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Chapter One

	 

	“Now look what you made me do,” I snarled at the Neanderthal in front of me.  

	He stood frozen, his ugly, pug face twisted in a leering grin. 

	3, 4, 5… 

	Shifting backward, I moved my ass out of the reach of his meaty hand that hung in the air, inches from it. The movement almost sent the empty Bud Light bottles toppling from the tray in my right hand. Reaching out, I quickly righted them, eager to avoid the clean up.

	I so don't need this right now. 

	8, 9, 10… 

	I couldn't believe this asshole thought he could grope me in my own bar. I hated goblins. Back in Nowhere only five minutes and already getting hassled. Maybe I should have stayed away. If only... 

	15, 16, 17… 

	Considering my options, I wondered if I could get away with kicking this jerk in the balls. It would certainly teach him not to mess with me, but I really didn't need the sheriff sniffing around. Not with my history. Since I’ve been back, I’ve been trying my best to lay low and not draw attention to myself. Getting into a bar fight would certainly draw the wrong kind of attention.

	21, 22, 23…

	Glaring at his sweat-covered face, I stepped to the side but at the last minute, I pushed one of the red vinyl-covered stools from the bar into his path. I may not want any trouble, but I'm no saint either. 

	25, 26, 27.

	Time resumed in the bar, the music from the jukebox started playing again and everyone carried on like nothing had happened. The goblin, still reaching for my ass, lost his balance, stumbling forward. His foot caught on the stool and he crashed head first into a nearby table, taking out everything on it.

	I had already moved back behind the bar, doing my best to look innocent as a round of sarcastic applause erupted around the room. Grinning, I turned to set the tray down, catching the look on Aunt M's face from further down the bar. She may not know that I had used my power to stop time, but she knew something was up. I quickly looked away. The woman could read me like a book and the last thing I wanted was another lecture. I might have been able to get away with pulling stunts like that when I worked here as a bartender, but now as co-owner of The Watering Hole, I had to set a better example. Though considering we were the only bar in Nowhere, I doubted anyone would stay mad enough to quit drinking here permanently. 

	Busying myself pouring drinks, I felt that familiar itch. The urge to just run out the door and keep going. To leave this town far behind me. But I couldn't. I tried that and look what happened. Closing my eyes, I tried to shut out the image of that man’s face. The guard from that night.

	Stop thinking about it, there’s nothing you can do to change the past.

	From across the room, I saw the goblin looking bewildered. After yelling at the guy at the now destroyed table, like it was his fault, he returned to his own. I saw him cast a glance in my direction. Hopefully, he would think that he had drunk too much. Since no one but Aunt M knew about my powers, I couldn't see him connecting the dots. Goblins are pretty dumb.

	A customer called out to me. One of our usuals - Frank. I didn't need to ask what he wanted, he always ordered the same thing. A vodka and coke. Setting up the drink, I took the money and put it into the register, just going through the motions like I did most nights in here.

	Aunt M sidled up to me, the silver bracelets jangling on her wrists. “Anything wrong?”

	“Nope.” 

	She gave me a pointed look, one designed to make me cave and tell her everything. It may have worked when I was a teenager, but not anymore.

	Rolling my eyes, I gathered up some empty bottles to take into the back. “Just the usual crap to deal with on a Saturday night.”

	Heading into the back, I dumped the bottles into a trash bag, enjoying a moment of peace. How many Saturday nights had I spent here over the years? Too many to count. I used to love it, the energy, the laughs, but now everything irritated me. It wasn’t the same anymore. I wasn’t the same anymore. How could I be after the incident in Tucson? Everything had changed.

	Gathering up the trash bag, I tied it up and left it by the back door where a few other bags already sat. I would need to put them out in the dumpster when things quietened down.

	Returning to the main room, I did the rounds, collecting more empty bottles and glasses. The goblin gave me a curious look, but I ignored him. I’m sure by morning he would have forgotten about it.

	And hopefully, he’ll think twice about grabbing a woman’s ass again.

	“Let’s liven things up!” M shouted over the crowd.

	I turned to see her at the jukebox. She hit a button and the familiar sound of Bon Jovi filled the bar. Several people groaned, but no one argued with M. As a massive fan and the owner of the bar, no one went against her. I’m not a fan myself, but the songs do make me feel nostalgic for the old days.

	Smiling, I thought of all those nights after closing, when we would have our own impromptu karaoke parties, drinking into the small hours, just having fun. Maybe this town wasn’t all bad.

	But I am.

	My smile faded. It felt wrong to be happy. Would it always be like this?

	As M danced around the room to Living On A Prayer, I grabbed someone a beer. 

	“Go, M!” I called as she grabbed one of the customers and started dancing with him. She gave me a wave, swaying along to the music. Dressed in jeans and a slogan t-shirt, she looked like an aging rocker. Several years back, she decided to dye her silver hair pink, which I had to admit suited her. I recently dyed my own hair, though I chose to go with multiple colors through my blonde hair. That’s what people do when they go through a break up, right? Dye their hair? Drink a lot? Regret their life choices? 

	Looks like I’m right on track.

	“Excuse me?”

	Looking up, I found myself looking into the gorgeous blue eyes of an incredibly hot guy. “Hey!” I said, my cheeks heating up. Definitely not a regular – I would have noticed him.

	“Hi, can I get a beer please?”

	“Coming right up.”

	As I poured the beer, I discreetly checked him out. He wore his dark hair short and sported a few days’ worth of stubble. His toned arms displayed a couple of tattoos, one of which looked like some kind of clan emblem. I couldn’t be sure but the vibe I got from him suggested a shifter of some kind. On top of stopping time, I can sense the energy of other supernaturals. Shifters have a kind of wild, vibrant energy about them. This guy gave that off in spades.

	“It’s an…interesting place you have here,” he said as I set his drink in front of him. 

	“You can say dive. That’s what it is.”

	He laughed. “No, this place is great. I’m sure you know everyone in town from working here.”

	He seemed to be hinting at something. “If you have a question, ask it.”

	“Sorry. My name is Blake. I’m looking for someone.” He pulled out his phone and showed me a photo of a pretty blonde.

	“Oh.” Figured. He was probably looking for his girlfriend. Though why she would choose to come here was beyond me. “Sorry, I haven’t seen her.”

	Sighing, he returned the phone to his pocket. “Are you sure? I’m really worried about her. She left home a couple of weeks ago and I managed to track her here.”

	That set off alarm bells. “Are you some kind of stalker? Because I’m telling you, buddy, I’m not going to help you chase down some woman who doesn’t want anything to do with you.”

	His eyes widened in shock. “Whoa,” he said, holding up his hands. “It’s nothing like that. Liv is my little sister. She left our Pack after fighting with my father and I just want to make sure she is okay.”

	“Oh. Well, that’s different. But I still haven’t seen her.”

	Is it wrong I’m relieved that she’s his sister?

	“But there are werewolves in Nowhere, right?”

	“Yeah, Nowhere is open to most supernaturals, provided they don’t cause trouble. Most of the wolves stick to the commune on the edge of town.”

	He pulled a face. “I’ve been there. They weren’t too friendly. They wouldn’t even tell me if Liv was there.”

	Of course not. They didn’t like visitors or anyone questioning what they were doing. I guess that Pack mentality was hard to break.

	“Good luck with that.”

	I served a few more drinks, glancing at the werewolf. He sipped his beer, looking morose. We didn’t get a lot of good-looking guys visiting town. Most of the people who show up here are usually criminals or losers. Or both. A few years ago, I would be chatting him up by now. When you see something you want, I believe in going for it, but things have changed. 

	Still, the temptation to talk to him remained, though I fought against it. Hot men have gotten me into trouble too many times in the past. It really wasn’t worth the risk. 

	“He’s cute,” M said in my ear. I swear she could read my mind.

	Forcing myself to turn away, I said, “Not looking.”

	“Sure you’re not. You know, maybe if you actually took the time to get to know someone, put down some roots…”

	Groaning, I faced her. “We’ve talked about this. I’m not sure what my plans are long-term. I don’t want to date, I don’t want any complications.”

	“Sweetie,” she said, resting her hand on my cheek. “Don’t let life pass you by. You don’t want to tell me what happened while you were away, that’s fine, but you can’t let it drag you down. You came home, that says a lot. Stop fighting it and try to get your life back on track.”

	Easier said than done. 

	I knew she meant well, but she had no idea the crap I’d been through. Forcing a smile, I said, “I should put the trash out.”

	I hated lying to M. She has always been there for me. When I came back, she dropped everything to help me, even helping me get a place to live. Housing around here can be sparse depending on how many residents we have in town, but she managed to score me a sweet apartment a few blocks away. Meanwhile, her bar was in trouble. It needed serious repairs and debts paid off or it would be shut down. I had the money, what else was I going to do with it? She didn’t ask where it came from, which I’m grateful for, but I think she took it as a sign that I would be sticking around.

	If she knew the truth she would kick me straight out the door.

	Grabbing a couple of trash bags, I headed out the back door to toss it in the dumpster. As I rounded the corner to the side of the building where the dumpster sat, I caught a couple wrapped together against the wall. Hesitating, I wondered if I should wait, but then I looked a little closer. The girl had her head tilted back, while the guy worked at her neck. I’ve been around enough to know that he wasn’t kissing her, he was biting her neck.

