himself to the edge of the bed. 
 
    Somewhere between my temper waning and promising I’d find a way out of the invisible barricade, I’d fallen asleep. 
 
    “How long was I asleep?” I asked, rubbing my eyes and propping myself on my elbows. 
 
    “You missed lunch. You okay?” 
 
    I took stock of my mental and emotional status. Emma was fed and fine. Still on two legs and sticking close to George. She was excited at having his attention. It did wonders to battle the grief she felt over Janie.  
 
    I started to sit up and paused. If I wasn’t mistaken, George was equally as thrilled at being with her.  
 
    Interesting. How had I missed this? 
 
    “Tara?” Wes prompted when I didn’t answer.  
 
    “Oh. I’m much better.” I rested my hand on his cheek and ran it slowly down his jaw, enjoying the rough stubble that’d grown in over the last few days. I rubbed at it as I looked into his eyes. “I’m sorry for earlier. I shouldn’t have lost my temper like that.” 
 
    He took my free hand in both of his. “I’m sorry too. Edie asked me not to say anything. I should’ve told you, but I knew how upset you’d be. She’s only trying to keep you safe.” 
 
    “If I had a dollar for every time someone went behind my back to make me safe, I’d be rich.” 
 
    “Come on, Tara. If we’re being fair, you run off and do your own thing just as often.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to argue but he cut me off. “It’s what you were trying to do earlier. Storm out. Because I wouldn’t agree to rush back into the fight without telling everyone else.” 
 
    I sighed.  
 
    “I know losing the pack has been hard on you. I don’t want to make it worse. I love you, Tara, and I want to be here for you. Even when you’re mad at me, I want to be here.” 
 
    “And what about when you’re mad at me?” 
 
    His lips curved. “Even then. Maybe in a different room, but I’m here.” 
 
    I smiled back, but it didn’t last. “We’re prisoners then.” 
 
    “We’re safe,” he corrected. 
 
    I arched a brow at him. 
 
    “Yeah, okay, it’s a little of both,” he amended.  
 
    “When is she planning on letting us out?” I asked. “When the fight’s over?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He ran a hand through his messy hair. “She loves you. She’s trying to protect you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It amazes me how similar you are to her. And my mother, for that matter. All three of you think that loving someone means chaining them up. All that does is handicap them, make them unprepared for when danger finally finds them.” 
 
    His lips pressed together. I knew he wouldn’t like being compared to my mother of all people, but it was the truth. “And it amazes us how easily you shove rational thought and caution to the wind and race directly into the fiery furnace. With little or no thought to the ones you love.” 
 
    “It’s for my loved ones that I race into the fire,” I said. “So they don’t have to.” 
 
    “But that’s what you don’t get. Where you go, I will always follow. Even into the fire. Especially then.” 
 
    “I …” I opened my mouth. Closed it again. Hadn’t George said the exact same thing? “You’re right,” I said finally. “I hate it but sometimes I need to sit still and think it through. Can you help me do that?” 
 
    “Help you sit still?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    His smile was slow and mischievous. “I can definitely help with that.” 
 
    He leaned in and brushed his lips over mine in a soft kiss.  
 
    The anger in me had waned but the energy remained. I didn’t want soft. I wanted hot and hard. I slipped my hands around his shoulders to the back of his neck and pulled him closer. In response, his mouth began to move over mine, firmer, faster. His lips parted, his breath warm on my face.  
 
    I climbed closer, pressing against him. I needed heat, more contact. His hands cupped my hips, lifting me up and lowering me onto my back until he lay overtop of me.  
 
    My fingers moved through his hair and down his back, slipping underneath his shirt. His hands worked their way up the length of my ribs and back down, leaving a trail of warmth. 
 
    Emma’s eyes look so pretty against the waterfall. 
 
    The errant thought startled me and my lips went still.  
 
    Wes pulled back so that his mouth hovered over mine, his warm breath hitting my nose. He touched his forehead to mine. “I can’t say I enjoy fighting but if this is how we make up, I’m not complaining.” 
 
    I didn’t respond, still too caught up in what I’d heard. It was clear the thought hadn’t belonged to me. And it had the mental tone of George. But how had I heard the words so clearly? That’d never happened before. I wasn’t sure how it was happening now. I waited, but nothing more came through. At least, not words. 
 
    As usual, he was fully aware of what was going on with Wes and me. Instead of creeping him out, it made him think about how he wanted to try the same thing with Emma. Ew.  
 
    Wes was oblivious. “As much as I hate to ruin the moment,” he went on, “I came up here for a reason. I found something you should see.”   
 
    “What?”  
 
    He produced Vera’s journal from somewhere behind him and handed it to me. “Start where I left the bookmark.” 
 
    I sat up and opened to the marked page. It was dated three weeks ago. “This is recent,” I said. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    There was a warning in his tone. 
 
    I’ve seen visions of them but until now, I hadn’t known it was them. They are vicious and ruthless and completely without loyalty or conscience. I thought it was the rogues at first; the darkness inside them is so strong. It’s not the rogues. It is her pack, but they are no longer hers. He thinks they are his but they are no one’s. He has no idea the loss of humanity that comes with severing the bond. He thinks he can control them and then get rid of them. He is wrong. They will turn and then nothing can stop them. They were made for her and only she can keep them. 
 
    I stopped there and looked up. “She’s talking about me and Steppe,” I said. 
 
    It wasn’t a question but he nodded anyway. “I think the bond is what gave them their humanity. It kept the darkness at bay. Without it …” 
 
    I shook my head, my thoughts sprinting off in twenty different directions at this possibility. “But what about Nick? He was bonded to me and still, the darkness overtook him.” And Janie, I wanted to add, but couldn’t make the words come.  
 
    Wes frowned. “I think the bond gives them a choice. They can choose to be more human, or they can choose to give in to the darkness. It’s the same way we all have a choice between right and wrong. The bond doesn’t take their free will, it gives them options. They still have to choose what to do with it.” 
 
    It made sense. “And now that the bond is gone? Do you think they still have a choice?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But if they do, he’s trying his best to make sure they choose darkness.”  
 
    The phone rang.  
 
    I jumped as Wes slid it free of his pocket and checked the screen. “DC number. Probably Edie,” he said. Then, “Hello?” 
 
    I resisted the urge to snatch it free and yell at Grandma for locking me up here. I was trying to remember it was for a greater good. That and I knew it wouldn’t make her let me out any sooner.  
 
    His expression darkened at whatever was being said. Lines appeared at the edges of his downturned mouth and his eyes became hooded in a way that always made him look dangerous. 
 
    “How did it happen?” he asked. He paused, listened. Then asked, “Did they let you leave?” At her answer, he laughed harshly. “I bet. Where are you headed now? …And Elizabeth?” 
 
    He agreed with whatever answer she’d given and they hung up with a final, “We’ll talk soon,” on his end. 
 
    “What was that about?” I asked as he pushed the button to end the connection. 
 
    “Steppe had Edie removed from the council last night.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Did he try to hurt her?” 
 
    “It was all political. There was a vote. Apparently it was done behind her back. She was voted out and served paperwork. They didn’t attempt to harm her.” His voice dipped and took on the dark humor I’d heard on the phone. “She said she would’ve liked to see them try to use force. She’d rather fight muscle than paperwork.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds like Grandma. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised but … can they do that? I thought council membership was for life. Passed down to future generations and all that.”  
 
    “It usually is. I know there are bylaws in place to remove someone, but I’ve never heard of it actually happening before.” 
 
    “So, she’s out,” I said softly.  
 
    I couldn’t believe it. Being a part of CHAS had been Grandma’s life. Even when she vehemently disagreed with them or secretly worked against them to fight their bullying and racist attitudes, CHAS had been a part of her. With that part of her taken away, I wasn’t sure what to think. “How did she sound about it?” I asked Wes. 
 
    “You know Edie. She’s fine as long as she’s moving.”  
 
    I wasn’t surprised. This was Grandma. She’d probably seen it coming, prepared for it. Hell, it was probably all part of some master plan she had going. 
 
    Vera’s visions had always included two paths for me, one being a seat on CHAS. With Grandma out, that was definitely no longer a part of my future. Not that I’d ever wanted it, but it felt strange to have the choice removed for me.  
 
    “Did she say where she was going?” I asked. 
 
    “She has your mom. They’re going to meet up with Jack and Fee.” 
 
    My shoulders slumped a little. “And so we wait,” I said. 
 
    “We wait,” he agreed. 
 
    
  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George’s cheerfulness seeped through the bond like an unwanted spill. I tried shoving it away. It irritated me in a way happy couples irritate lonely singles—it spread and invaded until I felt better against my will.  
 
    “Good morning,” George said, crossing directly to the fridge. He skipped the coffeepot and drank directly from the milk carton in the fridge.  
 
    “Help yourself,” I said dryly. Despite my tone, he grinned. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “Why are you so cheerful?” Wes asked.  
 
    George shrugged. “Why not? It’s a new day. We’re all rested and ready and going to figure this thing out.” He looked back and forth between Wes and me, as if we were the ones acting strange. “Right?” he prompted when neither of us answered.  
 
    I hesitated for a beat, but suddenly I didn’t want to diminish his good mood. It was the first good mood any of us had in days. Regardless of his real reason—I suspected Emma had a lot to do with it—I would take the second-hand confidence.  
 
    “Right,” I echoed. 
 
    Wes glanced at me, brow raised, but then he echoed it too. “Right.” 
 
    “Right,” Emma said from across the breakfast table. George beamed at her and she lit up.  
 
    “So where do we start?” George asked. He braced his hands on the counter and lifted himself up so he was sitting on it.  
 
    “The pack,” I said.  
 
    He nodded. “We need them back.” 
 
    I looked at him sharply. “You think they’re all right?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “But I think … Well, I think if they’d been hurt, you would feel more than empty.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Wes asked. 
 
    George looked at Wes and then back at me, an intensity in his eyes that wasn’t usually there. “If something happened to Tara, I would know. Without a doubt, I would know. And it would be much worse than emptiness. Think about it, Tay.” 
 
    I allowed myself a moment to imagine the same thing about George. Something struck hard inside my chest and the picture, even though my brain knew it was concocted by my own imagination and not real, provided sufficient agony that I knew he was right.  
 
    “They’re alive,” I said. “They must be.” 
 
    George nodded. “And if you know that, there must be a way to connect.” 
 
    “How? I’ve tried and get nothing every time.”  
 
    “Remember back when our bond first began and we wanted to find a way to shut each other out sometimes?” 
 
    “We tried that already, George. It didn’t work.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Maybe not for you, but if you had any idea how clearly I can read your thoughts…” 
 
    The words flashed in my mind: Emma’s eyes look so pretty … And I thought of the words that’d begun to slip through with Chris right before he was taken. I’d thought it was a product of so much noise in my head. None of them seemed able to read me as clearly. “What do you mean ‘read my thoughts’?”  
 
    “Exactly what I said.” 
 
    “But it’s not thoughts. It’s feelings,” I argued. 
 
    “What can you read from me right now?” 
 
     I tilted my head, concentrating. “You’re determined to find a way to awaken the bond …” I shot a look at Emma. “And you’re excited about something, but you won’t let me see what.” 
 
    His cheeks reddened. “Good. Now it’s my turn.”  
 
    He was quiet for so long, it made me nervous. I shifted in my chair, refusing to break eye contact. Finally, he frowned and lines creased his forehead. “Steppe messed with Angela?” 
 
    “What?” Wes asked. 
 
    I gaped at George. “How did you know that?” Had he heard me on the phone? I could’ve sworn he’d been sleeping. 
 
    “I was sleeping. I didn’t hear anything. Except your thoughts right now,” he said. 
 
    “How do you do that? I can only read feelings and sometimes a few words here and there.” 
 
    “Logan and I have two theories—” 
 
    “Logan?” Wes and I said together. 
 
    George sighed. “Yes.” 
 
    “When did you talk to Logan?” I asked. 
 
    “While you spent your days at the hospital or making out with your boyfriend,” he said, giving me a look that made my face heat, “I did research. Or, I had Logan do research. I took a lot of notes.”  
 
    I opened my mouth and closed it again. George had done research?  
 
    “I read a lot of thoughts. I had to do something to shut them out. Logan talked to Astor and helped me learn how to turn it down a notch.” 
 
    Again, I didn’t say a word. I thought back to all the time I’d spent beside Alex’s bed, begging him, both mentally and aloud, to wake up and talk to me. Most of it was due to wanting an explanation to what he’d done to George but there was a fair amount of selfishness mixed in. I missed him. I wanted him back in my life, even as a friend. How much of that did George know? 
 
    George quirked an eyebrow at me. I had my answer. 
 
    “And it worked?” Wes asked. “You’re able to turn it off and on?”  
 
    “More or less,” George told him. “I’m getting better with practice. Honing in is easier than checking out.” 
 
    “And you think this will help her find the pack?” Wes asked. 
 
    “Maybe.”   
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I just found a way to turn the volume down on what I do get from you. Remember how strong it was in the beginning for us?” 
 