	“Hey!” I yelled.

	His head whipped up, blood still on his lips. “Fuck off.” He had that emo look going that younger vamps are fond of.

	“You know the law, asshole. No snacking on humans. Beat it!”

	The guy hissed at me, actually hissed at me like some vampire in a cheesy movie, before running off. He should know better. We didn’t have many vamps in this town, but they had strict rules. Blood rations were supplied to them by the Council and they were forbidden from drinking directly from the source if they wanted to stay.

	“Are you okay?” I asked the girl.

	She swept her long dark hair back from her face and glared at me. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

	Great. A fucking groupie. 

	Some idiot humans thought it was fun to let a vampire feed off them. They had no idea how dangerous it could be.

	“Whatever. Why don’t you go home?” I suggested, tossing a trash bag into the dumpster. It clattered loudly as it landed on the other bags.

	The girl flipped me off. Taking out a cigarette, she lit it, seemingly in no hurry to leave.

	Not my problem.

	I headed back inside. If she wanted to be stupid, let her. I was less concerned with her safety and more with the fact that if caught, the police would be all over this place. That would mean questions for me as the owner. Hopefully, she’d get bored and take it elsewhere. 

	The urge to get off with vamps isn’t something I’m unfamiliar with. Unfortunately. I went through a phase a while back that I regret. 

	“Nissa! I need some help here,” Aunt M called. 

	“Two seconds! I have one more trash bag to put out.”

	Anything to avoid going back in there for a few more minutes. Snatching up the bag, I marched outside with it. As I tossed it into the dumpster, I spotted the girl seated on some crates. Her head hung forward like she was sleeping.

	“Hey! What are you still doing here?” I demanded. 

	She didn’t respond at all. 

	Is she drunk? Did that asshole take too much blood?

	My feet seemed to move of their own accord as I approached her, my gut telling me that I wasn’t going to like what I found. 

	“Hey?” I said again.

	My eyes dropped to her chest and I figured out why she wasn’t answering me. It was a bit difficult when you didn’t have a heart. Someone had ripped hers out.

	“Oh fuck.”

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	Shit, shit, shit.

	What the hell was going on? Who killed her? That vampire? Glancing around, I checked that I was alone. I had the unsettling feeling that I was being watched, but nothing made any move to attack me. If it did, I would be ready for it. Being able to stop time for twenty-seven seconds may not be good for much, but it certainly gave you a head start if you needed to run.

	“Is everything okay?”

	I jumped nearly a mile in the air as Blake appeared from the front of the building. “What are you doing here?” Did he kill this girl? 

	Keeping my hands at the ready, I watched him approach.

	“I’m leaving. I was just getting my car. Do I smell blood?” He sniffed the air.

	Raising a hand, I pointed to the girl, currently hidden from view by the dumpster. 

	Blake stepped forward for a better look. “What the fuck? She’s dead. What happened?”

	“I have no idea. She was alive when I went in to get the trash and when I came back, I found her like this.” Whatever did it, moved fast.

	He moved closer, still sniffing the air. Werewolves had an excellent sense of smell, he would be able to tell what did this. Or at least what species had been here. 

	“Got anything?” I asked.

	Turning, he shook his head. “Maybe vampire? The dumpster isn’t making it easy.”

	Hardly surprising. We served food at the bar too and the dumpster currently overflowed with nacho cheese, half-eaten ribs, and wings.

	“I did see a vampire with her. But he ran off. She was alive at that point.”

	“Looks like he came back.”

	“Maybe. But vampires don’t rip out hearts, they prefer to rip out throats.”

	“Speaking from experience?” he asked.

	Not meeting his gaze, I said, “I live in a town full of supernaturals, you learn fast.”

	With a heavy sigh, I pulled out my phone and called the Sheriff's Office. I may not want to deal with them, but not reporting a murder looked really suspicious. 

	“Nowhere Sheriff’s Station, how may I direct your call,” came the clipped voice on the other end.

	“Uh, there’s a body. Someone has been murdered outside The Watering Hole.”

	“We will dispatch units immediately. May I have your name please?”

	No point in hiding it, they’d figure it out sooner or later. “Nissa Whitlock.”

	“Someone will be with you shortly.”

	Blake continued to study the body from a distance. He didn’t seem bothered to find a girl with her heart ripped out. I’ve heard stories of werewolves doing just that when they got upset. Sort of like a signature. They certainly had the strength to punch through someone’s chest. Did Blake do this? Bit of a coincidence that he showed up and then someone turned up dead?

	If that were the case, why stick around? He could be long gone by now.

	It would be pretty stupid to stay here. I guess I could always check with Aunt M and see if he had been in the bar the whole time. We didn’t have CCTV, though I might talk to M about installing it now.

	He turned to me with a worried look on his face. “Does this happen a lot around here?”

	“What? No, of course not. Violence is prohibited if you want to stay here.”

	Placing his hands on his hips, he looked back at the girl. “I’m worried about my sister. If there’s a murderer on the loose…”

	“Then I’m sure the police will deal with it.”

	If they stopped being assholes for five minutes.

	As if on cue, blue lights lit up the area as the Sheriff’s cruiser pulled into the parking lot. My jaw clenched. I don’t like the cops on a good day, what if they knew about what happened when I left Nowhere?

	Even if they suspected, they don’t have any proof. 

	The car door opened and out stepped Sheriff Tom Abernathy. A bear of a man, he stood at 6’4 with shoulders so wide he could barely fit through an average size door. When he spotted me, I saw the scowl that crossed his face. We’ve had some run-ins in the past. Let’s just say I rarely came quietly and I tend to attract trouble on a regular basis.

	Strutting toward me, he kept one hand on his holster, like he expected me to take a shot at him or something. Though in this town, he might be right to be cautious. Too many supernaturals had something more dangerous than guns. On top of his pistol, he also carried a nightstick with a pointed end, an industrial-strength taser, and several repellents to use against the various critters around here.

	“What do we have here?” he asked.

	“A body,” I said, pointing to the girl. 

	He lazily walked toward the body, giving Blake the once over as he went. “Who are you?” he asked.

	“Blake Lowell. I’m in town looking for my sister.”

	“Hm-hmm,” Abernathy muttered. Stopping a few feet from the body, he removed his flashlight and shone it on the wound. It didn’t look any better in the light. Turning my head away, I wondered who the girl was. I didn’t recognize her, but then again, I had been gone for a few years. She could have moved here in that time. Supernaturals show up regularly. Humans too, though that’s rarer. Mostly they are relatives or partners of the supernaturals, dragged here with them.

	“Go back inside. No one leaves until I talk with everyone,” Abernathy said. 

	“They’re going to love that,” I muttered, heading back inside. 

	Aunt M was waiting on me. “What is going on out there?”

	“Someone has been killed and the Sheriff doesn’t want anyone leaving.”

	Her eyes widened. “Oh my God, who?”

	I shrugged. “I don’t know. Some young girl with dark hair. I caught her with a vamp right before it happened, but I don’t think he did it. Her heart has been ripped out.”

	M’s face went pale. She recovered a moment later. “Okay, listen up!”

	Everyone paused what they were doing to look at her.

	“No one leaves. The Sheriff will be in shortly. Someone has been killed and he wants to speak to everyone.”

	The second she mentioned the Sheriff, Hector, a surly wereleopard, inched toward the door. A second later, a blade struck the wood, mere inches from his face. Jerking back, he turned to face M.

	“I said no one leaves.”

	With a scowl, he dropped into the nearest chair.

	And that’s why I love that woman.

	M may seem sweetness and light, but she’s an artist with a blade. She can hit almost any target, including a moving one. Not that she usually has to break out that skillset in the bar, but she always keeps a blade to hand, just in case. I’m not sure if she has a God given talent or some kind of supernatural ability. She’s never revealed what she is, if anything, or her reason for coming to Nowhere in the first place. I do know she was once married and her husband died about twenty-odd years ago. She really doesn’t like to talk about herself. It’s not a requirement here in Nowhere. Everyone is allowed to keep their secrets unless they pose a direct threat to the town.

	Crossing the bar floor, M yanked the knife from the door and slipped it back into her waistband. I wished I could do that. She tried to teach me a few times, but I’m a menace with a blade. Which is why I stick to Betty, my trusty baseball bat.

	Checking to see if she is still under the bar, I watch the customers like a hawk. Betty and I have been through a lot. I found her a few years back, shortly after I left town. I got into a fight with a rogue troll and she somehow just appeared to me, lying on the ground where I had been thrown by the troll. The second my hand closed around her, I felt a surge of energy run through me and I took that troll down in seconds. We have a connection. That sounds majorly stupid, and I’ve never dared say it out loud, but it’s true. I didn’t name her either, she came with the name carved into her when I found her.

	“Where is the asshole? I want to go home,” one of the patrons grumbled, crossing his arms. 

	They wouldn’t sit here for long. Abernathy knew himself that they don’t like being detained. I’m sure if someone from the bar did kill the girl, they’d be long gone by now. They weren’t going to come back inside and have a drink. Any number of the people in here would instantly smell the blood on them. Not to mention where they would put the heart. I didn’t see it lying around out there, which meant the killer probably took it with them.

	Gross. 

	I shouldn’t be so squeamish living in this town, but I’m not good with blood. Particularly when it comes with a gaping chest wound. I’ve seen a few people killed horribly in my lifetime, can’t say any of them were pleasant to look at, but what can you expect in a place like this?

	Scanning the crowd, I tried to remember who had been here earlier. Most of them would wander in around eight and stay until closing. What else was there to do in this town? That being said, it made buying into the bar an easier decision. We had to be one of the most profitable businesses in town, now that the debt had been paid off.

	Finally, the door opened and Sheriff Abernathy strutted in. Everyone fell silent, eyeing him warily. I don’t know anyone who is a fan of that asshole, but they know better than to cross him. Being locked in a cell for the night is one thing, but being banished from the town is another. The supernaturals came here for sanctuary mostly, because they were running from something or they didn’t have a place in the outside world. I’m one of the rare few to be born here.

	“Can I have your attention?” Abernathy said, even though he already had it. “There has been a homicide outside, a young woman has been murdered. I’ll need to question each of you. But before that…”

	He whistled and the door opened again. Deputy Forsyth entered the room with Diablo straining at his leash. I’ve seen a lot of strange things in my lifetime, but a hellhound on a chain still gets me every time. His glowing red eyes take in everyone, as most shrink in their seats. About three times the size of an average dog, his fur is so dark it’s like looking at a black hole.

	“Diablo,” Abernathy said, holding out a scrap of fabric to the hound. It must have come from the girl. Used primarily to hunt down supernaturals who broke the law, Diablo could also sniff out blood too.

	Diablo buried his nose in the fabric, then let out a low growl. He began to move around the room, searching for the blood. One man yanked his legs up onto the seat rather than let the creature touch him. I didn’t blame him. That thing was majorly creepy. I had no idea what Abernathy had to do to get him, but I imagine it came with a hefty price. 

	Standing my ground, I waited until Diablo had done his sweep. Unsurprisingly, he didn’t pick anything up from the locals but did stop in front of me. He growled at my Converse sneaker. Lifting my foot, I discovered a tiny speck of blood on the side.

	Abernathy raised an eyebrow.

	“Oh come on, I found the body. I obviously stepped in the blood. Besides, it’s a speck. If I’d killed her, I’d have a lot more of it on me.”

	Sighing, Abernathy signaled to Deputy Forsyth who removed Diablo from the building. More than a few people breathed a sigh of relief, including me.

	I wondered where Blake had gotten to. Were they questioning him outside? 

	“How did she die?” someone piped up.

	Abernathy ignored the question. “It looks like we’re doing this the hard way. I want everyone to move to that side of the room. I will speak to each of you in turn.” He waved to the side of the bar near the restrooms.

	No one moved.

	“Now!” Abernathy barked.

	“Not until you tell us what killed her,” Vincent asked.

	Abernathy sighed. “It looks like a vamp killed her. She let it feed off her.”

	“There’s no proof of that,” I blurted.

	Abernathy glared at me. “Excuse me?”

	“She had her heart ripped out. That’s not what vamps do. I’m just saying you shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”

	From the look on Abernathy’s face, I knew right away that it was a mistake to argue with him. Then again, I’m not known for holding my tongue. Not in the presence of stupid.

	“If you know something, maybe you should share it,” he said.

	“I don’t know who killed her. I’m just saying I think you should broaden your suspect list.”

	“Vamp lover,” Billy Garrison sneered.

	I stiffened at the slur. Vampires were not well-liked, but they were still offered sanctuary here. For the locals, that meant keeping their distance and making snide comments when one walked by. Anyone seen fraternizing with them received the same treatment. And I had done a lot more than fraternize. 

	Sheriff Abernathy stared at me, a slight smirk on his face. He was enjoying this. And yet, I continued to talk. “Maybe we should have all the facts before anyone runs off half-cocked,” I said. “Or are you open to vigilante justice in this town, Sheriff?”

	The smirk left his face as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “No. No one is allowed to take the law into their own hands. We will round up this vamp and see what he has to say.”

	The crowd reluctantly followed Abernathy’s instructions and he proceeded to interview them one by one. He deliberately left me to last to make me sweat.

	Lowering myself into the chair across from him, I sighed. “Can we get this over with? It’s been a long night.”

	Abernathy pursed his lips, taking his time finding a clean page in his notebook and carefully choosing a pen from his pocket to write with. Finally, he looked at me. “Can you tell me what happened earlier this evening outside the bar?”

	The next time he comes in here for a drink, I’m going to spit in his beer.

	I told him exactly what I saw, the girl, the vampire. How the vampire ran off and again how it seemed unlikely he killed her.

	“You seem pretty sure about that. Is there something you are not telling me?”

	“No. I’ve told you everything I know.”

	“Fine. I’ll be in touch if I have any more questions.”

	Getting to my feet, I sloped toward the bar to start cleaning up.

	“By the way,” Abernathy said, “where did your little friend get to?”

	“What friend?”

	“Lowell, was it?”

	Blake?

	“He’s not my friend. I don’t know him.”

	“Well, he slipped away without giving an interview. So I guess you’re right, we do have more than one suspect.” Placing his hat on his head, he left the bar.

	I had to agree. That did sound suspicious. Did Blake lie to me?

	It would be just my luck if the only guy I’ve been remotely interested in these last few months turned out to be a murderer.

	 

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	“What am I doing? I must be out of my damn mind,” I muttered as I made my way across the wasteland that lay on the north end of town. A squat, gray building sat in the middle of it, little more than a cube with no windows. The perfect place for the head vampire of Nowhere, Ronan Shay. And my ex. Kind of.

	After everyone practically started baying for blood, I knew I had to figure out who killed that girl. Everyone already believed that I was a vamp lover, they would find a way to tie me to this. I knew it. She died outside my bar and I’m the one who found her, it wouldn’t be much of a stretch. An arrest would lead to questions I couldn’t answer. So now I had to play Nancy Drew on what should be my day off.

	I can do this.

	Reaching the door, I pressed the buzzer. A faint whirring noise drew my attention and I looked up to find a camera turning toward me. Pulling a face, I threw my hands up in a ‘hurry the hell up’ gesture. I vowed never to come back here and yet here I stood. The faster I got out of here, the better. Less chance of me doing anything stupid that way.

	After a moment, the door buzzed open. Grabbing the handle, I yanked it open and stepped inside. When the door closed, another opened in front of me. A little insurance in case a few stray rays made it inside. Sunlight can kill vamps, just like in the legends, but it isn’t quick like they have on TV. It’s more like a slow roast that causes excruciating pain and damage even they can’t heal from. Hence the box he lives in. The other vamps in town don’t have anything as fancy. I know of at least one guy who sleeps in a basement with blacked out windows. 

	While this town does accept vampires, they don’t do a whole hell of a lot to make them feel welcome. The only reason Ronan has this place is because he had the money to buy it. I guess he had the good sense to save during his long life.

	Taking a deep breath, I opened the second door and stepped into the dimly lit room. Red lights lined the wall, making the place look like some kind of BDSM dungeon. Which seemed fitting, because that’s essentially what this place was. Or it was when I would visit.

	A shiver ran through me as I remembered what Ronan and I used to get up to. Those late nights, me tied to the bed while he… It was a dark time for me and I needed…something. And Ronan was more than happy to help me find it. 

	“Hello?” I called. 

	Most of the room lay in darkness, but I could make out the double bed, no coffins for Ronan, and various bits of furniture dotted around the floor. In the corner, he had several screens set up to monitor the area. You could never be too careful. I know a few people have tried to burn this place to the ground, but it’s essentially concrete so they didn’t have much luck.

	One of the shadows shifted and Ronan got to his feet. He moved slowly toward me and I felt the urge to run. Stepping into the light, his lip curled up into a smirk. “Nissa.”

	Even the way he said my name made me weak at the knees. God, I needed to get a grip.

	“Ronan,” I said, keeping my tone icy, while desperately trying to keep my eyes on his face and not on his shirtless body. I could just about make out a few faint scars on his pale white skin.

	At least he’s wearing pants.

	Unfortunately, they were tight and leather. Add the guyliner and the long dark hair and well…

	Focus.

	“To what do I owe the pleasure? Or is it your pleasure that you’re after?”

	My cheeks burning, I broke my gaze from his, only to spot a riding crop hanging on the wall. Squeezing my hands into fists, I tried to rein it in. I came here for a reason. And it had nothing to do with sex.

	“Someone was killed in town,” I blurted. “They think a vampire did it.”

	Ronan’s brow furrowed. “Who?”

	I described the guy I saw by the bar. 

	“That sounds like Reggie. He’s one of mine. He wouldn’t kill anyone, he knows the rules,” he said, but I could see doubt on his face.

	“What aren’t you telling me?”

	He sighed. “The Council has been restricting our rations lately. Making it harder to get blood. I could see him snacking, as long as the human was willing, but he wouldn’t kill someone.”

	The Council had restricted their food? Why would they do that? It would be dangerous to have a bunch of vamps walking around hungry. There must be more to it than that. I haven’t had many run-ins with the Council, I usually avoid them, but they are the ones who run this town. Which means they knew how stupid restricting blood was. “That doesn’t sound wise.”

	“Yeah, well, the assholes in charge aren’t fond of vampires. Maybe they’re hoping it will drive us out of town. Perhaps you could have a word with them?”

	“Me? I don’t know what I could do.”