    “Yes. And it’s still that strong now,” he said. “But I can control when I hear you and how loud it gets. I’ve seen you with your headphones. I know the noise gets too loud. Don’t you want to find a way to turn it down?” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. And I did. Desperately. If I was able to reawaken the bond with the pack, turning down the noise would be great. But all I could think about was what he’d said about “honing in” being so much easier and how transparent my thoughts had been these last few weeks.  
 
    “I’m sorry you feel invaded,” George said. “I didn’t realize … I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. And I turned it off as much as possible. I try to only use it to make sure you’re not in danger.” 
 
    I studied him, both physically and through the bond. I knew George didn’t mean harm, but could I trust him with my thoughts? In response, he gave me a barely-noticeable nod.  
 
    “What do you think?” Wes asked me, unaware of our silent exchange. 
 
    “I have to try,” I said. “What do I do first?” 
 
    “Call Logan.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three minutes later, I held the phone and listened to it ringing. George had memorized Logan’s cell number, which was a good thing since this phone had nothing pre-programmed.  
 
    Victoria answered. “Hello?” 
 
    “It’s Tara. Can I talk to Logan?” I managed to keep my voice neutral. That was usually the best way until I figured out what sort of mood Victoria was in, or whether we were pretending to be friends or not on a particular day.  
 
    “Hello, dog food.”  
 
    Today, we weren’t friends. 
 
    “Ice Queen Barbie,” I replied. And then without waiting for a response, “Get Logan.” 
 
    “He’s busy.” 
 
    “Tell him to call me as soon as he’s not busy.” 
 
    “What will you do for me?” 
 
    I bit my lip until the urge to threaten her with violence passed. “What do you want?” 
 
    There was shuffling in the background, a door closing, and then silence.  
 
    “Hello?” I said. “Vic, you there?” I wouldn’t put it past her to hang up on me. 
 
    “I want out of here,” she said in a low voice. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Astor is effing crazy. And I mean that in a very real, screws loose, doesn’t-know-whether-he’s-coming-or-going way. He wears a dirty smoking jacket and house slippers with bunny ears every day. There’s a stain on the pocket from last week’s spaghetti. It’s revolting.  
 
    “There’s nothing to do. No outside communication, not that any of my old friends will still talk to me after associating myself with you, and even if I wanted to help you and your mutts, no one will let me.” 
 
    “Vic—” 
 
    “I’m being treated like I’m helpless. I’m not. I want out. And after exhausting all other options, you are going to help me make that happen.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to laugh out loud. It shouldn’t surprise me that Victoria would ask me for help while being as nasty as possible about it. That was her way. What surprised me was that she thought I could make it happen for her. Did she really want to leave that bad? Was she tired of Logan? Were they having problems? Her attraction to him had always surprised me: the popular, beautiful cheerleader type with the quiet, bookish, smart although adorable guy from the front row. At the time, it’d made me wonder if I’d misjudged her and maybe that she went deeper than appeared. Then again, maybe not. 
 
    And what other “options” had she exhausted? 
 
    “How exactly do you expect me to do that?” I asked. 
 
    “Simple. You need me.” 
 
    “Do I? And why is that?” 
 
    “I can help you find your pack.” 
 
    It took me about three seconds to process what she’d said. I’d forgotten Victoria’s gift for tracking, an ability that could be the answer to everything. Except that it belonged to the most difficult person I’d ever met—aside from Cord. 
 
    “Tell Logan you need me,” she said. 
 
    “Why do you need his permission to leave?” 
 
    “I don’t. I need to convince him to let me come alone.” 
 
    “Are you tired of him already?” 
 
    “No, dogface. I’d like to keep him safe long enough for me to kick ass.” 
 
    “Logan can kick ass too.” 
 
    “Not when the ass needing to be kicked belongs to his own father.” 
 
    Again, I found myself without words. Victoria was protecting someone? Putting someone else’s needs before her own? I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen that before. It would have to mean she actually cared for the person. Definitely a new concept for her.  
 
    “Point taken,” I said, forcing my mind to work through her words. George chuckled and I knew he was reading the conversation loud and clear.  
 
    “Are you going to help me or not?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can,” I said.  
 
    “Don’t give me that crap. If you want to, you’ll make it happen.” 
 
    “I’m serious. The place we’re at is protected. And sealed. Only hybrids can—” 
 
    “I know. The cabin. I can get in.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? I spend all my time with Bill Nye the Science Guy and his thankfully much-better-looking sidekick. Of course I can get in. Will you talk to Logan for me?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I can try, but I can’t guarantee—” 
 
    “Here he is.” 
 
    “Hello?” Logan said. 
 
    “Hey, Logan. It’s Tara.” 
 
    “What’s up? You guys find the cabin okay?” 
 
    “We found it.” 
 
    “And everyone’s fine? I heard what happened before you guys left…” 
 
    “Yes, we’re fine,” I said. “How are things there? How’s Astor?” 
 
    “He’s … You know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Grandma said you weren’t answering your phone for a few days.” 
 
    “I had some family stuff going on,” he said uncertainly.  
 
    “Logan, I know about your dad. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. He’s doing what he thinks is right. I can’t—He doesn’t listen to me.” 
 
    “I’m not asking for anything,” I said. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    There was a pause.  
 
    “You there?” I asked.  
 
    “She wants to leave, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “She told you?” 
 
    “She may have mentioned it a few times,” he said, his words laced with sarcasm. 
 
    “She offered to help me find the hybrids.” 
 
    “I know.” He sighed again. “Which is why you’re about to tell me to let her go.”  
 
    “You make it sound like she needs my permission. We both know if Victoria makes up her mind and I promise not to kill her if she shows up, that’s all the permission she needs.” 
 
    “It would be nice if you didn’t attempt to murder my girlfriend.”  
 
    “She wants to come alone.” 
 
    “I know.” He sighed heavily and I knew this too had already been discussed between them.  
 
    “She’s worried about you handling yourself with your dad being involved.” 
 
    “I worry about her for the same reason.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “After what happened with her parents, she thinks she needs to prove herself.” 
 
    “To who?” 
 
    “That’s a good question.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think her heart’s in the right place.” 
 
    “Don’t get all crazy on me now.” 
 
    I laughed. “Don’t worry. That’s the extent of my warm fuzzies for Victoria.” 
 
    “Good. The two of you being friends scares me.” 
 
    “Agreed. So, are you going to come with her then? Make sure we don’t kill each other?” 
 
    “I don’t think I can leave Astor,” he said. He sounded strained, like it wasn’t an easy choice.  
 
    “Astor has Jeeves. He’ll be fine.” 
 
    “They both miss you,” he said, changing the subject. 
 
    “I’ll bet. I bring such peace and tranquility wherever I go.” 
 
    Logan chuckled. “That’s one of the things I love about you. Never a dull moment.” 
 
    “Havoc, it’s what I do.” 
 
    “Apparently. Runs in your family, I suppose.” 
 
    “You heard about Grandma being removed from CHAS?”  
 
    “She called earlier. So does this make Vera’s vision more or less true?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Vera saw you as the leader. Of Werewolves or maybe even both sides. But now, with the treaty dissolved, The Cause isn’t really The Cause anymore. And I’m pretty sure CHAS isn’t going to offer you a spot on the council anytime soon.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want it anyway. CHAS is just this side of a dictatorship.” 
 
    “I agree, but it’s not like there’s another option.” 
 
    “Well, maybe there should be.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” There was a strange note in his voice when he asked. George and Wes watched me intently.  
 
    I answered honestly and couldn’t help the vehemence that crept in at the very mention of his name. “Steppe thinks he can erase The Cause with a piece of paper. Maybe CHAS shouldn’t exist either.” 
 
    When he spoke again, I could hear the smile through the phone. “We’ll be there tomorrow.” 
 
    Then he hung up. 
 
    I looked at George and Wes. “What was that about?” 
 
    They exchanged a glance that said they knew exactly what it was about, but neither one offered an explanation.  
 
    “What did Logan say?” George asked. 
 
    “They’ll be here tomorrow,” I said. 
 
    “And they can get through the wards?” Wes asked. 
 
    “That’s what Victoria said.” 
 
    “What does she get out of it?” George asked. 
 
    “She offered to help find the pack. She must really hate it there.” 
 
    “Did it occur to you she might actually want to help?” Wes asked. 
 
    I didn’t even hesitate when I said, “No.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Living in an invisible house made me jumpy. Somewhere between watching it appear out of thin air and finding out the walls were reinforced with an invisible barrier meant specifically for sealing us inside, the cabin became more than a house. It’d become its own entity, definitely more magical than any four walls had a right to be.  
 
    So, the next day, when the after-dinner silence was interrupted by something as mundane as the doorbell ringing, I screamed. A full-on shriek that had George dropping a plate into the sink full of soapy water. It clanged loudly against the other dishes and somehow managed to stay in one piece.  
 
    George glared at me.  “Are you serious?”  
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered. “I didn’t even know we had a doorbell.” 
 
    Emma’s shoulders sagged as she exhaled whatever scream she’d managed to suppress.  
 
    “Got it,” Wes called.  
 
    The front door opened and closed. The air shifted as more bodies were added to the space.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if my animal instincts were on edge at not having shifted in so many hours, but I could literally feel—and smell—Logan and Victoria crossing the threshold. 
 
    Emma and I exchanged a look. She was tense, more than George and I put together. Losing Janie made her jumpy. “It’s all right. They’re friends,” I told her.  
 
    She nodded, her blue eyes wide. “I know.”  
 
    I heard footsteps and mingled “hellos” from Wes and Logan as they greeted each other. I heard Victoria complaining about her skin prickling. I set aside the dishtowel I’d been using and made my way toward the noise. 
 
    I saw Logan first. He wore jeans with the knees frayed and a ball cap turned backward. Sandy blond hair stuck out the bottom of his hat, choppy and longer than I’d last seen it. He looked every inch the surfer-boy, an image that clashed yet somehow perfectly complimented his chess club president personality.  
 
    “Hey,” I said. He stopped talking to Wes mid-sentence when he caught sight of me. We both grinned and I launched myself into his arms.  
 
    “I missed you,” he said.  
 
    “Missed you too.” I hadn’t realized how much until this moment. The familiarity of those baby blues felt like family had come home. I patted his cheek. “Glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, how’d you find it?” George asked from behind me.  
 
    Logan released me. I caught sight of Victoria scowling at me from behind her blond mane. She looked rumpled; her clothes were wrinkled and her shoes muddy. It made me smile to see Victoria Lexington looking less than perfect. “Hi, Vic,” I said cheerily.  
 
    “Mutt,” she said.  
 
    We were off to a great start.  
 
    Logan pretended not to hear our exchange—or George’s question. “Any more news about Steppe?” 
 
    My eyes narrowed and I turned to face him fully. “Logan. What are you not saying?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” His cheeks reddened and his eyes darted from point to point, not ever focusing on any one object. Or person. 
 
    “George asked you a question. And you’re dodging. What are you not telling us?” I demanded. 
 
    “Dammit, Logan, I told you they’d know. You suck at lying,” Victoria said.  
 
    Logan made a noise of frustration that made me think they’d had this argument more than once already. “I don’t suck at lying,” Logan said.  
 
    Victoria rolled her eyes. “Darling, yes. You do.” 
 
    If I hadn’t been so intent on whatever he was hiding, I would’ve smiled. Or at least agreed. Logan did suck at lying. But right now, I wasn’t complaining. 
 
    “Logan…?” I prompted. 
 
    He sighed, his shoulders stooping in defeat. “Fine. Remember how Edie told you the only way to actually see this place was to be a hybrid?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, drawing out the word. 
 
    “Well, the second part of that is that as long as you’re making physical contact with a hybrid, the house becomes visible by extension.” 
 
    We were all quiet as we digested that. George spoke first. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “It means, he was touching a hybrid when we entered the clearing,” Victoria said.  
 
    “And when we knocked.” 
 
    My belly fluttered. The strange awareness I’d had when they walked in … it’d been more than new bodies being added to the space. I’d sensed another animal. “What hybrid?” I asked. 
 
    Someone knocked. 
 
    Tension flooded the space. Beside me, Wes stiffened. I felt the change in George immediately. All traces of frustration were gone. He’d gone into full protector mode.  
 
    “Answer fast, Logan,” I said. 
 
    He opened the door. “Astor,” he said. 
 
    I blinked at the sight of my uncle on the threshold. He wore his house slippers along with a ratty pair of trousers and an untucked, half-buttoned shirt. His mouth was turned downward but instead of unhappy, it made him look more distracted.   
 
    “Uncle Astor?” I said. 
 
    “Well, it ain’t the pope,” he said, shoving past Logan and waltzing inside. When he passed through the open doorway, the air cracked like thunder. I jumped.  
 
    “All finished. You can close the door,” he said, turning to look at Logan.  
 
    “He resealed the barrier, didn’t he?” I asked.  
 
    Logan shrugged.  
 
    “Ugh.” 
 
    Victoria gave me an acidic smile. “Remember when I told you to convince him to let me come alone? This is why.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have to go back,” Victoria announced. 
 
    From across the circle, Wes glared at me. I threw up my hands in defense. “I didn’t say a word. This is all her.” I said. 
 
    “I’m serious, we have to,” she repeated, ignoring our interruption. “The hybrids are still in Virginia.” 
 
    “My whole pack? They’re still there?” I said.  
 
    “Definitely. There’s too many to miss,” she said.  
 
    We’d left Victoria alone for the better part of two hours, letting her eat and then nap on the couch. I suspected she’d mostly lain there with her eyes closed and listened to our conversation, but I’d given her enough time that she couldn’t complain when we roused her. Not that she didn’t complain, but she got up.  
 
    The tracking itself took no time at all. She’d barely closed her eyes, letting her hand rest on Emma’s shoulder to “ground herself,” as she put it. Then she’d taken a deep breath and almost immediately, her lids had opened again and she’d announced we had to leave. 
 
    “That’s a great idea, but we can’t,” George said. “We’re sealed in.” 
 
    We all looked pointedly at Astor, who ignored us in favor of whatever he was saying to Emma. He’d taken to her in a way that could only be described as scientific curiosity. He’d already questioned her extensively about her background before she’d been turned and how she felt now that she was … what she was. George, however, stood behind where they sat on the couch, arms folded, like a brooding bouncer. He didn’t like Astor’s fascination with what he now thought of as “his girl.”  
 
    “Astor,” I said. He didn’t turn. “Astor!” 
 
    He jumped. “Hmm? What?” 
 
    “How do we remove the barrier?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, the bypass phrase, of course.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    He looked at Logan who shook his head. “I’m not supposed to tell you,” Astor said before turning back to his conversation with Emma. 
 
    I glared at Logan. “And why is that?” 
 
    Victoria answered before Logan could. “Because Edie thinks you’ll do something stupid. Like leave.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t that what the bypass phrase is for?” I said. “So we can leave?” 
 
    “No,” Victoria said. She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “If I recall Edie’s words correctly, the bypass phrase is to protect Tara from the danger of herself until we can figure out a plan that won’t get her killed.” 
 
    I blew out a breath and jumped to my feet. “This is stupid.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Wes asked. 
 
    “I’m calling Grandma.”  
 
    No one argued as I stomped out.  
 
    Upstairs, I found the phone and dialed Grandma’s cell. Halfway through punching in the numbers, I changed my mind. I cleared the screen and dialed the number for Jack and Fee’s satellite phone.  
 
    “Hello?” said a deep male’s voice. 
 
    “Derek? Is that you?” 
 
    “Tara? Yeah, what’s up? Everything okay?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine.” I decided against telling him about our newest guest. If word hadn’t reached him yet that they were coming, I didn’t want to give away my intentions. “How’s everything where you are?” 
 
    “Cord and I started a paper cut war to keep things interesting.” 
 
    “Sounds exciting.” 
 
    “You have no idea. My whole right arm burns like I’ve pissed off a mountain of fire ants. Can you die from blood loss due to paper cuts?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “That’s a disappointment?” 
 
    “It is when death is the only cure for this kind of boredom.” 
 
    “Your pain is noted. Is Cambria around?” 
 
    “Sure. She’s right here. Bugging me to watch this Vampire Diaries thing she found in the DVD collection here. But I’m staying strong.” 
 
    I laughed. “Good for you. Can I say hi?” 
 
    “Yeah. Hey, Wes told me about Janie. I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said.  
 
    He paused and said, “Here’s Cambria.”  
 
    There was shuffling and then, “Hey, stranger.” 
 
    “Hey, Cam.” 
 
    “It’s been so long since I heard your voice I almost forgot what it sounds like.” 
 
    “And? How is the experience?”  
 
    “Fairy wings and leprechauns. Magical.” 
 
    I snorted. “It’s been like three days.” 
 
    “Like I said. To what do I owe the pleasure today?”  
 
    “Is Derek still there or can you talk privately?” 
 
    “Uh … Hey, babe, can you go get me more of those pistachio things we had earlier?” 
 
    Derek said something in the background followed by a pause and then, “Private convo is a go. What’s up?” 
 
    “Secret spy stuff,” I said. “I need a favor.” 
 
    “Double-oh-seven style?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is there a threat of death if we get caught?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “I’m in.”  
 
    “I need you to compel Grandma to tell you the bypass phrase for the cabin.” 
 
    “Uh-uh. I’m out.” 
 
    “Cambria.” 
 
    “So, so out. Like, far out. Like outer space.” 
 
    “Come on. You said you were in.” 
 
    “That was before I knew you meant Edie. No way I am charming Edie. Do you know what she would do to me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Neither do I and that concept is way scarier than knowing.”  
 
    “Cam, Alex is awake.” 
 
    “I heard. And let me guess. You need to get there and hold his hand. It’s not a good idea, Tara. Don’t you think Steppe is watching him, hoping you’ll do that?” 
 
    “I’m not that stupid. I wouldn’t go to the hospital. Besides, it’s not just about seeing Alex. I think … I felt something from him when we talked.” 
 
    “You talked to him? When? Dumb, Tara, even for you.” 
 
    “It was on the secure line. Are you listening to me? I felt something. As in, possible bond.” 
 
    “What do you mean a … oh, because your blood and— Holy crap on a cracker.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Can you feel him right now?”  
 
    “No, it ended when we hung up. I think it has something to do with whatever Steppe did to my pack when he took them. If I can figure it out, I can get them back.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. How’s that, exactly? Are you going to wander around until Steppe finds you? Or worse, the human police find your boyfriend?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t wander. I would track them.” 
 
    “Track them how?”  
 
    “Um, Victoria is here.” 
 
    “Vic the Sick is there? With you? How? Explain.” 
 
    I told her about my phone call with Victoria, then Logan, leading up to and including the arrival of Astor.  
 
    “I can’t believe the mad scientist left his laboratory.” 
 
    “I know. It’s weird seeing him out of that house. This one is so normal and makes him look so … not normal.” 
 
    “Isn’t Astor the one who made the barrier? Make him tell you the bypass phrase.” 
 
    “Uh, have you met my uncle? Remember, crazy?” 
 
    She sighed. “Touché.”   
 
    “So?” 
 
    She didn’t answer for a moment. “And Victoria is going to help you track them out of the kindness of her little heart?” 
 
    “That’s the idea.” 
 
    “Huh. Didn’t know she had a heart.” 
 
    “Cam.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really. And when Edie catches on to what I’ve done, you’ll be the one I drag off the edge of the cliff with me.” 
 
    “Deal. Thelma and Louise. All the way.” 
 
    “Sometimes, Tara Godfrey, you are way too willing to die.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In there.” Victoria pointed across the street.  
 
    I followed the track of her finger and stared. “Are you sure? The sign says it’s a meat factory.” 
 
    Victoria lifted a brow in answer.  
 
    “Makes sense to me,” George said.  
 
    “Ugh. Bad joke,” I said. 
 
    Wes punched him lightly in the shoulder. 
 
    They guys had been awfully chummy these last three days on the road. I’d tried more than once to get close and hear what sort of conversation needed to be hushed and private on a bus packed with five other people, but they always shut up when I came around. I’d even used George to eavesdrop unknowingly once when I sent him back to ask the boys what they wanted for dinner. But all I’d picked up was the word “metal” and “fatal” from Logan. I assumed Wes must be getting his advice on how best to kill whatever stood in our way upon arrival. Assuming that obstacle wasn’t someone from our own camp.  
 
    We’d yet to hear from Grandma. Or Jack and Fee. As far as I knew, they thought we were still in Colorado, locked up tight in an invisible house in the woods. 
 
    Cambria had called me with the bypass phrase: Vade Mecum. According to Logan, it meant “go with me” in Latin. The message of it—that Grandma never intended for me to leave that place without her—wasn’t lost on me.  
 
    Nor did it deter me. 
 
    We’d left that night. Logan, Victoria, and Astor all thought Grandma had been the one to supply the bypass phrase. George—and I suspected Wes though he hadn’t brought it up—knew the truth. Emma seemed like she didn’t care either way, as long as both George and I stayed close.  
 
    She was still jumpy, prone to periods of restlessness and pacing, although I wondered if that was her body’s way of coping with being human after holding onto her wolf form so long. She was quiet, and while she tolerated Astor’s questions, she lit up when George sought her out.  
 
    We’d taken shifts, alternating between sleeping and driving, and had only stopped for gas and food across five states. Despite the fact that we were all exhausted, we were happy to be here. And hoping like hell Victoria’s tracking skills were right. 
 
    I looked again at the building Victoria had pointed to. It was long and narrow with a flat roof. Nondescript except for the red-and-black sign that advertised it as headquarters to a packing and shipping plant for meat. I sniffed and let my wolf senses expand. Ugh. Raw cow to be exact.   
 
     And I knew one thing: if my pack was in there, I was getting them out. 
 
    “All right, let’s stash this thing somewhere and see if we can get closer,” I said. 
 
    Everyone stared at me.  
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    Wes shook his head. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah …?” 
 
    “You want to what? Knock on the front door and ask to see your pack?” 
 
    “No, I …” I trailed off. Nothing I could’ve said would make me look anything other than reckless. “What’s your plan?” 
 
    Wes looked at Astor. “Him.”  
 
    “What about him?” I asked. 
 
    “He can knock on the front door and ask if the hybrids can play.” 
 
    I stared at him. “What? How does that help?” 
 
    “Because he can play crazy long enough to give us the time we need to get in.” 
 
    “He can play crazy longer than that,” George muttered. 
 
    “A distraction,” I said, deadpan. “You want Astor to be the distraction.”  
 
    “It beats dangling yourself out there where you know Steppe is watching.” 
 
    “Steppe knows Astor.” 
 
    “But he doesn’t know Astor knows you,” Georgepointed out.  
 
    “He knows we’re related,” I told him. “And that we’re on the run from him. He’s not an idiot.” 
 
    “I’m counting on that,” Wes interrupted. We both looked at him. “Steppe will know something’s up no matter what. At least with Astor, it takes a few minutes to sift through the crazy to get to the sane.” 
 
    I chewed my lip, hating the idea of putting my helpless, albeit crazy, uncle in harm’s way.  
 
    “He makes a point,” George said. I eyed him, realizing he hadn’t said it was a good point. “Why don’t we ask him? Astor,” he called before I could argue. 
 
    “What now?” Astor shuffled up to the front with a frown. “I’m in the middle of something.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” Wes said. “But I have a favor to ask.” 
 
    “What sort of favor?”  
 
    “That building over there,” Wes said, pointing, “is where Steppe is keeping the hybrids. We need you to create a diversion at the front so we can get in.” 
 
    “A diversion,” Astor repeated. 
 
    “Yes. Can you do that?” 
 
    “How big of a diversion?” he asked. 
 
    “Big.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He rubbed his palms on the front of his pants and rolled his neck side to side. 
 
    I took a step back for reasons I couldn’t name.  
 
    “You mean like this?” Before any of us could answer, he shifted. 
 
    I’d never seen anything like it. It wasn’t a complete change—more of a halfway-there-Wolfman-Jack-thing.  
 
    His form shimmered but not just at the edges. He shivered and shook all over, going in and out of focus. When he solidified, he still stood on two legs but they’d become knobby and hairy. His clothes were still on, stretched to the limits over his bulging arms and thighs. All I saw was coarse fur and gnarled ankles where his pants had ridden up. His arms were shorter and his fingers longer; nothing but massive knuckles and claws.  
 
    His face was the worst. Somehow, it retained its human-like appearance, complete with a mop of white hair on top, but his cheeks and chin were covered in fine hairs that thickened into a full beard on the lower half.  
 
    He looked like he’d stepped out of an ’80s horror flick.  
 
    “Arghhhhhhh!” he yelled, bending low to growl in George’s face.  
 
    George’s expression remained deadpan. When Astor finally quieted, George looked from Wes to me to Logan. “He’s like Teen Wolf meets Doc Brown from Back to the Future.” 
 
    “But did I scare you?” Astor asked. 
 
    “Um.”  
 
    It was all I could do not to laugh.  
 
    “How do you … I mean, you look so …” Victoria gestured to him. I could only imagine what sort of insult she had ready.  
 
    “Different,” I finished. We couldn’t afford to offend Astor right now. We needed him. I shot Victoria a look that would hopefully shut her up. “How do you do it?” I added. 
 
    “Years’ worth of practice,” he said proudly.  
 
    George eyed him skeptically. “So, you did it on purpose?”  
 
    “Absolutely. It’s the best of both. Two legs. Opposable thumbs. Scares the mess out of those damned Jehovah’s Witness bastards.” 
 
    Wes chuckled. 
 
    “So. What do you think?” Astor asked, his eyes alight. “I can try it again if you want.” 
 
    Astor’s chest puffed up as he sucked in another deep breath. 
 