	“I know how persuasive you can be,” he said, reaching out to play with a strand of my hair. A blue one. My skin tingled and I felt overwhelmed with the desire to touch him back. To feel his tongue in my mouth and other body parts in other places…

	Stay strong.

	I took a step back, thankful that his vamp sense of smell wasn’t as acute as a werewolf’s or he’d be able to tell how turned on I was right now. “I’ll think about it.”

	He moved closer. “You could stay a while. If you wanted.”

	It would be so easy to say yes. To fall back into bed with him and forget everything, but I knew where that path led. Ronan became an addiction for me, a way to forget my problems. A dangerous addiction before I started sharing blood with him.

	“I…I should go,” I mumbled.

	Now inches from me, I could feel my breathing quicken. “Not even once for old time’s sake?” 

	His lips brushed mine. The second my body responded to him, I knew I was in trouble. 

	Stumbling backward, I ran for the door. Once out in the daylight, I felt safe from him. Not that he’d hurt me. Not unless I asked. And I have.

	Still shaking, I headed for my truck. I never should have gone in there. Even now, I wanted to run back to him.

	God, I’m pathetic. 

	Closing my eyes, I let the memories flood my brain. I was nineteen, jobless, and homeless after a fight with my mother. The best way I could find a bed for the night involved hooking up with a guy. 

	Ronan liked to take walks at night. After I stumbled out of a party, drunk off my ass, I ran into him. Literally. The collision knocked me on my butt and in my usual fashion, I started swearing at him. He could have walked off and left me there. Hell, he could have killed me if he really wanted to. Instead, he helped me up and took me to the all-night diner for some coffee. We talked for hours.

	It started off innocent, I guess, but we both wanted each other, so it wasn’t long before we ended up in bed together. The sex was off the charts. I don’t know if it’s because he had a lot of practice, or if it was a vamp thing, but I soon became obsessed with him. He had the best drugs too which made everything better. I could forget about my shitty life for a while and enjoy myself. 

	When he suggested we add a few toys, I didn’t complain. It was all about new experiences for me.

	He didn’t ask if he could drink from me, I suggested it. It broke all the rules and he could have been kicked out of town if anyone found out. I’m sure many suspected, but the bite marks aren’t anywhere obvious like my neck. Ronan never took it too far, but I think I liked the risk. The thought that he could just give into his urges. Yeah, I was really messed up back then.

	Staring at the building, I couldn’t help but wonder if I should have just stayed with him. That way I never would have left town, never would have met Troy and…

	Giving myself a shake, I started the truck. No point in wondering what if. Ronan and I were definitely done. If not when I accidentally overdosed, certainly when that mob decided to take their anger out on him. That happened sometimes, tensions ran high and they looked for someone to blame. Vamps were usually top of the list. M convinced me that I didn’t want to end up in the middle of things. She’s the one who helped me dry out. Ronan backed her decision, but then again, he had been busy recovering from his injuries.

	 I should just let Abernathy handle that girl’s death. It is his job after all.

	When I reached the middle of town, I spotted a familiar face near city hall. Pulling the truck over, I hopped out. “Hey!”

	Blake spotted me, glancing around nervously. He held a crumpled map of the town in his hands. “Hi, uh, how did it go last night? Did they catch the vampire?”

	Evasive. Typical. But did it make him guilty?

	“No. I’m not sure a vamp even did it. Where did you disappear to?”

	He shrugged. “I figured there wasn’t much I could do.”

	“So you ran?”

	“I didn’t run, I just had better things to do. Like finding my sister.”

	If he did murder that girl, why would he still be here? He was asking to get caught. Then again, maybe he wasn’t very smart. “The Sheriff didn’t seem too pleased. If you want the chance to find your sister, you might want to go and see him and give a statement before he hauls you in.”

	He frowned. “Right. Yeah, I will.”

	Staring at his map, he sighed heavily. Nowhere isn’t that big a town, but it can be confusing to navigate. Most people live in the main town area, but there are other areas more remote where different groups of supernaturals flock to. 

	“Look, if she isn’t around here, then she’s probably in the commune.”

	“They wouldn’t let me in, remember?”

	“They also don’t like attracting attention. Tell them you’ll go to the Sheriff. It might be enough for them to let you know if she’s there.”

	“Okay. Thanks.”

	He shouldn’t thank me just yet. Raiden, the guy who ran the place, didn’t like anyone on his territory. And of course, his sister might not want to leave. It happens. Being obsessed with Raiden like his other followers, she might want to stay hidden. Did cult leader beat arranged marriage? They both sounded like crappy options to me, but I wasn’t her.

	Turning away, I almost collided with someone. Looking up, I discovered a man with dark curly hair standing over me. Jeremiah. He wore the usual weird sigil on a chain around his neck marking him as a member of the Council.

	“Miss Whitlock,” Jeremiah said. I’ve seen him around town, but I didn’t know much about him other than the fact that he turned into a  sleaze when he’d had a drink. Not that the Council members ventured into my bar very often. They like to think they are above the rest of us. “I’ve been meaning to call you.”

	“Why?”

	“As you may know, we are making some changes within the Council and a spot has opened up. We wondered if you would consider filling it?”

	I laughed. “What? Are you nuts? Why would I want to do that?”

	Me joining on the Council? I’d be more likely to join the police force.

	“We are aware of your…talents. You’d be a perfect fit.”

	Did I slip into the Twilight Zone? 

	How the hell did this asshole know about my abilities? I’m sure a few people suspected and there might even be those who could tell by scent or sense that I was a wizard, but I don’t advertise it. Too many would want to take advantage. I knew that from bitter experience.

	“I don’t know what you think you know, but I’m not interested in anything you are selling. Excuse me.”

	Pushing past him, I hurried back to my truck. Join the Council? It had to be a joke. Why would anyone in their right mind want me in a position of power? It had to be for my ability. 

	The Council consisted of a lot of magic users, maybe they were running low and wanted to top up? Though wizards were on a different level when compared to witches or mages. A half wizard, not so much. I’d probably have a similar level of power to them.

	Whatever the reason, I wasn’t interested. I had enough problems in my life without taking on an entire town’s worth.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	Jeremiah’s words stuck with me, making me antsy. I couldn’t settle at my apartment, so I headed back to town for some lunch. The 24-hour diner offered some decent chilli fries and I was in no mood to cook. Though I’m rarely in the mood to do that. 

	Bella, the head waitress, looked up as I came in. “What can I get you?” she asked in a bored tone. In her fifties, she had worked here for as long as I could remember. Everyone knew their order came with a side of attitude. We were used to it.

	“Chilli fries and a coke please,” I said, sitting down on one of the blue vinyl stools at the counter.

	With a sigh, she ambled off to collect my order, her tail swishing across the tiled floor. 

	I worked here myself at fifteen, trying to earn a bit of extra cash for food since Mom’s went on booze and cigarettes. I hated every minute of it. The hideous turquoise uniform, the sticky floor, and going home every night smelling of grease. Bella didn’t make things easier, yelling at me every time I screwed up. I don’t think she ever forgave me for that time I stepped on her tail and tripped her while she had a tray of drinks in her hands. I probably didn’t help myself by laughing, but I swear it was a reflex.

	I played with a napkin while I waited on my order. There weren’t many other people in the diner at the moment. It was a little early for lunch, but I needed food. Similar to my bar, this is the preferred place in town when it comes to eating. There is a smaller place up past city hall, but the owner has some questionable items on the menu. Like fried cockroach. He swears it’s not real cockroach, just a ‘fun’ thing to call the dish, but I would never risk it. There are some who do though, but I’m pretty sure their diet actually does consist of cockroach.

	Bella tossed the basket of fries onto the counter in front of me, then slammed down the coke spilling some of it over the sides. “Anything else?”

	“Nope, I’m good.”

	Muttering under her breath, she moved off. 

	Picking up a fry, I popped it into my mouth, savoring the taste. It might not be the healthiest choice, but quicker than trying to make something. I don’t have the patience for cooking. M is into all that vegan stuff, but I’ve never turned down a ribeye in my life. Growing up, I’d eat what I could get. Healthy food was rarely an option. I’d be lucky if my meals came hot.

	The door crashed open, making me look up. A man staggered in, clearly drunk off his ass. Not something you see much at this time of day. “Is he in here? Where is he?” he slurred.

	Another man hurried in after him. They looked about the same age, both with beards. “Come on, Tony, this isn’t the answer.”

	“That bastard killed my daughter. I want his head. Fucking vampires!”

	I figured that girl had a family and it looked like he wasn’t willing to wait for Abernathy to do his job. Of course, he must be really drunk to be running around in the daylight looking for a vampire. He’d be tucked away somewhere, waiting for nightfall. He might not even know the cops were after him.

	“I’ll find him, even if I have to search every building in town,” the man slurred.

	Bella appeared from the kitchen, hands on her hips. “What’s going on?”

	The man with Tony gave her an apologetic look. “Nothing. He’s just a bit upset.”

	Tony lurched forward, grabbing a man who had been quietly eating a sandwich. “Someone has to have seen something. If you know anything, please tell me.”

	The man shook him off. “Don’t look at me. She found her,” he said, pointing straight at me.

	Shit. Too much to hope for a quiet lunch.

	Did I have time to leave?

	“You!” Tony shouted.

	Guess not.

	Getting to my feet, I shoved my half-eaten fries aside. He stopped a few feet from me, swaying back and forth. “You found my girl? My Bethany?”

	Knowing her name somehow made all of this worse. “Yeah. But I didn’t see who killed her.”

	“They’re saying a vampire killed her. She had bite marks.” He waved a hand over his own neck. “Did you see which one did it?”

	I hesitated. If I told him which vampire did the deed, he’d try to kill him. That would just lead to more chaos. “I didn’t see. Sorry.”

	As I turned away, he reached out and grabbed my arm. Remembering the last time someone did that, I quickly yanked my arm free, panic rising inside me. “Don’t touch me!”

	All eyes were on me now. I knew I overreacted, but they had no idea how close he came to death.

	“I just…I just want some answers,” he said, then he started to cry.

	Now I felt even worse. “I’m sorry. I can’t help.”

	Hurrying to the door, I kept moving, his pitiful expression etched in my mind.

	Did that guard have a family too?

	Shaking my head angrily, I sped up. I couldn’t keep going over it and over it, or I’d lose my mind. Moving back here, it was supposed to be a fresh start. Or at least a way to leave everything that happened behind.

	And hide from the cops.

	I reached my truck, pausing to catch my breath. It would be all over town soon that I saw the girl’s alleged killer. More people would start asking questions. I should just get in my truck and leave right now.

	And where would I go?

	“Hey? Are you okay?”

	Looking up, I found Blake standing there, a worried look on his face.

	“I’m fine,” I said, straightening up.

	“You don’t look it. Did Abernathy grill you too?” he joked.

	“You went to see him?” That surprised me. I figure he’d lay low and keep looking for his sister. He must be innocent after all.

	“Yeah, you were right. I shouldn’t have run off, it looked really suspicious. But that creepy ass dog didn’t seem to think I was the guilty party.”

	I chuckled. “Yeah, it’s a hellhound. What are you going to do now?”

	He sighed. “Head back to the compound. Hope someone helps me. Any advice?”

	“Werewolves aren’t really my area of expertise.” They’re more trouble than they’re worth and they usually prefer their own kind.

	He smiled sadly. “Well, thanks anyway.”

	Heading across the street to his truck, he stopped, swearing loudly. They had booted his truck.

	“That happens around here if they don’t recognize the vehicle,” I called. It also seemed like a good way to have new supernaturals go to the police station and hand over their ID. I guess Abernathy wanted a more efficient way to keep tabs on them.

	“Fuck. I do not need this too.”

	Feeling strangely charitable, in a way that had nothing to do with how good he looked in his tight jeans, I said, “Hop in. I’ll drive you out there.”

	He raised an eyebrow. “You will?”

	“Get in before I change my mind.”

	Guilt is a bitch. I couldn’t help that man from the diner, but I could help Blake. Or at least give him a ride. Probably better that he found her and got out of town before this killer struck again.

	Once we were on the road, he asked, “I have to admit this town isn’t what I thought. Abernathy seems like an ass.”

	“He is.” He only got the job because he rigged the election. Or at least that’s what everyone said. He worked under the previous Sheriff, constantly ass kissing, but when it came to handing the job over, Sheriff Hampson didn’t think Abernathy could do the job. So they held an election for Abernathy and Hampson’s choice – Deputy Hayes. Abernathy won by a narrow margin and not long afterward, Hayes quit the force and left town. No explanation given. Though judging how Abernathy ran this place, I can’t say I blamed him.

	“Who is in charge though? I heard someone mention a Council? Do they run things?”

	Sighing, I said, “Sort of. The town is designed to offer protection to supernaturals, but given how many there are, each clan or whatever wanted a representative. Unfortunately, the Council are racists who only believe certain members of the community should be represented and in charge.”

	“And they would be?”

	“Those with magic. I’ve seen them turn their noses up at vampires, werewolves, and any other creature they view as beneath them.”

	Blake fell silent. I’m sure it’s not the first time he has heard it. A lot of people think that way. It’s why everyone sticks to their own kind or goes it alone. That’s why I don’t tell anyone what I am. I mean sure, the magic users get better treatment, but I don’t want it from assholes who treat people like garbage just because they were born a certain way. None of us asked to be what we are. Honestly, there were times when I would happily give up my ability to be something like a vampire or a werewolf. At least there would be more of my kind. I wouldn’t be alone.

	Driving up the dirt road, I could see the gates of the compound up ahead. I could guess what they were hiding out here. A few of them sold some of their ‘herbs’ in town. It was some good shit, but if the Council ever got wind of it, they would drive the wolves out of town. 

	“What is this place?” Blake asked.

	“Think of it like a hippy commune. Crossed with a cult.”

	“What?” Blake cried.

	“Relax, I doubt they’ve hurt your sister. They follow some guy called Raiden. Just…you’ll see for yourself.”

	I’ve never actually been inside the commune, but I’ve known a few wolves who left it. It’s not very different from a human cult. Raiden expected his followers to worship him and liked his pick of the women.

	Judging from the photo Blake showed me of Liv, I could imagine why he let her inside. She hadn’t been here long though, so hopefully, he hadn’t brainwashed her. Yet.

	We headed up to the gate. Did we knock? I doubt they would invite us inside. 

	“Who goes there?” a voice said from the other side. I saw some movement between a gap in the boards. They must have been watching us.

	“We’re looking for someone,” I said.

	“She’s not here, piss off,” replied the man’s voice.

	“I didn’t say it was a she.”

	What an idiot.

	Blake pushed angrily on the gate. “I know my sister is in there. Liv!”

	The gate opened and a man in white clothing stepped out, pointing a gun at him. I raised my hand, ready to stop time if I needed to, though I had no idea if I could stop a bullet.

	“Get off our property,” the man growled.

	Blake stared him down. “Not until I see my sister.”

	“Maybe a bullet will convince you,” he snapped.

	“Whoa! You know that’ll get you kicked out of Nowhere,” I said.

	The man flicked his gaze to me and then back to Blake. “Get lost. Both of you.” He went back inside and closed the gate. I heard a chain being put in place. 

	Blake ran at it again and started beating his fists against it. “Liv!”

	Even if she was in there, they probably wouldn’t just let her walk out the gate.

	Hearing a roar of an engine, I turned to see a couple of cop cars heading our way. “Shit. We have to go. The cops like to raid this place at least once a week.”

	They liked to throw their weight around, probably helped themselves to whatever they wanted too. If they caught us hanging around, they would think we were part of Raiden’s cult. 

	Blake looked distraught. “I can’t just leave her.”

	Grabbing his arm, I dragged him back toward the truck. “Let’s go. We don’t need any trouble. We can try again later.”

	Blake cast a final glance back at the gate before following me back. We both got inside the truck and I started up the engine.

	 “I can’t leave her there with those nutjobs,” Blake said.

	“We won’t. We just need to figure out a way to get inside.”

	Damn, when did this become a we thing?

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	It took some persuading to get Blake to return to town with me. He wanted to go back on foot to the commune and try to get inside, but I convinced him he looked better without a bunch of holes in him. Besides, they would be on alert for him. If we waited, we might be able to sneak in when they weren’t expecting it. I just had no idea how long that would take. 

	Since I didn’t get to finish my fries earlier, I returned to the diner, careful to check that Tony had moved on. I would have gone home instead, but if I did, it might look like I had something to hide. People liked to talk in Nowhere. A lot. Usually about me. So I learned not to give them any ammunition to use against me. 

	Taking a seat in a booth, where I could keep a wary eye on the door, I waved to Bella, who took our order. Blake only wanted a coffee, but I needed something to eat so I settled on a slice of lemon meringue pie. It would do until later. I’m sure I had some ramen at home. I should go grocery shopping, but I didn’t like the local supermarket. I’d only recently been allowed back in after being banned for a decade. It would have been longer, but it had a new manager and he didn’t seem to care much about old grudges.

	“So why did your sister decide to come here in the first place?” I asked as we waited. There were plenty of other places she could have gone, but she chose this shithole of a town.

	“My father tried to marry her off. She didn’t like the idea.”

	“Not surprising. I can’t believe they still do that.” What is it with assholes thinking women can be used as currency?

	“We don’t. Usually. But my father wanted to build bridges with another Pack, and the son of the Alpha liked Liv. He thought he could persuade her to go through with it.”

	How nice for her. 

	Here you go, kid, here’s a husband for you. I’d run too. 

	“Are you next in line to be Alpha?”

	He shook his head as the waitress arrived with his coffee. Thanking her, he picked it up and took a sip. “No, I have an older brother. Which is the only reason I got away with coming here. My father doesn’t care what I get up to. My brother already has kids, so the dynasty is set and I’m surplus to requirements.”

	“Sorry,” I said, not knowing what else to say. Werewolf hierarchies were a lot like royal families. The oldest male usually became Alpha unless there were only daughters. 

	“I’m not. I don’t want all that. I want to be able to live my own life. Coming here after Liv has made me think about things.”

	“You mean you might not go back?” 

	He shrugged. “I’m not going to force Liv either. I just need to know that she is okay.”

	It was sweet that he cared so much for his sister. I don’t have any siblings, that I know of at least. Who knows what dear old Dad got up to before he came to town. And after for that matter. I wonder if he had abandoned other kids too.

	“She might not want to leave,” I said.