    “It’ll work,” Wes said quickly. He patted Astor on the arm. “It’ll work.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The only way to get Astor to shift back while we waited for nightfall was to take him for a Slurpee. He said it was the one thing he missed about civilization. I thought he might also have missed the memo on not wearing socks with sandals but I didn’t say so. I had my own agenda for passing the time.  
 
    George held the door for us all to file into the convenience store. I went last. He caught my arm before I could get past him. “I know what you’re thinking and it’s a bad idea,” he said.  
 
    I met his stare and yanked my arm away. “Those are the only kind I have.” 
 
    I wandered along the first aisle I came to. I didn’t really want anything and my concentration was on how to approach Wes with what I wanted. I’d already thought about sneaking off but rejected the idea. Even I knew better than to wander off alone in the DC metro area. This was Steppe’s territory. I had to be careful. Didn’t mean I couldn’t get what I wanted, as long as I could convince my boyfriend. 
 
    “He’s not going to go for it,” George said in my ear.  
 
    I jumped and swatted him but he danced out of reach. “Get out of my head,” I hissed. 
 
    I glanced at where the others were gathered around the frozen drink machines. Wes was helping Astor fit a lid on his cup. Victoria and Logan stood shoulder to shoulder, trying to decide on flavors. Emma— 
 
    “Where’s Emma?” I asked. 
 
    “Bathroom.”  
 
    “Oh.” I relaxed. What a great alpha. I couldn’t even lead a pack of one. 
 
    Wes finished with Astor and joined George and me by the window. He inspected the merchandise displayed and gave me a strange look. “Why are you looking at skullcaps?” 
 
    I stared blankly at where he pointed until I realized I stood in front of a large display of bandannas and neckerchiefs with an array of designs ranging from flames to skull-and-crossbones.  
 
    “Are we starting a biker gang and no one told me?” When I failed to react, his smile dimmed. He came closer, his nose almost touching mine. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    I caught myself twisting my hands together and let them fall to my sides. “Um, okay, so you know how Astor’s one request was that he be allowed to have a Slurpee?”  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Since, you know, it’d been so long since he’d had one.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “And he really missed it and needed that before he could move forward with the plan.” 
 
    “Is this going somewhere?” 
 
    “And really, if he hadn’t gotten the Slurpee, who knows if he would’ve been able to focus on the plan later so—” 
 
    “You want to see Alex.” 
 
    “Bingo,” George called loudly. The cashier stared.  
 
    “Tara—” Wes began. 
 
    “George wants to see him too,” I blurted. 
 
    “I do?” Even George looked surprised. I resisted the urge to wrap my hands around his throat.  
 
    “Yes,” I said.  
 
    “How do you know?” Wes asked. 
 
    “I read it in his mind. A few days ago, when I first told you he woke up. You were mad at me for wanting to leave, remember?” 
 
    George’s head cocked sideways while he thought it over. “Huh. Okay, maybe the thought crossed my mind. But obviously not for the reasons you do,” he said. “I want answers.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    Wes and George both rolled their eyes. I pretended not to notice. 
 
    “I’m not asking to go alone. And I’m not sneaking away or doing anything stupid. I’m asking for everyone to agree,” I said. 
 
    Victoria walked up. “Agree on what?” she asked around the straw in her mouth.  
 
    “Tara wants to go see Alex,” Wes told Victoria.  
 
    Astor and Emma joined us, both sucking their icy-sugary concoction from neon green straws. 
 
    “So does George,” I added.  
 
    Victoria shrugged. “Let’s go.”  
 
    “We can’t exactly walk into the hospital,” Wes said.  
 
    “Maybe you can’t,” she said. “I can go where I want.” 
 
    I stared at her. “She has a point.” 
 
    Wes sighed and rubbed a hand over his face. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “The simplest solution is often the best. My mother used to say that to me,” Victoria said.  
 
    “What does that mean?” George asked with Emma’s drink halfway to his lips. 
 
    “Well. Can he walk?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “Uh. Guys?” Emma cut in. “Should we maybe discuss this somewhere else?” She pointed to a flyer taped to the window behind me and we all turned to look. 
 
    “That’s a horrible picture of you,” George told Wes. 
 
    “Shut up,” Wes said. We all eyed the desk clerk, who was obliviously ringing up a customer for lottery tickets. Wes turned to Logan. “Give me your hat.” 
 
    “So you know, this is my favorite hat,” Logan said, reluctantly handing it over.  
 
    Wes took it and shoved it on his head. “If it gets ruined being on my head, we have bigger problems than your hat.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The late afternoon sun slanted across the grass where it spilled over the corner of the hospital’s roof across the road. We couldn’t wait until daylight disappeared entirely. Darkness was for the hybrids. The rescue. According to George and Wes, this was nothing more than recon. And I suspected they didn’t much care if Alex got caught. 
 
    While we waited for Logan and Victoria to appear with the patient, we wandered the park across the street. The very public park. Emma and I had claimed an abandoned playground. Wes was not far behind us on a bench with George. The chasm had reopened between us, an old scab torn open again. It hadn’t been there since we’d left Virginia. And Alex. 
 
    I climbed onto the monkey bars and sat atop them, letting my feet dangle loosely below. Emma followed at my heels, quiet inside and out.  
 
    “What are you thinking about?” I asked her. 
 
    She looked up at me, startled. “You don’t know?” 
 
    I smiled. “I’d like to hear you talk.” 
 
    “Oh. Um.” She picked at the ends of her hair and looked away. I’d given up on her answering at all when she finally said, “You and George used to date, huh?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Why?” 
 
    A couple of dog walkers passed by, their smiles polite and small, but otherwise we barely got a second look. Even Astor, walking slow circles around our mulch enclosure while he whispered to himself, drew hardly any attention. Maybe it was because of the crowd. 
 
     The best place to hide is plain sight. 
 
    Where had that come from? I found George sitting on a bench, listening to Wes, but he was watching Emma. And his thoughts were centered completely on her.  
 
    “Well,” Emma said, bringing me out of my thoughts. The way she drew out the word, I didn’t need a bond to tell me where this was going. “Would it be weird if— I mean, I know you guys used to be, you know …” 
 
    I couldn’t take the stumbling or stuttering any longer. I reached out and put my hand on her knee. She smiled sheepishly, her cheeks reddening. 
 
    “Em, George and I are just friends. And as long as he doesn’t keep eavesdropping on this conversation …” I paused and sent George a pointed look. He ducked his head and went back to talking to Wes. “We will remain friends. But that’s it for both of us, trust me.” 
 
    “Really? Because if you’re not sure or if it’s weird …” 
 
    “It’s not weird,” I said firmly. “And I can tell he likes you so stop worrying.” 
 
    She smiled, transforming her face from shy and quiet to radiant. “You think so? I mean, did you, you know, read that?” 
 
    I laughed. “You’ve both got it bad. Trust me, mutually bad. Go talk to him.” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder where Wes and George still huddled on the bench. “Now?” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “I don’t know. There’s all this stuff going on. Dangerous rescue missions and sneaky meetings in the park. Maybe I should wait for when things are calmer.” 
 
    “Sweetheart. I can promise if you stick with me, things will never be calmer. And we aren’t promised tomorrow. You should tell him now. In the present. Live this moment.” 
 
    Her eyes clouded with unshed tears and I realized too late what my words had done. We shared a mental image of Janie between us before it faded away again.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean …”  
 
    “It’s okay,” she said, wiping a stray tear from her cheek. “You’re right. We aren’t promised tomorrow. I need to seize the day and all that.” She sniffed once. “Janie was better at this sort of thing than me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Spontaneous decisions. Proclamations of love.” 
 
    I smiled. “She would tell you to do it.” 
 
    Emma nodded.  
 
    “I think that means you have to.” 
 
    I watched as George rose from the bench and made his way toward us. He didn’t pay me a single bit of attention. His eyes were so fixed on Emma, he almost tripped over the wood-trimmed border. Emma giggled. 
 
    “Hey,” George said.  
 
    “Hey,” Emma said.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I’m going to talk to Wes.” I don’t think either one heard me.  
 
    Astor stopped me before I could reach the bench. “You know she’ll have your hide for this.” 
 
    “What? Who?” I looked back at Emma, but she was intent on whatever George was saying.  
 
    Astor wagged his finger in my face. “You know exactly. Edie, that’s who.” 
 
    The entire trip, I’d waited for him to press me about Grandma’s willingness to let us leave, but he hadn’t said a single word about it. Until now. “Astor. Do you know something I don’t know?” 
 
    “I know lots of things. Like the fact that your boyfriend over there is afraid to be tested, afraid he won’t be like you. And he isn’t.” 
 
    “Isn’t what?” 
 
    “Like you.” 
 
    “He’s not immune? How do you know?” 
 
    He shrugged again and tilted his head as if he couldn’t care less.  
 
    “What else do you know, Astor?” 
 
    “Your jock-friend is better at this than you are.” 
 
    “Better at what?” 
 
    He walked away, resuming his circle around the playground. I moved to follow, determined to make him tell me what he meant, but Wes called my name. 
 
    “Tara. They’re here.” His voice was nothing more than a raised whisper, but it sent a flood of nerves through me and I had to force my muscles to work.  
 
    I turned around slowly.  
 
    The sun dipped completely behind the hospital, casting the three bodies into full shadow. They were nothing more than silhouettes as they stepped off the crosswalk and entered the park. But I didn’t need to see faces or even hear their voices to know which one was Alex. I recognized him by the way he moved.  
 
    I remained frozen to the spot as I watched him approach. My hands were clammy. I opened and closed my fists and worked my throat, but there was nothing to swallow. My mouth felt like Astor’s backyard. Dry heat.  
 
    Three more steps. I’ll wait until he’s closer. Wes is watching me. I can’t run and hug him. Dammit, I really want to. It’s not like I want him. Wow, he’s lost a lot of weight. I did this to him. But he’s going to be okay.   
 
    Who needed a pack to have jumbled, insane thoughts? 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Wes. His jaw tightened and he looked tenser the closer Alex got. Ah, hell. He was going to be pissed either way.  
 
    I met Alex’s eyes—their chocolate-brown depths spoke of so many things I couldn’t wait to understand—and closed the distance between us. My momentum drove him back a step. I wrapped my arms around his neck and squeezed. He recovered his footing and squeezed me back, chuckling. 
 
    “Hey, stranger,” he said, his breath tickling my ear.  
 
    The sound of his voice—here in front of me, solid, whole, real—made me want to cry. Or laugh. Or do jumping jacks. Something. But I couldn’t seem to remove my hands from around his shoulders.  
 
    “Godfrey. I’m not going to run away. You can let go.” 
 
    I did so reluctantly and then cocked my head. “Did you know I was thinking that?” 
 
    “What?” He blinked back at me, clearly confused. 
 
    “Never mind,” I muttered.  
 
    Wes, George, and Emma crowded around. Astor hung back at the edges of the group, alternating between squinting at Alex and sniffing the air. I could not deal with that right now. 
 
    “You made it,” George said. 
 
    “Piece of cake,” Victoria said. Logan looked at her like she’d lost her mind. I wondered what I’d missed in the process of them sneaking out here. 
 
    “Will they know you’re gone?” I asked Alex. 
 
    “Eventually,” he said. 
 
    “Soon,” Logan corrected. 
 
    “They’ll send the cavalry when they figure it out,” I told him. 
 
    He opened his mouth to answer, but Wes cut him off. “Which means we should cut to the chase.” 
 
    Alex’s eyes glinted as he regarded Wes. “Which chase is that?”  
 
    Wes shrugged. “Take your pick. How about why you sold us out to Kane?”  
 
    “I was hoping we could start small, work up to that.” 
 
    “Fine. What did you do to disable the bond between Tara and me that day?” George asked. 
 
    “Wow, another zinger right out of the gate.” 
 
    Wes threw up his hands. “What the hell? I thought you came here to talk.” 
 
    “I came here to show a certain she-wolf that her attempt to chew me to death didn’t work so she’d stop feeling guilty.” 
 
    “Can’t say she didn’t try,” Wes muttered. 
 
    “This is stupid. Both of you stop,” I said. “Wes, go sit down. Logan, Victoria, go with him.” 
 
    “Why does George get to stay?” Victoria pouted. She’d clearly been enjoying the back and forth of testosterone. Bully.  
 
    “To get his answers,” I said.  
 
    “I’m not leaving you,” Wes said. 
 
    “What do you think is going to happen in the park?” I asked. 
 
    His hands tightened into fists. “He betrayed us all. We should all get to hear—” Wes began.  
 
    I rounded on him, hot anger bubbling too close to the surface to contain. “You should, but you don’t. Because you can’t act like a grown up about the fact that I’m happy to see my friend. Notice I said friend, not anything else. Because you’re my boyfriend. When you can get that, you can stay for the conversation. In the meantime, my friend and I are going to talk this out.” 
 
    “Whatever we’re doing, can we do it before the next century, or, you know, before Edie rolls up in the Hummer and caps all of us for our stupidity?” Logan adjusted his hat, which he’d stolen back from Wes, claiming he needed it to remain inconspicuous inside the hospital, and stared at the passing traffic. 
 
    “Caps us?” I repeated.  
 
    “You know, shoots, kills, whatever,” he said.  
 
    “Obviously. Yes, of course, let’s hurry,” I said with a laugh.  
 
    Wes grunted and stalked off. Logan and Victoria followed him to the bench.  
 
    “Edie doesn’t know you’re here?” Alex asked. He glanced behind us at the open view of the street, looking nervous for the first time since he’d arrived.  
 
    “No, and you don’t get to ask the questions here. I do,” I said. 
 
    “How is that fair?”  
 
    I lifted a brow.  
 
    “Okay, fine, it’s fair.” He turned to George, who had Emma tucked close beside him as if protecting her. From Alex? That was funny. “I owe you an apology,” Alex told him. “I shouldn’t have knocked you out and I’m sorry. I needed to disable your ability to communicate with Tara until I could get to her, but I didn’t mean to put you out for more than a few minutes. If I could go back …” 
 
    “You’d what?” I asked. 
 
    I remembered Kane’s words the day I’d seen him in Vera’s room. He’d said if Alex could go back, he’d do it all the same in order to protect me.  
 
    “I’d do it differently,” he finished.  
 
    “How?”  
 
    “I’d … I’d trust you,” he said quietly.  
 
    “I don’t believe you,” George said.  
 
    “I mean every word. If I could go back—” 
 
    “No, not about that,” George said, waving a hand. “About disabling the bond. You knocked me out and when I came to, it took forever to get Tara back inside my head. I know you did something.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “Tell me everything from the beginning,” George said.  
 
    Alex sighed but he didn’t argue. “After the vote at Jack’s, the plan, Tara walking straight into Olivia’s territory waving a white flag … it ate at me. It went against everything I knew to walk in there like that. No weapons in hand. No strike team nearby. I panicked.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. That’s obvious,” George said. Wes would’ve been proud of the ferocious glare he gave Alex. “Then what?”  
 
    “I called Kane.” 
 
    “Didn’t he think you’d deserted him after being with us so long?” 
 
    “I didn’t desert,” he said. “Most kids my age graduate and spend the summer with their families before reporting for duty. I didn’t have that, so he let me join up early but then benched me for more training. I got restless. Then Edie called and I did some recon work for her on the side. It got a little sketchy so I asked for the leave after all and he gave it.” 
 
    “So you really are working for both sides?” George asked. 
 
    “I protect humans from monsters. Whatever side that puts me on.”  
 
    It made sense. Showing up in the limo with Grandma. All the clandestine talk of spying and internal takedowns and a war coming. Alex really was playing both sides. The problem was, he’d played me too.  
 
    George scowled. “You can’t be on both sides,” he said. “Sooner or later, you have to pick one. Oh, wait, looks like you did.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” Alex asked. 
 
    “It means you called Kane and told him about a jackpot of hybrids, armed everyone to the teeth, and stormed the castle,” I said.  
 
    “Dammit, Tara, you make it sound so cold. Like it’s all about killing things.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “No.” His nostrils flared as he exhaled. “It was about you. Getting you and Cord out. I needed you to be safe.” 
 
    I could’ve argued all day about his motivations—George looked like he was about to—but I needed to hear the rest. I put a hand up to silence George. “Fine. Me safe. Got it. Go on.”  
 
    “I gave Kane the location, explained the situation. He set up the team. It was only supposed to be an extraction, Tara, I swear to you. That was the agreement.” 
 
    “An extraction,” I repeated. He nodded. “Tell me again why you had to knock George out.” 
 
    “I knew he was tracking you through the bond and I didn’t want him and the others walking in on the strike team. I was trying to control all the variables.” 
 
    “Control all the variables? I’m not the one making this sound cold.” 
 
    “So, you snuck into camp, clocked me, and left?” George asked before Alex could respond. 
 
    “Basically.” 
 
    “What did you use?” George asked. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The weapon that you hit me with, what was it?” 
 
    “The blunt side of a metal stake. What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Where did you get the stake, soldier?” 
 
    We all turned to look at Astor. He hovered a few yards away, hands in his pockets. He leaned forward, suddenly very interested in the conversation he’d been ignoring until now.  
 
    “Uh. It was in a bag they had at their camp. Why?” 
 
    Astor shook his head and swatted a hand through the air.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Unbinilium,” he said.  
 
    “Unbi—what?” Alex said.  
 
    George and I shared a look. “Explain,” I said to Astor. “This time for real.” 
 
    He took a step closer, then another, shuffling awkwardly as he stared at Alex. “What are they feeding you?”  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “In there,” Astor said, gesturing to the hospital. “What sort of concoction do they have you on?” 
 
    “No idea. Antibiotics and fluid, I think.” 
 
    “And before?” Astor asked. 
 
    “Before what?” 
 
    “Before she bit you.” 
 
    “Nothing. I take a vitamin. That’s all.” 
 
    “Where does it come from?” 
 
    “Kane hands it out. All the recruits take it.” 
 
    “Of course they do.” Astor looked at me. “Placebo,” he stage whispered. He turned back to Alex. “And how do you feel right now?” 
 
    “Um, good?”  
 
    “Right, right. Tara, how does he feel right now?”  
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    “Ugh.” Aston grunted and walked away.  
 
    “What the hell was that about?” Alex asked. 
 
    “I have no idea.” I searched my mind for some voice that wasn’t George’s or Emma’s, some feeling I couldn’t match with their mental signature, but found none. It was only them inside my head.  
 
    “Strange guy,” Alex said.  
 
    “You have no idea,” George agreed. 
 
    “Tara, we need to go,” Wes called. He didn’t move from the bench, but his foot tapped incessantly.  
 
    “George, can I have a minute?” I said.  
 
     “Fine,” George said. “I guess that’s as close to an explanation as we’ll get.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘close’?” Alex demanded. “That was the truth.” 
 
    “You expect me to believe that you, Wood Point’s most badass Werewolf slayer,” he drew out the words dramatically, “called in the strike team and honestly thought it would only be an extraction? Oh, and I forgot the part where I get hit in the head for my own safety. Right. Absolute honesty, man. Most of all with yourself. Come on, Emma, let’s go wait with the others.” 
 
    Alex let them go without a word.  
 
    “Can we walk?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    I fell into step beside him, keeping my pace slow, partly for Alex’s benefit and partly my own. Unlike Wes, I wasn’t in a hurry to end the visit. 
 
    “You’re not going to set him straight?” I asked.  
 
    “No point. You all believe what you want. My words don’t change a thing.” 
 
    “They might. For me.” 
 
    Alex snorted.  
 
    “I’m serious,” I said, my voice rising. “For weeks, I sat by your bed, holding your hand, talking to you, practically begging you to wake up so I could—” 
 
    “Could what?” he prompted. 
 
    A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth as I finished, “So I could yell at you.” 
 
    “Huh. And how’s that working out for you?” 
 
    “Fantastic.” 
 
    We both grinned.  
 
    “Lucky for me, your temper packs the punch of a newborn circus kitten,” he said. “And besides, being angry now is like double jeopardy.” 
 
    “How is that?” 
 
    “You already tried to kill me. I’d say that makes us even.” 
 
    “Alex, about that.” I couldn’t even laugh at his joke. The memory of it was still too cutting.  
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m fine.” 
 
    “I know that but … There’s something else you should know.” 
 
    “Why do I have a feeling you’re about to make us not even again?” 
 
    I couldn’t look at him as I said the words. If I did, they’d never come. “When I bit you … You were dying, Alex. Like, truly dying. Shock. Seizures. The whole thing. There was nothing to be done.” 
 
    I broke off, hating my next words. Not for me. For him. He was going to be pissed. 
 
    “So? What did you do? Obviously something, because here I am.” He poked himself in the ribs as proof. I didn’t smile and his expression clouded. “Tara, say it already.” 
 
    “I didn’t know if it would even work,” I said. “But it worked on them and on George and—I gave you my blood.”  
 
    His brow furrowed in momentary confusion. Then, as understanding dawned, his eyes widened and he stepped back. “You infused me with … Is that why everyone keeps asking if you know what I’m thinking?” 
 
    I winced and nodded. His voice was entirely too calm. Any second now he was going to lose it. 
 
    There was a beat of silence before he let loose a long string of curses that would’ve impressed a pirate. Or even Cambria. 
 
    “Can you?” he demanded. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Hear what I’m thinking.” 
 
    “Um. I don’t think so.” 
 
    “You don’t think so?” he repeated, clearly disbelieving. 
 
    “There was a moment when we were on the phone. I thought I could, but I think it was someone else.” 
 
    “Great, so you’re getting me and George confused now?” 
 
    “Not George. My pack.” 
 
    “Your … Um, obviously I’ve been out for too long. You have a pack?” 
 
    I tried to keep my cool. This was all new information for him. The reality of the bond with the hybrids had taken me weeks to acclimate. I could give Alex five minutes. “Do you remember what happened when I bit you?” 
 
    “Um, it freaking hurt?” 
 
    “Not to you, to me. The fight.” 
 
    “I remember lots of yelling. You said something about calling them off and for some reason, Kane did. You said…” He tilted his head. “You said you could feel what they feel.” 
 
    “I do. Or I did. They’re gone now.” 
 
    “What do you mean gone?” 
 
    “Steppe took them. He wants me to come in for questioning.” 
 
    “About Olivia?” 
 
    “And attacking you.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “I’ve been expelled from school. He’s framing Wes for killing that girl. I don’t know how he got them to listen, but Steppe is using the hybrids to hunt us.” 
 
    Alex shook his head, clearly at a loss. 
 
    “Angela didn’t tell you any of this?” I asked. 
 
    “Angela is very good at being quiet,” he grumbled.  
 
    I snickered. Something in his tone told me it hadn’t been for lack of trying.  
 
    “Tell her I’m sorry I missed her,” I said. 
 
    “Tell her yourself when she gets back.” 
 
    “I don’t … If tonight goes according to plan, I won’t be back for a while.”  
 
    “Sounds very vague,” he said.  
 
    “I can’t … I can’t let Steppe bring me in. I’m pretty sure I won’t come out.” 
 
    “And what’s tonight’s big plan?” 
 
    I kicked at a pine cone, not meeting his eyes. 
 
    “You still don’t trust me, do you?” 
 
    “It’s not that.” I sighed. “It’s safer for you if you don’t know.” 
 
    “Right. So, let me get this straight. All those hybrids are your pack now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you can hear all of them in your head?” 
 
    “Not right now. Steppe did something to the bond when he took them. But normally, yes.” 
 
    He frowned. “Is that why George was asking how I did it?” 
 
    “We were hoping for some clue as to how Steppe did it. And how to reverse it.” 
 
    “Why would you want it back? Sounds like a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “You sound like Wes right now.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth.” 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at him. “If you really want to know, I’m empty. Like some important piece of myself is missing. And until I find it, I won’t be whole. I won’t be one hundred percent me.” 
 
    “I know that feeling.” 
 
    I stopped walking, surprised. “How?” I realized the answer as soon as the words were out. “Oh.”  
 
    I didn’t know what to say. We’d made this subject off-limits long ago. And I’d made my choice. “Alex, I …” 
 
    “Don’t say it.” 
 
    “Alex—” 
 
    “Not saying it, remember?” 
 
    “But I need to tell you. I made my choice.” 
 
    The teasing note vanished. “No, you don’t.” His voice was sad but not surprised. 
 
    “You know?” 
 
    “I’ve known since the minute I saw you with him. There was never a choice.” 
 
    His hand came up and hovered over my cheek, so close the air shifted but not close enough for his skin to brush against mine. I had the urge to lean in so he’d have to touch me, but I didn’t. It wouldn’t be fair. Especially now.  
 
    Our eyes met and what passed between us felt full of “if only’s” and “what could’ve been’s” and made it hard to swallow.  
 
    “Out of all the crazy that’s happened: you having a pack, Steppe going off the deep end, almost dying, being injected with your blood, there is one thing that comforts me,” he said. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I can honestly tell St. John you gave yourself to me.” 
 
    He jumped out of reach the second before my fist would’ve made contact with his face.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the ride back from the hospital, George and I took turns telling the others Alex’s story. Logan and Victoria were an easy sell. Not only did they believe him, they also seemed to accept his calling Kane as perfectly normal. I supposed for a Hunter it was. Wes and Emma were a different story. Even in her quietness, I could tell Emma was not a fan of Alex or his excuses. Then again, he’d tried to kill her pack, so I hadn’t expected her to love him. 
 
    “You really believe he thought it was an extraction?” Wes asked when we’d finished. The question was more like a challenge than him simply asking for my opinion. Like if I said yes, I was an idiot. 
 
    “I think,” I said slowly, “he wanted to believe that.” 
 
    Wes rolled his eyes.  
 