	“I know she’s searching for something, but I doubt she’ll find it in some cult. I’ll talk to her, let her know that I will back her decision not to marry. Maybe if she clears the air with Dad she can move forward with her life. Even if that means leaving the Pack.”

	He seemed sad at the idea of her leaving. They must be really close. But I had to agree that it would be better to sort things out with her father than stay here. Of course to get her home that meant Blake would have to leave too. Which seemed a shame just as we were getting to know each other. 

	Don’t go there, a little voice in my head sang. Relationships screwed everything up, especially when feelings were involved. I let mine get away from me in Tucson and lost everything. 

	I glanced at him as he drank his coffee. But who said anything about a relationship? A girl had needs and if he planned on leaving then it would mean no complications.

	“I take it you grew up here?” Blake asked.

	“Yeah, unfortunately.”

	Bella dropped my pie in front of me, causing it to break apart on the plate. “Thank you, Bella,” I said sweetly.

	She grunted and left us to it.

	“What’s so bad about Nowhere?” Blake asked.

	I poked at my pie with my fork. “A lot. It kind of feels like a prison after a while.”

	“Is something stopping you from leaving?”

	“No. I did leave. For a while. Then I ended up back here. I guess you could say I got out on parole for a while before I got sent back to the big house.”

	Lifting a piece of pie, I put it in my mouth, then gagged and spat it out. “That’s terrible.”

	“Oh, well I’m sure the waitress will get you something else,” Blake said twisting in his seat to look for her. He started to raise his hand, but I grabbed his wrist and pulled it back down. 

	“Don’t! You never complain about the food here. Or Bella will give you something worse next time.”

	Blake looked down at my hand on his and I pulled it back, feeling my face heat up. Suppressing a smile, Blake turned his attention back to his coffee. 

	Pushing my plate aside, I wondered if it was worth getting more chili fries. I decided against it since Bella would ask why I hadn’t finished the pie.

	“You know if you’re not busy, maybe you could show me around town,” Blake suggested. “Just so I know where everything is.”

	“There isn’t much to see.”

	“True, but I don’t see a hotel anywhere. I have nowhere to stay tonight.” He chuckled at the pun.

	I could always offer to share my bed with him.

	“We don’t actually have a hotel. There is a boarding house though. It’s on Cooper Road, three blocks over. I’m sure they’ll have a room.”

	Did he actually look a little disappointed? Was he angling for an invitation? Or had I gone too long without sex and was reading into it way too much? I had no intention of embarrassing myself, so I decided to play it safe. 

	“Great. I’ll check it out. I need to get my truck back too.”

	I forgot all about that. “Well, I can tell you where to go to do that. Then maybe I can help you out tomorrow. I have to work tonight.”

	A lie, but at least it made it look like I had a reason to blow him off.

	He smiled. “Sounds good. Give me your phone.”

	I passed it to him and he added his number. “Give me a call when you’re free.”

	Our hands brushed as he handed the phone back to me and again, I felt my stomach erupt in butterflies. 

	Get a hold of yourself.

	He left me to go and retrieve his truck. I stared at his number on the screen. If I had any sense I should just delete it and forget about him. Instead, I tucked the phone into my pocket. I liked to have options.

	“Something wrong with my pie?” Bella demanded, looming over me.

	 “Of course not, I just remembered, I’m on a diet.” I patted my stomach.

	She placed a hand on her hip. “You’re too skinny. You need fattening up. Take a bite.”

	Reluctantly, I pulled the plate across the table and used the fork to break off a piece. Placing it in my mouth, I forced a smile. “So good.”

	Turning her nose up, she waddled off. I quickly spat it into a napkin, dumped it on the plate and got the hell out before she made me finish it.

	When I got to the bar, M stood by a table, chatting to some customers, while Vinny, one of our bartenders, served drinks. M and I did the majority of the shifts, but we had a couple of bartenders to cover the rest. Vinny had only worked here a few months, but the women loved him. He was hot. Dumb as a post, but hot. M didn’t like me fraternizing with the staff though. Good bartenders were hard to come by.

	“What are you doing here?” M asked.

	“Am I not allowed to come to my own bar?”

	“Of course you are, but you don’t unless you have a shift.”

	“Maybe I’m just in a helpful mood. I’m sure this place will pick up soon. Everyone will want to drink and talk about what happened. And see the murder site too.” 

	M rolled her eyes. “Don’t remind me. Actually, if you want to be helpful, you could go and move the dumpster further up so it covers that area. The cops are done collecting evidence and I don’t want anyone taking selfies there or something.”

	The ghouls in this town would love that. Not literal ghouls, just the creeps who were desperate for the slightest bit of excitement.

	We can go months with nothing happening and then the whole place goes crazy. The last incident involved a werejaguar on crack who chased some teenagers through town. He believed he had transformed, but in reality, he was buck naked still in his human form and completely off his head. Luckily no one got hurt and he spent three weeks in jail for his troubles.

	Heading out back, I checked out the spot where Bethany died. I had been trying to forget her name, but I found it harder now that I stood on the spot where she died. 

	A piece of yellow police tape lay on the ground and I could still see spots of blood spattered across the concrete. I felt bad for the girl. I’m sure she didn’t think the night would end like that. I felt worse for her family. This town is supposed to be safe. It doesn’t say in the brochure – come to Nowhere, we have hardly any murders!

	Actually, given who we have living here, I’m surprised there aren’t more murders. Or maybe they aren’t as obvious about it like whoever killed the girl. 

	Picking up the scrap of tape, I tossed it into the dumpster. Going to the far end of it, I pushed hard and the dumpster squeaked along the ground. 

	Damn this thing is heavy.

	With a grunt, I pushed harder, getting it to the spot where the girl died. I’m sure the smell would put some supernaturals off, especially if they had an enhanced sense of smell.

	Wiping my hands on my jeans, I turned to go back inside but spotted someone watching me from the parking lot. They ducked out of sight before I could see who it was. Curious, I moved closer. It could just be someone scoping out the murder scene, but I wanted to be sure.

	Reaching the handful of cars, I walked along the row, searching for the spy. Nothing.

	Did I imagine it? Or maybe they could turn invisible. A rare gift, but not unheard of. 

	Well, I’m sure it’s nothing.

	Heading back inside, I returned to the kitchen to wash my hands. That dumpster was disgusting.

	“What are you really doing here?” M asked coming up behind me.

	“I told you. I thought I’d help out.”

	She dumped some bottles into the trash. “What happened with that guy who came in? The one looking for his sister.”

	“He’s still looking. I think she’s up at Raiden’s commune.”

	“Stay away from that place,” she warned.

	I chuckled. “Raiden doesn’t scare me.”

	M gave me a hard stare. “Yeah, I’ve noticed that not much scares you. It’s a dangerous way to live.”

	“What does that mean?” I could feel a lecture coming on.

	“I don’t know what is going on around here lately, but when it comes to that poor girl’s death, you need to stay out of it.”

	“Uh, I plan to.”

	“I mean it, Nissa. Defending vampires? You know what people are like around here. We don’t need the trouble.”

	“I wasn’t defending them, I just pointed out to that asshat, Abernathy that he might have the wrong suspect. If he locks up the vampire and it wasn’t him, then there will still be a killer out there.”

	“Someone saw you at Ronan’s home.”

	That’s what bothered her. She thought I had returned to my old ways?

	“M, I am not seeing Ronan again. I went there to ask about the vampire, to find out the truth.”

	She placed her hands on my shoulders. “Nissa, I know you haven’t had an easy life, but you don’t need to lie to me.”

	Pushing her arms away, I snapped, “I’m not lying. I’m not back with Ronan, I’m just trying to figure out who killed that girl. But it’s clear you don’t believe a word I say. I’m out of here.”

	How could she think I would ever go back to Ronan? Did she really take me for an idiot?

	Storming out of the bar, I kept moving with no destination in mind. Angry, I hated that M didn’t trust me. I’m an adult and I’m perfectly capable of making my own decisions. Good and bad.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	This is a bad idea.

	Standing at the boarding house door, I hesitated before knocking. Where was the harm in officially welcoming Blake to town? He already said that he wouldn’t mind being shown around. No one knew this town better than me. Perfect combination.

	I glanced at the window to the left. The room had a light on, so he was definitely home. The boarding house, a three story clapboard owned by an old woman called Doris held eight rooms. The rates were astronomical, but when you had nowhere else to stay…

	The door opened and Blake appeared, dressed in jeans and a white t-shirt. He seemed surprised to see me. “Nissa? What are you doing here?”

	Holding up the bottle of tequila I brought with me, I smiled. “I figured you could use a proper drink. After today.”

	“Yeah, I could do with a drink,” he said, opening the door to let me in.

	He didn’t tell me to get lost. That’s a good sign.

	From the look of it, he had been watching television, though he also had the map spread out on the bed. It wouldn’t do him much good with the commune. That area of town had plenty of unmarked roads surrounding it. It opened up onto woodland where the wolves liked to run during the full moon. Technically, they were allowed, though Abernathy made it clear, any wolf attacking a citizen could be killed on sight. A few have been killed over the years and I’m sure they weren’t all guilty of hurting someone. Sometimes the locals like to go ‘hunting’ unofficially. 

	“I’m not interrupting, am I?”

	“No, of course not.” 