    Emma hadn’t spoken, but her hands were clasped tightly together in her lap. Disbelief and indignation rose inside her. She was remembering the fear of that day. She’d lost friends in the fight and been afraid for her own life. In her mind, Alex was responsible for that. I couldn’t blame her. But I couldn’t keep watching it replay in her thoughts either. 
 
    I tuned into George. He seemed calmer than he had at the park. Thoughtful. He stared at Astor, who’d somehow ended up in the driver’s seat.  
 
    “Wes, you have to understand,” Logan said, “that as Hunters we are taught over and over the proper response to a Werewolf is attack. He didn’t know another way.” 
 
    “So because someone taught him to be this way, it makes it okay that he sold us out?” Wes shot back.  
 
    “No. None of it is okay. I’m just telling you what he was thinking. He was scared and all he knew was to call—” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve heard what he thinks. I don’t want to know any more.” 
 
    Logan sat back. “Yeah, I get it. You want to be mad, go ahead. But he’s still on our side.” 
 
    Wes snorted. 
 
    “He obviously didn’t think it through,” I said, “but I can’t stay mad at him for making a rash decision based out of fear for someone he cares about.” I gave Wes a pointed look.  
 
    The bus jolted violently and I grabbed the seatback in front of me to keep from being thrown against the window.  
 
    “What the hell?” Victoria asked, smoothing her hair back from her face. 
 
    From the front, Astor laughed and there was a maniacal edge to it that made me wonder again how he’d ended up with keys. 
 
    “Curb check,” George announced. 
 
    “Are we almost there? I can’t take much more of this,” I said. 
 
     Somehow, Astor managed to park the bus without causing mayhem. Or property damage. For that, I was grateful and took it as a good omen for what we were about to do. 
 
    The parking lot was deserted except for a few compacts parked in spaces labeled “restricted” near a set of side doors. By the entrance, a security booth sat empty. Every few feet, signs read things like, “Restricted, Keep Out” and “Authorized Personnel Only.”  
 
    “Wow. They really want their meat protected,” George said.  
 
    Wes and Logan snickered.  
 
    “Really, George?” Victoria curled her lip in disgust and poked Logan.  
 
    He shrugged.  
 
    “If that’s the case, where is everyone?” she added. 
 
    No one answered. She was right, the place was deserted. My neck prickled but when I turned to look, there was no one there. I kept walking, my pace slower. 
 
    “Does this seem off to anyone else besides me?” Logan asked. 
 
    “I’m always off, son,” Astor said, patting his shoulder as he passed.  
 
    George snorted. “What?” he asked when I shoved him. “At least he knows it.” 
 
    I appreciated everyone’s ability to joke and be light despite our circumstances, but I couldn’t make myself join in. My pack was in there, and they needed me. We reached a set of metal doors at a side entrance near the parked vehicles. I tried the handles. “Locked,” I said under my breath. 
 
    “Duh,” Victoria whispered.  
 
    We huddled around the doorway. It was recessed and the overhang gave some semblance of cover, although anyone passing by on the road would’ve noticed the shadow we cast in the light of the orange bulb. 
 
    “Now what?” George asked. 
 
    “Sshh.” I shushed him and listened. In the silence, an electronic device hummed. I looked up in time to see a small black camera swiveling toward us.  
 
    “Motion activated,” Wes said. 
 
    “C’mon,” I hissed, grabbing the closest sleeve—Astor’s—and yanking.   
 
    We scooted around the corner, stumbling over each other to get clear of the camera. 
 
    “Do you think it saw us?” Emma asked. 
 
    “Why didn’t we anticipate that?” George asked. 
 
    No one answered either question.  
 
    “Not deserted after all,” Logan said, peeking around the corner and quickly leaning back again.  
 
    “There are definitely people inside,” Wes said. He craned his neck, his back to the group, as he stared down the length of the building. We were on the side farthest from the parking lot now. An alley stretched before us, dumpsters marking doors I assumed were locked before the darkness swallowed it all up.  
 
    Astor licked his lips. “Is it my turn yet?” 
 
    “In a minute,” Wes said.  
 
    “We need to hurry,” I said. “I’m sure there are cameras we’re missing. Steppe has this place locked down.”  
 
    “We can’t send him to the door alone,” Wes said, eyeing Astor.  
 
    We stared at each other. No one wanted to be left out of the action in order to babysit.  
 
    Emma raised her hand. “I’ll do it,” she said.  
 
    “No way,” George said. “You’re staying with me.” 
 
    She stepped back. “Why? So you can baby me and shove me out of the way when we get inside? I can take care of myself—and him.” She pointed at Astor. “Right, Tara?” 
 
    “I—well, yeah. George, she’s got this. And honestly, she’s the best choice. If they get into trouble, I’ll know.” I tapped my temple. 
 
    He glared back at me, unable to argue with my logic but unwilling to go along. “Whatever,” he mumbled. Traitor, I heard in my mind.  
 
    He took Emma’s hand lightly in his own. “If you get into trouble, Tara will know, but … be careful.” 
 
    “I will.” She hesitated, deliberating. I urged her on. She bit her lip and then rose to her tiptoes and kissed George somewhere between his mouth and his cheek. “See you soon,” she said.  
 
    I smiled and turned to Astor. He was bouncing a little where he stood, clearly impatient. “You be careful, too,” I said, “and no eating people. Just scaring them.” 
 
    He stuck his nose in the air. “I do not eat people. They taste like week-old sushi.” 
 
     Victoria snorted. “What?” she said when I shot her a look.  
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Emma, you stick close to him,” Wes said. “And if it gets crazy, get out. Meet back at the bus. Tara will pick up on it and let the rest of us know.” 
 
    “Got it. You ready?” she asked Astor. There was a light in her eyes I hadn’t seen since before Janie. Maybe the action was good for her. It gave her a sense of purpose. 
 
    Astor craned his neck side to side until there was a loud crack. “Ready.” 
 
    I put my hand on his arm. “Astor …”  
 
    I wasn’t sure how to finish. “Be careful” didn’t seem quite right. We’d never been affectionate. I hadn’t known him long enough for anything like that. But this. He was putting himself into danger—into public, for crying out loud—for me. That was huge.  
 
    “Well?” he prompted. 
 
    Taking a cue from Emma, I leaned in and kissed his cheek.  
 
    His eyes bulged and he raised his hand to his face. “Huh.”  
 
    That’s all I got. A grunt. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Wes said as he headed into the gathering darkness of the alley. Logan and Victoria followed, all three sticking close to the side of the building. I reached out and squeezed Emma’s hand. She gave me a reassuring smile.  
 
    “George,” I hissed, backing away. “Let’s go.” 
 
    He whispered something in Emma’s ear and fell into step behind me.  
 
    Three steps later, I turned back, but Astor and Emma were already gone. I worked to control my breathing. So close. I was so close to them. I had to get them back.  
 
    “Can I ask you something?” George whispered as we walked. 
 
    “What?” The word was barely out of my mouth before my thoughts picked up on his. “Really? You want to talk about this now? We’re a little busy.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess it can wait. But I mean, when are we not busy?” 
 
    He had a point.  
 
    “It’s not weird for me at all,” I assured him. “I’m really happy for you.” 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    His voice, that one word, was such a mix of hope and uncertainty that I stopped and turned to face him. I reached out and squeezed his arm. “Absolutely. Emma’s great. And I think you should go for it. It’s about time I got to eavesdrop on your dates.” 
 
    “Damn right it is.” He made a show of licking his lips. “And I’m going to make it good.”  
 
    I groaned as mental pictures floated through the bond. “Never mind. I take it back.” 
 
    “Are you guys coming or what?” Victoria hissed. She stood at the corner up ahead, ushering us to follow. The others had already disappeared around the other side. 
 
    “Coming.” I rounded the corner with George on my heels and slowed when I saw the others. Logan held a metal door using one hand as he stood out of the way. Wes was halfway inside, peering right and left. 
 
    “It was unlocked?” I whispered. 
 
    “Not exactly.” Victoria pointed to a lump on the ground behind Logan. I craned my neck and saw a body slumped against the wall.  
 
    “Is he—?” 
 
    “Knocked out. He’ll be fine,” she said. 
 
    Wes poked his head back out. “Did Astor get anyone’s attention yet?” 
 
    I stared into the back of the alley without really seeing it. Instead, I concentrated on Emma, picking out what she saw. “Someone answered the door. Emma’s talking to him. Alone. Astor’s—Oh!” 
 
    “What?” all three of them asked in unison.  
 
    I laughed, clapping a hand over my mouth to muffle the sound. George’s eyes widened and then he laughed too.  
 
    “What?” they demanded. 
 
    “We can go. The distraction worked,” I managed to say.  
 
    “You want to share with the class?” Victoria prompted. 
 
    “And keep it down,” Logan added. 
 
    “Astor shifted into his wolfman thing and the guy at the door wet his pants,” I said. 
 
    George caught his breath and said, “They’re inside. Astor’s doing his thing.” 
 
    The others remained still, probably picturing what I’d described. “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
    Wes recovered first and slipped inside. George and I followed, with Victoria and Logan in the rear. The door clicked shut and I had a second of trapped panic. My neck prickled again, like we were being watched. I whirled. Nothing but empty hallway.  
 
    Logan had been right. Something was definitely off. I opened my mouth to say so, but then I heard an animal whine—barely audible through the walls—and I stopped caring about our ease of entry. All I could think about was finding what’d made the sound and freeing it. 
 
    “Did you guys hear that?” I whispered.  
 
    “Logan, you and Victoria go that way,” Wes said, pointing behind us. “George, Tara, you guys with me. Look for an unlocked door.” 
 
    As we walked, I looked up for cameras or something that would give away our presence, but the area was clear.  
 
    “I think they’re all locked,” Logan called from the other end. 
 
    “What now?” George asked. 
 
    Wes looked back and forth between the two doors we stood between. “We need to pick one and break the lock.” 
 
    “That’ll bring them running,” I said.  
 
    “Let’s choose wisely then.” 
 
    “Got one,” Victoria called.  
 
    We hurried toward her. The door made a sticking sound as she cracked the door and peeked through. I winced at the noise, expecting any moment to hear some shrill alarm or running feet, some indication we’d been discovered. But the creak of the door faded into only the sounds of our careful breathing.  
 
    We all hovered in the open doorway, listening.  
 
    I opened my mouth, ready to tell them to keep moving, when another whine sounded. This time louder. “Go,” I said, waving a frantic hand to urge Victoria through. She took a step forward, but Logan pulled her back.  
 
    “I’ll go first,” he said.  
 
    Victoria opened her mouth to argue, but Logan pushed her aside and stepped through. Again, I waited for a yell or some form of assault, but none came.  
 
    “This is way too easy,” George said, his words lost underneath a buzzing sound. 
 
    I ignored him and stared around the space before me. It was a warehouse, like the sign advertised. And I supposed it was full of meat, if you counted the jackpot of fresh, heart-still-beating, hybrid-Werewolf kind. 
 
    Metal cages had been placed along the walls and down the center, creating wide rows. They weren’t like any cages I’d ever seen. These were elaborate in their ability to contain. The bars along the walls and ceilings all had spikes protruding, their gleaming points a constant threat if the occupant moved wrong or inched too close.  
 
    The buzz in the air seemed to lead back to a giant green box in one corner. Posted above and below it, on the chain-link enclosure that guarded it, were signs that read “Danger: High Voltage” and “Keep Out” in large lettering. 
 
    “What is that?” Victoria asked, pointing to the green box in question. 
 
    “The cages are electric,” Wes said. 
 
    I barely heard him.  
 
    Without waiting for the others, I took off down the center aisle of cages. All of them contained Werewolves, some of the normal variety, but most with eyes shaded neon yellow. I scanned faces and fur coloring, looking for something familiar. Six cages in, I stopped. 
 
    “Rafe?” 
 
    The wolf stirred slowly, as if being woken from a deep sleep. The metal of its cage buzzed ominously and I didn’t dare go any closer. “Rafe,” I called again, crouching to eye level. “It’s Tara.” 
 
    Rafe opened his eyes. “Tara,” he said without raising his head. His eyelids drooped low. Underneath, the yellow in his eyes seemed brighter than I remembered.  
 
    “I’m here. Are you all right?” I was still too worried to be truly excited. What happened to him? What had Steppe done? I searched for wounds but found none. He seemed exhausted. “Are the others here?” 
 
    He nodded. I assumed the one answer covered both questions.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I said. 
 
    He didn’t respond and I moved on, calling out to pack members as I went. My excitement grew as I found more and more of them. At my voice, they woke. Some sat up, calling back to me. Most seemed lethargic and dazed. But they were here. And alive.  
 
    Breathless, I ran back to where Wes and Victoria waited. In the corner, George was currently helping Logan break into the electrical box.  
 
    “They’re all here,” I said.  
 
    “No kidding.” Victoria rubbed her arms, which were covered in goosebumps. Every few seconds, she shivered. Her eyes swept the room, canvassing. I knew she hated being this close to so many Werewolves at once. 
 
    “Tara, look,” Wes said.  
 