	A familiar face appeared on the TV and I turned the volume up. We had a local news station here for important announcements. Mostly because no one could be bothered to show up for town meetings.

	Terrence Coulson, the speaker for the Council, stood at a podium. Abernathy stood off to his right. 

	“As you all know by now, a young woman was murdered last night. I am sorry to say that the body has been confirmed as Bethany Coulson, my own niece.” He paused for a moment, running a hand over his weathered face.

	Bethany was his niece? Then they’d definitely be going after the perpetrator with everything they had.

	“The police are still investigating and I will be working closely with them to find the killer. I want you to know now that whoever is responsible will feel the full force of the law. This is a direct attack against me and the Council. A curfew is in effect and no resident will be allowed to leave town until the killer is caught.”

	Switching off the TV, I digested the information. This could go a lot further than simply locking someone up. If Terrence believed the vampires were responsible, he could drive them all out. 

	“Are you okay?” Blake asked.

	“Yeah, I just didn’t realize that the girl had a connection to Terrence. How are things going with your search?”

	He sighed. “I haven’t had any luck. No one seems to have seen her, which means she most likely is in the commune.”

	Remembering the bottle, Blake sourced a couple of paper cups for us to drink out of and I poured a generous measure into both. Not that I was trying to get him drunk, I needed the Dutch courage.

	“I’m surprised to see you,” Blake said, taking his cup. 

	“Why’s that?”

	He lowered himself onto the edge of the bed, folding the map with his free hand. “I figured you’d have better things to do than waste more time with me.”

	I knocked back my drink. “It’s my night off. Found myself at a loose end.” It was only as the words left my mouth that I realized I already told him I would be working. 

	Dumb ass.

	He smirked knowingly. “Ah. So you’re here for sex.”

	I choked on my tequila. “No. I mean...I just...”

	He got to his feet, taking the bottle from me and pouring himself another. “I’m not against the idea. If that is why you’re here.”

	I felt surprised, not expecting him to be so direct. But that was a good thing, right? That’s why I came here after all. For a little no strings attached sex. Or did I come across as desperate?

	Blake set his cup on the dresser and stepped toward me with a sexy grin, reaching for my face. I closed my eyes as Blake’s lips touched mine. My lips moved instantly against his, helpless to the sensations that were instantly consuming me. His mouth, soft and insistent felt masterful against my own. 

	The immediate feelings that he provoked inside of me, almost made me pull away. I didn’t expect this kind of electricity between us. It was supposed to be a one-night stand, nothing more. Should I risk it? I do have a habit for falling for the wrong guy.

	Sensing my hesitancy, he stopped and pulled back. “Are you okay?”

	The thought of walking out the door and not seeing how this played out made me push those feelings down. I wanted this. I wanted him. “Did I say stop?” I teased, reaching for him again.

	His fingers moved to my hair, gripping the multi-colored strands as his tongue teased the seam of my lips. I opened for him, wanting everything he had to give. We had only known each other a couple of days, but it felt like a relief, surrendering to the feelings I had almost instantly toward him. He was so hot; his dark hair and dark eyes were almost magnetic. The strength in his hands, rough and gentle at the same time made me feel safe. And desired. His tongue touched mine, soft at first and then more persistent. His taste exploded on my tongue, flooding my senses. My hands gripped the white t-shirt that hugged his mouth-watering muscles as I felt my knees weaken. Butterflies swarmed my stomach, this man in this moment, belonged to me. I didn’t know what it all meant or where it would go but I refused to overthink anything but his touch, his lips. All that mattered was here and now. 

	Blake’s hands moved down to grab my ass, his large hands squeezing me closer before he lifted me, forcing my legs to wrap around his hips. The bulge in the front of his jeans against my core made me want to grind against him for some relief. 

	His lips turned up into a smile against mine and I knew he could feel the tension radiating through my body. “Soon,” he promised. 

	I didn’t have words, couldn’t form words to his dark, promising statement. Instead, I moved my head as his lips trailed across my cheek and down to my neck. He sucked the soft skin against my pulse, and I briefly thought of the Ronan. It was never like this with him. Yes, the sex had been great, but I only enjoyed it because it seemed so forbidden. This felt right. Like we were made for each other.

	I didn’t want it to end, I wanted to remain in this space, in these arms, for as long as possible. I had never felt this way with anyone else in my life, these powerful feelings were both confusing and thrilling. I knew he could feel my heart beating fast with the way his tongue played against my skin. I dared to give into my own desires, threading my fingers through his hair, moaning with pleasure.

	The low growl in his throat urged me on further; I bent my head and ran my tongue along the outside of his ear, my teeth grazing his earlobe causing his hands to grip my ass tighter. I’d never felt so empowered and so needy at the same time. An ache built inside me, and I knew he was the only one who could provide relief.  Grinding my suspended hips against his, I needed the friction against my core. In that moment, he went from a slow sensual build up, to desperation. I grinned, he had as little control over this as I did. 

	He backed us up and threw me on the bed, causing me to bounce against the mattress. I squealed out in surprise and looked up at him smiling down at me. He leaned over me, reaching for the button on my jeans. I lifted my hips willingly, biting my bottom lip, anticipating what was to come. He pulled the pants off my legs before sitting back on his haunches and admiring the panties I wore underneath. Thank God I put on a decent pair this morning.

	“Take your shirt off,” he said in a soft demand. 

	I wiggled, ungracefully out of my shirt and when I moved to take off my bra, he stalled my hands. 

	“Wait.” 

	I lay back down on the bed, trailing my fingers over my chest, turning myself on more. A man had never looked at me the way he was looking at me right now. With reverence. 

	“You are so hot,” he murmured before lifting my leg and pressing his lips to my ankle. He kissed and nipped his way toward my core, and I felt my stomach contract as his eyes stayed on mine. I felt my breathing grow shallow, as his breath danced against the black silk that covered the apex between my legs. My back bowed against the bed as his tongue dragged along the material. He hummed his appreciation, a sound that I would forever carry with me. I felt myself on the edge of my orgasmic cliff when the echo of my panties being torn from me filled the room. Ripping the thin material from my hips, he lifted me to his mouth, hungrily lapping at my center. Gasping, I felt my core tighten, desperate for release. Suddenly he moved and a moment of disappointment filled me, replaced by his tongue moving up my stomach. I could feel him smile against my skin, knowing exactly what he was doing. The tease. His mouth brushed over my covered nipples before his lips met mine. I could taste myself on him and it sent a rush of pleasure through me, making my body tremble. 

	My trembling fingers reached down to undo his jeans, fumbling with the button. He moved to his knees to push his pants past his hips, and I stared in awe at his protruding cock standing to attention.

	God, he’s huge.

	He shucked his shirt, throwing it haphazardly on the floor revealing toned muscles. I wanted to run my tongue along every groove on his stomach. His eyes darkened at my obvious appreciation. I moved my hand needing to touch him, wanting to give him pleasure like he did for me, but he grabbed my wrist, bending down to lay a kiss against my pulse point. 

	“If you touch me now, this night won’t last very long. Later, you can play later.” 

	I bit my lip, heady with the knowledge that I affected him the way he did me. 

	Magically producing a condom, I watched as he rolled it onto himself, the sight so erotic I didn’t know I could be further turned on. He crawled across me and when his hips met mine, I felt him bite the soft skin at my collar bone as he thrust inside of me. I screamed in pleasure as he filled me completely. Everything began to spin out of control, the powerful orgasm that took over was uncontrollable. Falling into the spiral of pleasure as he sought his own, I felt his body strong and commanding above me. Sitting back on his knees, he gripped my thighs as he tipped over his own edge, and as I started to come down from my high, I knew instinctively his fingerprints would remain on my legs long after this night. His roar of completion filled the thick air around me before he fell to the bed on his side, his arm reaching to pull me against him. 

	“Oh my God,” I whispered.

	“Tell me about it.” He trailed a finger along the skin on my stomach making me shiver.

	Reality would set in eventually, but for now, I wanted to enjoy the moment. Closing my eyes, we lay there together. I didn’t mean to fall asleep but soon drifted off.

	 

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	The light hitting my face woke me. Opening one eye, I squinted at the window. 

	This isn’t my room. God, where have I ended up now?

	Turning my head, I found Blake asleep beside me. Closing my eyes, I let out a breath. So I did it. I had sex with Blake. Now I regretted it. Not the sex part, because that was incredible, but I never should have come here. What if it complicated things? What if he wanted something more? It would be best to get out of here before he woke up and avoid him until he left town.

	Sitting up slowly, I swung my legs over the side of the bed, my foot bumping the tequila bottle lying on the gray carpet. Why did I choose tequila? Nothing good ever comes from tequila.

	Wrapping the sheet around me, I sneaked toward the bathroom. As I stepped over Blake’s jeans, my foot caught on them and I stumbled, catching myself on the doorframe.

	“Are you okay?” Blake asked. Judging from his voice, he had already been awake. Did he lie there and watch my walk of shame?

	“Fine. Just…” I trailed off and enclosed myself in the bathroom. 

	What have I done?

	I promised myself that I wouldn’t get involved with anyone again. Especially someone like Blake. 

	Why did he have to be so hot?

	Running a hand through my hair, I checked my reflection in the mirror. I looked like I had been dragged through a hedge backward. My eyeliner had smeared too, adding to the horror. 