    I followed him to the cage on the end of the left row and stared inside. Instead of a wolf, this one contained the body of a man, curled up and fully nude. Even from here, I could see he’d been badly beaten.  
 
    I looked closer. “Chris?” 
 
    The man stirred and I caught a glimpse of his battered face. 
 
    “Chris!” I knelt at the cage, careful not to touch. Chris tried to move and groaned. He managed to twist his torso so his shoulders leaned against the back of his cage—the only smooth surface available. He cracked the eye that wasn’t swollen shut. 
 
    George walked up and knelt beside me. “What happened to you, man?” 
 
    Chris struggled to sit up. “Tara,” he said, his voice cracking. 
 
    “Don’t talk,” I said, wincing at the gash under his left eye. It was still open and oozing so I knew it was fresh. Even without the bond, empathy washed over me. “We’re getting you out of here.” 
 
    He shook his head, squeezing his eyes shut as he did so. “He knows … you’re here.” 
 
    I looked around. “What? How?” 
 
    My eyes strayed upward at the same moment Wes pointed above us and said, “Guys.” 
 
    At regular intervals along the ceiling, mounted cameras pointed directly at us. My breath caught. Any second, the doors would open and Steppe’s men would come crashing in. Why hadn’t they already? 
 
    Wes wandered closer to the wall, staring at the camera directly above us. “Huh.” 
 
    “What is ‘huh’?” George asked. 
 
    Logan joined Wes, also staring. “The wires have been cut,” Logan said.  
 
    “But who would’ve done that?” Victoria asked. 
 
    Wes turned back to me. “What’s your reading on Emma and Astor?” 
 
    “Um.” I tried to push aside my urgency to get Chris out of this contraption and focus on Emma. “She’s calm. Talking to Astor and someone else. They’re still in the building.” 
 
    “Anything else?” George asked. 
 
    “That’s all I got. They’re safe,” I answered. “Now, can we address the problem at hand?”  
 
    “Which problem is that?” Victoria asked, hand on her hip. “The problem of our sneaking in here being way too easy, the fact that the cameras have been disabled and we didn’t do it, or the fact that all of your mutts are locked in electrified metal cages that we don’t have a hope of opening?” 
 
    I scowled at her. “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh, I forgot. One more.” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Even if we do figure out a way to get them out, what are we doing with them?” She gestured to the far row of cages where I spotted more hybrids—none of which had been a part of my pack. I recognized a couple from our encounter in the woods the day Steppe took my pack. 
 
    I hesitated. A huge part of me—mostly the wolf—wanted to leave them here. I wouldn’t be hurting them directly, though I wanted to for what they’d done, and they deserved whatever fate Steppe eventually delivered them. But— 
 
    “If you do that, you’re no better than Steppe,” George said. 
 
    I sighed. “I wasn’t really going to. But they won’t come willingly.” 
 
    His brows rose in a challenge. “How do you know?”  
 
    “Fine. We give them a choice. If they want to come, we let them.” 
 
    “And if they don’t,” Wes began, pausing to breathe deeply, “… want to come?” he finished.  
 
    I studied him. His cheeks were flushed. “Are you okay?”  
 
    “Fantastic.”  
 
    “Is it warm in here?” George asked. He ran a hand through his hair, peeling it off his forehead where it’d become matted with perspiration.  
 
    “Not really.” I gave him a once-over. “You don’t look so good, either of you.” 
 
    “Don’t feel so good, either,” George said. 
 
    Logan rejoined the group, brushing something off his hands onto his jeans. “I can get the power turned off but it won’t last. We’ll have sixty seconds at the most.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I looked at all of the pointy cages. There were too many for sixty seconds. 
 
    “I could make it longer if I had the code.” 
 
    “What happened to this being too easy?” Victoria grumbled. She scratched at her arms. They were lined with red where her fingernails had dug in against the goosebumps. 
 
    “My advice is—” Logan’s words cut off with the door being wrenched open. It squeaked on its hinges even louder than it had for us, a testament to the force behind the motion. Whoever it was wanted to be heard. 
 
    Gordon Steppe strode through, a bright smile on his otherwise emotionally dead face. “Oh, I think it’s all been quite easy.”  
 
    I turned wildly left and right, searching for somewhere to take cover. I had no doubt Steppe would be backed by an army. Chris had been right. It was an ambush and we’d walked right into it. But only one man and one woman followed Steppe inside.  
 
    And out of all the faces I could’ve imagined, these were the last two I expected. 
 
    “Mom?” Only Victoria seemed more surprised than me. “Dad?”  
 
    “Shit.” Logan didn’t even seem to notice he’d spoken aloud. I tried to remember if I’d ever heard him curse before. 
 
    “Hello, Victoria,” Mrs. Lexington said. 
 
    Victoria took a step forward, but Logan grabbed her arm and pulled her back. My lungs contracted as I waited to see if she’d shake him off. These were her parents. I’d seen the pain she’d gone through when they’d disappeared. I half expected her to join them, even if it meant standing next to Steppe.  
 
    But Logan yanked and Victoria halted, her expression a mixture of longing and resignation.  
 
    I exhaled.  
 
    At the sight of Steppe, Chris let loose a growl I was surprised his scratchy throat was capable of. He lurched forward in the cage on hands and knees, stopping short centimeters from the spikes protruding from the front bars. A few other wolves did the same and Steppe laughed.  
 
    “Feisty today, I see,” he said.  
 
    More growls from the cages. I edged forward, automatically falling into a crouch. My wolf rose, my muscles tightening. If Steppe wasn’t going to bring an army to protect himself, I’d take the opening.  
 
    “I don’t think you want to do that,” Steppe said, his eyes narrowing sharply at me.  
 
    “But I do,” I said. “You have no idea how much I do.” 
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Lexington stepped forward, a barrier between Steppe and me. One I would remove if needed. I took a step.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Victoria demanded, blocking my path.  
 
    I tried to shake her off. “Whatever I have to. That’s what you told me, remember?” 
 
    “I know I said that before but… you can’t. Just … hold on.” 
 
    Mr. Lexington took a step toward me. The wolves in the cages—my pack—growled. Claws scraped against metal flooring.  
 
    “Dad!” Victoria’s head swiveled as she looked back and forth between us. “Stop, both of you!” 
 
    “I’m afraid stopping is exactly what’s going to happen,” Steppe said. He glared at me. “This ends now.” 
 
    “One way or another,” I agreed. Victoria looked back at me, her eyes pleading, but I ignored her. Steppe was right. It had to end. Just not his way.  
 
    “Let them go,” I said.  
 
    “Why would I do that? I am completely within my legal rights to capture or otherwise detain any and all Werewolves. Haven’t you read the new law? Or have you been a little busy, what with housing a fugitive and becoming one yourself?” 
 
    “I’m not a fugitive,” I said. 
 
    “You’ve been summoned for questioning and failed to surrender. In our world, that makes you a fugitive.” 
 
    “I’m not coming in. It’s a setup. You’ve already made up your mind. You and whatever crooked council you’re leading.” 
 
    “My council is made up of nothing but the most respected Hunters.” He gestured to Mr. and Mrs. Lexington. “Upstanding members of our society, every single one.” 
 
    “Mom? Dad?” Victoria’s eyes narrowed. “You guys are on the council? But how?” 
 
    “Not possible,” I said. “They’re hybrids. Werewolves. And not even you, Mr. Rule Follower, can get around that.” 
 
    “Again, you’ve failed to keep up with the law, Miss Godfrey. Section three, bullet seven states that you are, by definition, a Werewolf if you shift out of your human form into that of a wolf. Mr. and Mrs. Lexington no longer shift. Therefore, they are not Werewolves. They are Hunters. They’ve made their choice.” 
 
    “Can they decide that?” Logan whispered, leaning close to my ear. 
 
    “No,” I said loud enough for Steppe’s benefit. Mr. Lexington frowned. “If you won’t let them go, I’ll take them by force,” I said. “The three of you aren’t enough to stop us.” I still couldn’t believe he’d brought the Lexingtons as his only backup. 
 
    “You might want to take another look at your ranks,” Steppe said.  
 
    I glanced left and right. On the other side of Logan, Wes and George both looked green.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked.  
 
    Wes opened his mouth to answer but no sound came. Instead, he shook his head, his hand clutching his stomach. There was discomfort, aching pain with no origin or center, but the bond had gone foggy. Like before. Maybe he was keeping me out?  
 
    “George?” I said, uncertainly.  
 
    “Try Emma,” he mumbled. 
 
     I tried—and immediately hit a mental blank space.  
 
    Steppe watched me, a satisfied smile on his lips. “Problems with your bond?”  
 
    I didn’t answer.  
 
    I continued trying to search for Emma. When had I lost her? And what the hell could Steppe be doing to remove the bond when he hadn’t moved from that spot since he’d walked in?  
 
    “Your bond won’t work in here,” he said, “for the same reasons your two leading men can’t help you.”  
 
    Wes and George were still on their feet but they looked unsteady. Neither one even looked capable of shifting right now. George’s shoulders heaved with each breath.  
 
    “You’re not keeping them here because of the law,” I said. “Or you would’ve killed them already. What do you really want?” 
 
    The lines around his eyes tightened by the smallest degree and I knew I’d hit the mark. “I suggest you heed Miss Lexington and stop this. Before it’s too late,” Steppe said. 
 
    I tensed at the threat contained in those last words—and gave up trying to contain my wolf. I didn’t care if he was within the law. He’d manipulated it to fit his crooked agenda. He needed to be stopped. So far, a political takedown hadn’t worked. Maybe it was time for a more physical effort. 
 
    My clothes shredded as I shifted form. The ripping sound had become familiar to me but Victoria yelled and jumped back, flicking pieces of my shirt from her arm and hair in a panic.  
 
    In the in-between from human to animal, I forgot why I’d held back at all. Why I’d even tried to reason with Steppe. At the sight of my pack in cages, my temper flared and the animal in me took over. As soon as my four paws hit the ground, I ran straight for Steppe’s throat. 
 
    Mr. Lexington jumped in front of me and Victoria screamed. The shrillness of it made me wince and I lurched sideways as Mr. Lexington produced a sharp stake. It stabbed the space where I’d stood a second ago, making a whistling sound as it arced through the air.  
 
    The weapon surprised me. He really was back to being a Hunter. 
 
    I came around from the other side, but Mrs. Lexington was there with a stake of her own. I dodged it as well but I had to retreat toward the wall, boxing myself in. I needed help. Backup. I knew better than to expect Victoria, but Logan— 
 
    “Logan!” I growled.  
 
    I couldn’t spare a glance. I hoped he heard me. And chose me. Not a guarantee when his own girlfriend’s parents were trying to kill me while she watched.  
 
    Another stake whipped through the air. I twisted away and snapped my teeth at the slender wrist that held it. Victoria yelled again.  
 
    In the distance, I heard another high-pitched wail. At first, I thought it was someone else yelling, or maybe Victoria freaking out again. As it got louder, I recognized it was a police siren. Or maybe three.  
 
    In the haze of the fight and my wolf’s temper, I couldn’t understand why Steppe would call civilians.  
 
    And then I remembered. 
 
    “Wes, get out of here,” I yelled. It came out broken and mumbled as I dodged left and came around from behind Mrs. Lexington. My teeth nipped her in the back of her thigh. I didn’t know whether I’d drawn blood or not. Or if it’d hurt her. I hoped it burned like hell and she’d back off.  
 
    She didn’t. If anything, when she faced me again, her expression was more grave, more determined.  
 
    “Logan!” I called again.  
 
    “Right here,” he said, startling me when the sound of it came from close behind me. I glanced back and found him engaged with Mr. Lexington, blocking a jab that would’ve no doubt done damage to my rear end had he not been there to stop it.  
 
    Across the room, Victoria had gone quiet. I wasn’t sure what that meant; I couldn’t afford to look. I faced Mrs. Lexington again, both of us lashing out and dancing back in tandem. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Steppe. I didn’t want him slipping out while I was preoccupied. But he stood back, feet planted, arms crossed, looking completely unconcerned.  
 
    I wanted to bite him so badly my jaw ached. 
 
    The sirens grew louder. 
 
    I still had no idea if Wes had moved. I jumped back three steps, trying to gain ground, and glanced behind me. Wes sat on the floor looking dazed. Victoria was bent over him, speaking too low for me to hear. He didn’t seem to be responding to her.  
 
    The air whistled as something cut through it. I turned back but wasn’t fast enough. Something pricked sharply against my side. A human arm hovered in front of me. I bit down and had the satisfaction of finding purchase on flesh. I bit harder. My teeth sank through.  
 
    Someone cried out—Mrs. Lexington—and the arm retracted. She backed away. I moved to follow but a burning ripped its way along my side. I stared in momentary confusion at the metal protruding from my fur. “She stabbed me,” I said, more shocked than anything.  
 
    “Tara, get him out of here,” Logan called. He was still engaged with Mr. Lexington.  
 
    I hesitated, itching to retaliate, wanting to help Logan, needing to get Wes out, and hating to leave the hybrids behind.  
 
    The sirens were loud now. There was no doubt left in my mind they were headed here. Or already outside.  
 
    The caged hybrids were going nuts. Growling, whining, some even howling to the tone of the wailing outside. I couldn’t think. All I saw was the gleaming metal protruding from my flesh.  
 
    It hurt now. More than the pain I’d experienced when Leo bit me. More than the damage Chris had done when Olivia sent him after me. More than pain I’d ever experienced. My legs gave underneath me. I fell.  
 
    My chin hit the ground as a uniformed officer burst through the door.  
 
    The scene before me felt set in slow motion.  
 
    The officer’s head swiveled left to right, taking in the scene. His brows knitted in confusion at the odd scene before him: cages upon spiky cages of yellow-eyed wolves—not to mention one cage containing a naked man, beaten half to death and foaming at the mouth in fury at being locked inside. Logan and Mr. Lexington locked in a lethal dance, a metal rod clutched in Mr. Lexington’s white-knuckled hand. Wes and George sitting dazedly in the middle of the concrete floor, a gorgeous blond with trails of black mascara running down her face bent over them. She took turns pressing her palm to their forehead and lightly slapping their cheeks. And Steppe—the master of ceremonies—standing back with arms folded, watching the show he’d created.  
 
    The uniformed officer waved a hand and men rushed in behind me, all armed with guns pointed at one of us. Everyone but Steppe. The head uniform went straight to him, calling out. I couldn’t hear what he said but Steppe nodded at whatever it was and extended his hand.  
 
    They shook. 
 
    It struck me as ironic and infuriating that out of all of us, Steppe seemed like the stand-up citizen in this picture. The one the cops had apparently chosen as innocent at first glance. It made me hate him even more.  
 
    If you were guilty, you should be required to look it.  
 
    A wolf in sheep’s clothing. 
 
    I couldn’t be bothered to care where that last thought had come from.  
 
    I tried to stand but every muscle I used burned. This metal …  
 
    The uniform was giving orders, pointing this way and that. Mr. Lexington and Logan had already been separated. Logan was kicking and thrashing against the uniformed officer holding him. It surprised me to see him so worked up. I followed his gaze and saw the reason. A bulky-armed uniform held Victoria tight against him while he fussed at her to “shut up” and “hold still.” She kicked and bucked against the pressure but the man’s grip held, though barely.  
 
    Logan looked furious. He yelled words I’d never heard him use before. No one listened. 
 
    Steppe appeared above me, a looming shadow in a business suit. He stared down at me in cold curiosity. “I told you to stop this before it was too late,” he said.  
 
    “But I’m immune to metal,” I said when I found my voice. 
 
    His lip curled back. “Your body may be immune to metal’s supernatural components, but you still bleed like the rest of us.” 
 
    My head slumped back to the floor. Wes had said knowing about my immunity would make me reckless. I didn’t want him to be right. I hated when he was right.  
 
    God, it hurt. 
 
    Steppe bent closer and I flinched. He ignored my reaction and studied the wound and the stake that still protruded. Someone called his name and he rose. I looked away. If he was going to jam the stake into my heart, I didn’t want to watch. Across the room, I saw Wes being hauled to his feet, his arms behind his back as handcuffs were snapped into place around his wrists.  
 
    The policeman shoved and Wes stumbled. My eyes burned with hot tears.  
 
    Wes recovered his footing and trudged on. He turned his head and met my eyes. There was no attempt to break free or shift or anything else that could’ve saved him. His eyes were empty as he trudged toward the exit.  
 
    And then he was gone. 
 
    “Load her up.” 
 
    Steppe’s voice brought me back. Hands roamed over me, looking for purchase, and then I was half lifted, half dragged onto some sort of flat surface. There was some jostling as I was lifted into the air and then I steadied as they carried me in the opposite direction as the door I’d seen Wes leave through.  
 
    I craned my neck, trying to catch a glimpse through the crowd, some opening or hint of rescue. It couldn’t end like this. Wes arrested. Steppe winning.  
 
    I tried searching for Emma or even George, but there was nothing. My mind was empty of any awareness except the pain. 
 
    I lifted my head an inch off the platform and then let it fall again. Uniforms were everywhere. I couldn’t see a thing.  
 
    One face blurred into focus and my heart seized.  
 
    “Grandma?”  
 
    The word came out mangled and muted through the burning pain in my side. I doubted my handlers understood me. They must’ve viewed it as some sort of rebellion because a hand closed over the stake, twisting it sideways inside my shoulder.  
 
    I howled and jerked as the burning intensified. It felt like lava, liquid pain being inserted into my veins. I couldn’t, I couldn’t— 
 
    “Don’t fight it. It won’t stop what’s coming.”  
 
    Steppe. Still here. Gloating. Winning.  
 
    “I will beat you.” The effort of my words sapped my remaining strength.  
 
    He laughed, the sound brittle and cocky and tinny in my ears. “Not today. Today is mine.” 
 
    The lights overhead flickered and winked out as the door closed behind us. Darkness pressed against more than my vision. Whatever Steppe wanted me for, he had me now.  
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    The echo of the boom rang in my ears. Not loud by anyone’s standards. At least, not anyone who hadn’t been confined to sixteen days of straight silence. The grunts of Gordon’s goons as they’d handed me my ass that first day for refusing a meal—that didn’t count as sound. My own cries and screams and name-calling as I’d pounded bruised and bloody fists against my cell walls and the perpetually locked door—that didn’t count either. But this. This was bona fide noise. 
 
    Another boom. This one louder than the first. 
 
    The wall behind my head shook with a subtle vibration. A thin sheen of dust rained down on my head along with a few chunks of concrete. I sat up and shook the dust out of my face and eyes. And listened. 
 
    Far away—or maybe nearby, I couldn’t tell with the concrete walls and immovable door that separated me from them—voices shouted. A faint siren went off, drowning out everything else with its high-pitched whine. What the heck?  
 
    I should’ve cared on a deeper level than simply having my sleep disturbed. I did. I tried to. It was the first disturbance I’d experienced in the two weeks since Gordon Steppe and his men had trapped me and my friends in a warehouse and taken us hostage. Or, well, taken me hostage. I had no idea what’d happened to the rest of them. George, Logan, Victoria, Wes, Uncle Astor, innocent Emma. I’d like to think they’d gotten away, but I knew better. Gordon, leader of the world’s population of Hunters—a race of super humans created to protect the world from rogue Werewolves—had filled that warehouse with the one thing he knew would stop my Werewolf-hybrid friends: a rare and potent metal called Unbinilium. Basically, a hybrid’s kryptonite.  
 
    I still remembered the sickly green color George and Wes had turned when the metal’s properties reached them. They’d looked miserable. Completely incapable of defending themselves. And that’s when Gordon and his goon squad had shown up. I don’t know where the boys were taken but I knew they were here somewhere. They had to be. I didn’t believe for one second those cops had been human. No way was Gordon going to let Wesley St. John be handed over to civilians. Their rivalry was way too strong. Gordon would want Wes close. 
 
    Or that’s what I was afraid of, anyway. 
 
    Then again, after two solid weeks of solitary confinement, without a clue as to what Gordon Steppe wanted with me, I was beginning to wonder. Maybe I didn’t know what I was talking about. Maybe I was wrong about everything. Maybe he was done with me, done with all of us. Maybe he was just leaving me here to rot. 
 
    He did have all the caged hybrids an evil dictator bent on torture could want… 
 
    Another boom shook the walls. This time, the vibration knocked a large square of plaster loose from the corner. It fell in a pile near the small sink across the tiny room. I debated whether to get up and inspect the damage. I could see well enough. The lights were always on in here, making it impossible to tell what time of day or night it really was. But the drugs from dinner were still circulating and I couldn’t be sure my legs would work properly even if I tried. 
 
    For lack of anything better to do, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. They were pale under the bright fluorescents. Vitamin D would be nice right about now. UV rays—natural lighting—wouldn’t be so bad either. My toes touched the cold, dust-laden floor, and I pulled them back with a sharp breath.  
 
    From somewhere down the hall, a deep voice full of bass cut through the high whine of the siren. My entire body stilled—and jumped and danced and yelled and froze.  
 
    “Alex?” 
 
    My voice cracked, no more than a whisper. Out of practice. I cleared my throat and tried again.  
 
    “Alex?” I called. 
 
    I knew better than to think I’d be heard over the alarm. I stood and half-ran, half-hobbled to the concrete door. I hit it with open palms, willing it to be enough, and called out again. “Alex? Can you hear me? It’s Tara! I’m in here!” 
 
    I pressed my ear to the cold surface, straining to hear something meaningful over the song of the alarm.  
 
    Shots fired in staccato sequence. One, two, three, four. An automatic weapon being fired. I jerked back and winced, pressing my teeth together to keep from calling out so I could hear what came next. But nothing else sounded over the screaming of the alarm. A moment later, that went quiet too. My breaths were either magically quiet or I’d forgotten to take them.  
 
    I ordered my lungs to work and swiped my hand down my itchy cheeks. They came away wet. I stared at the moisture like I’d never seen tears before. Is this what it felt like to go crazy? Your entire body feeling like a foreign object in your possession? Like I’d left my luggage alone with strangers and come back to find all sorts of extras thrown in; I had no idea what was me and what was a product of my environment.  
 
    And, most importantly, I had no idea what’d just happened out there. Had Alex really been there or was I so far gone, I didn’t know what was real? I hoped, for his sake after hearing the shots fired, it was more the second. I didn’t want to think about what it meant that whoever had been firing had already stopped. 
 
    Up in the corner, a buzzing whine sounded. I looked up as the tiny black camera shifted, tracking me and settling on a direct shot of my face as I stared, wide-eyed, at the little red dot behind the lens. 
 
    They were watching me, I realized with a fleeting sense of discomfort. They’d been doing it so long, I could barely care. I didn’t even both covering my torso with my arms to hide the fact that my undergarments had been taken and never returned upon arrival. Relieving a girl of her bra, the vulnerability and sense of exposure it caused, was its own kind of torture, but I cared less today than I had yesterday. And the day before that … and the day before that. 
 
    My reality was becoming more and more normal.  
 
    I shuffled back to the thin cot and pulled the blanket over my head.   
 
    The only way I knew the drugs had worn off was the smell. I hadn’t showered in—Okay, I couldn’t think about it without my stomach rolling sideways. I knew they drugged me to keep me compliant. Or at least lethargic and weak. But I was grateful for it in moments like this, moments during which my hyper-aware senses couldn’t help but point out the drawbacks of long-term confinement. You know, the little things that no one ever mentioned. Things like personal hygiene. I would seriously kill innocent people for a toothbrush right now. 
 
    And a shower? Entire villages. The odor coming from my body right now—Trust me, the ends would totally justify the means.  
 
    I had a suspicion my bodily functions and hygienic standards would be way easier if I shifted. But I’d been trying to do so every day for two weeks. I hadn’t been able to shift into a wolf since day three. Maybe Unbinilium affected me after all. There wasn’t a whole lot of exposed metal to be seen inside my cell, but I had a feeling it was here somewhere. 
 
    Astor De’Luca, my mad-scientist great-uncle, had said I was immune. A gift of sorts from my dad before his early death at the hands of his deranged brother back when I was a baby. Leo and Gordon Steppe would’ve been great friends, except for the whole race divide.  
 
    My dad had been super smart about inter-species breeding. I was a product of a Werewolf dad and a Hunter mom. Something definitely frowned upon in both societies. He’d known about Unbinilium being a Werewolf’s most dangerous weakness so he’d secretly injected me with some sort of blood protectant when I was a baby, ultimately blocking the adverse effects of the metal. Being stabbed or shot with it was a different story.  
 
    I wasn’t immortal. Just tough.  
 
    Apparently, prolonged exposure did have its consequences. I’d never had reason to test it before, but after almost three weeks of sitting inside a cell lined with the stuff—it was weird, but sometimes I thought I could almost smell it—I could no longer shift to my wolf form. Any time I tried, I felt vaguely nauseous. It didn’t stop me from attempting it every so often, but it made me worry what would happen if I stayed here much longer.  
 
    Something shuffled outside my door.  
 
    The lock disengaged and I sat up straighter as the concrete slid aside. I expected breakfast. Scrambled eggs a la morphine. Maybe I’d change up my silent routine for questions about that voice I’d heard. But it wasn’t the usual guard with no personality and no ability to carry intelligent conversation and a gun at the same time. Instead, Gordon Steppe himself stood at the threshold. 
 
    At the sight of my captor’s face, sixteen days of captivity melted away. In an instant, I was Tara Godfrey, Hunter-Werewolf hybrid. Alert, muscles-bunched, ready to go for the throat the moment I saw an opening. Even without claws and fur, I’d rip his jugular out. But Gordon was obviously ready for all that. He took a step inside, pointed a shiny, silver gun at my neck, and fired. 
 
    Purchase & keep reading! 
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