	With a groan, I turned on the tap and splashed some cold water on my face. What would I say to Blake? Thanks for the sex, gotta go? It was honest, at least.

	Once I finished cleaning up, I felt ready to face him. Shuffling out of the bathroom, I picked up my clothes from the floor. Blake sat on the bed, staring at his phone. “Are you regretting what we did?” he asked.

	“What? No. I mean, not exactly. We don’t really know each other.”

	“That could be rectified. Ask me anything.”

	Tugging my t-shirt on over my head, I wondered if I should ignore him, but I had to admit, I did want to know more about him.

	“You’re not like secretly engaged or anything, are you? I mean within the Pack?”

	“Nope. Free and single.”

	“I imagine someone like you wouldn’t stay single for long. Which means there must be something wrong with you.”

	He laughed. “Maybe. No, I was seeing someone and it got serious. Until she decided that she preferred my brother.”

	“Ouch.” I found the remains of my ripped panties on the ground. With a sigh, I tossed them in the trash can.

	“Yeah, haven’t been too eager to find someone new since that.”

	Did that mean we could just leave this at casual sex? 

	I finished putting on my clothes, eager to get home, but a glance at Blake made me hesitate.

	“Is something wrong?” I asked.

	“I had someone trace Liv’s phone, it’s how I got here. But it’s now been disconnected. I need to make sure she’s okay.”

	Walk away, Nissa.

	“Well, we can try the commune again.”

	“We?”

	I shrugged. “I know this town better than anyone. Plus Raiden is a total asshole, so I wouldn’t mind getting one over on him.”

	Blake smiled. “I’ll get dressed.”

	He stood up and the blanket fell to the floor revealing his toned body underneath. 

	Or we could go back to bed.

	He caught me looking. “Maybe later.”

	I turned away as he headed into the bathroom. Did he read my mind? 

	After he got dressed, we headed for my truck. 

	“What makes you think we are going to have any luck getting inside?” Blake asked. “The wolves will smell us.”

	“Probably, but I have a secret weapon.” I hadn’t told him about my ability. Apart from last night, I hadn’t used it much at all since I’ve been back, but if forced to I would. All we needed to do was find Liv and get out without being seen. 

	“Care to share?” he asked.

	“Not really.”

	“Well, I hope you have some serious firepower because there’s no way they’ll let us walk in the front gate.”

	“Nope.” I took a sharp left turn down a side road. “But there is another way in.”

	Growing up in this town, I spent a lot of time exploring these woods. There wasn’t much else to do and it got me out of the house and away from Mom and her moods. The wolves had set up shop in an area that used to hold an old factory. It had been torn down years ago, but the fence around it still stood. It’s what they used to keep everyone out. But deep in the woods, lay a water pipe that ran under the gate. It wasn’t easy to find and the wolves might not know about it. I just had to hope that it didn’t open out in the middle of some Pack meeting.

	I drove as far as I could, before parking the truck. “We’ll have to go on foot from here.”

	Blake obediently followed me as I hiked up the trail and then stopped. Glancing back, I said, “Hope you can keep up.”

	“Don’t worry about that. There’s nothing wrong with my stamina.”

	Well, I knew that for a fact. 

	Leaving the path, I headed into the undergrowth, slapping branches out of the way as I went. This seemed a lot easier as a kid. Or I had more energy back then, who knew. Half an hour in, I needed to take a break, but I didn’t want to admit that to Blake. Instead, I slowed my pace. It wasn’t much further. Or at least I hoped not. It had been a long time since I’d been out here.

	I looked back at Blake. He seemed to be in his element out here, but then again, wolves do love the outdoors. Another reason Raiden chose this place. They lived in tents or slept under the stars. Once upon a time I felt jealous of the wolves. They seemed like one big family while I had to live with my mom. I used to long for a family of my own, to have people I could rely on. The older I got, the quicker I realized the only person I can rely on was myself.

	“Are we close?” Blake asked, noticing that I had slowed down significantly.

	Trying not to pant, I replied, “Uh, I think so. Maybe another half mile.”

	“You think so?”

	I glared at him. “Hey, at least I’m trying to get us in.”

	“Sorry. I just hate the thought of Liv being in there.”

	“I’m sure she’s fine.” As long as she had no issue with being slobbered on by Raiden. The rumors I’ve heard would shock you. Mating rituals, where he got to choose the best females and mate with them while they were in both their human and werewolf forms. I’m sure he had at least a dozen kids by now. 

	He really has quite the set up here. Offering them sanctuary then taking advantage. 

	Which made me wonder what kind of deal he had struck with Abernathy that he hadn’t shut it all down by now. Sure they raided the place, but maybe they did that for show. Raiden could be paying them off.

	Or maybe it’s easier than having them in the main part of town, messing with the locals.

	As I pushed a branch back, I spotted the tunnel. “There it is.”

	We reached the entrance, only to find a wire grill had been welded to the front of it. The wolves must have found it and didn’t want any unwelcome visitors.

	“Damn.”

	Blake stepped forward, laced his fingers through the grill, and pulled hard. The metal rattled but didn’t come away. He kept trying, but if the wolves put it on there, they weren’t going to make it easy to remove. Let’s face it, it was probably there to keep people in as much as out. I could imagine some of his cult members trying to escape in the dead of night, making their way to freedom. 

	“Blake, it’s not going to work.”

	That just seemed to make him more determined. 

	“Blake, seriously. You’re going to hurt yourself.”

	“I’m not leaving her in there,” he grunted, leaning back as he used all his strength on the grill. Shockingly, it snapped free at one side, almost sending him on his ass.

	Stepping forward, I grabbed the broken end and pulled. I couldn’t let him do all the work. Blake regained his footing and helped me and together we managed to create an opening big enough to squeeze through.

	Blake peered into the dark. “Any idea how long it runs?”

	“From what I can remember, maybe sixty, seventy feet.”

	“Let’s go then.”

	He climbed inside and I had to admire his dedication to his sister. I don’t know that anyone would do the same for me. Maybe M, but no one else.

	Climbing into the hole, my boots splashed down into the water. With our heads bent, we shuffled forward, moving slowly. Wolves have excellent hearing too and we didn’t want to alert them that we were coming. “You know there is probably another grill on the other end,” I pointed out. 

	“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”

	The bridge where the wolves heard us breaking in and slaughtered us on sight? Because they could do that. We didn’t tell anyone we were coming out here and if they buried our bodies on the property, who would even know we were there. 

	My mind likes to go to some dark places. 

	Unfortunately, they were also likely places. So I had to ask myself, was it worth the risk? Was Blake worth the risk? Being good in bed didn’t make me ready to die for him.

	If there is a grate in place, we’ll just have to leave and find another way in.

	My hand brushed against something slimy on the wall and I quickly yanked it away. Disgusting. Who knew what was living in here?

	“I see a light up ahead,” Blake whispered.

	“Go slowly. We don’t want to let them know we’re here.”

	We arrived at the exit to find a gate in place instead of a grate. After checking no wolves were nearby, I leaned forward for a better look. A bolt and padlock prevented us from opening the gate.

	“We won’t be able to get through this without letting them know we’re here,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

	“We don’t need to break it. Keep an eye out,” Blake said. He pulled a small leather pouch from his back pocket and removed a metal tool. Kneeling in the water, he reached through the gap in the bars and slipped it into the padlock.

	“You think you can pick the lock?” 

	“I can try.”

	We didn’t have time for this. Someone would smell us sooner or later, we should get the hell out now. Besides, judging from the angle Blake had twisted his body into, he probably wouldn’t be able to get it open. I’ve had a little experience in that sort of thing, though I didn’t have my own tools, I had to improvise.

	What does he get up to that he has his own tools?

	I acted as lookout while he worked. Through the bars, I could see some white tents in the distance, an old truck and a few flower beds. No sign of any wolves yet. 

	They’re probably in the middle of an orgy.

	Blake swore under his breath, really straining now. 

	“We can find another way,” I said.

	“No, I can get it.”

	“And I thought I was stubborn.”

	“Well, babe, you have nothing on me,” he said.

	My cheeks flamed at the word babe. I needed to get past this. A good-looking guy seemed to be my kryptonite, but it needed to stop. There was no point in getting attached, he’d be gone soon.

	Maybe that’s the appeal.

	Despite common sense telling me otherwise, I couldn’t deny the intense connection we had. If I believed in soulmates, I might wonder, but I didn’t. That sort of thing only exists in fairytales. In reality, we were just two hot people who were really good at sex.

	 “Look, we’ll find another way in. There might be a gap in the fence somewhere.”

	“No need,” Blake said, retracting his arm. He pushed the gate open.

	“No way! How the hell did you do that?”

	He pocketed his lockpicks. “I’ve been in tighter jams than that. Let’s go.”

	Well, he just got hotter.

	What the hell was wrong with me? Always attracted to the wrong kind of guy? Anyone who carried actual lockpicks on them planned on using them. I’m no saint, I’ve broken a lot of laws in my time, but after Troy, I made a promise to myself to avoid guys like this in the future. Though to be fair, Blake hadn’t asked me to do anything so far. I volunteered to do this.

	I’m here now. I might as well see this through.

	The commune lay before us. As far as I knew there were around fifty wolves living on it. Anyone of which could spot us and kill us. We needed to work fast.

	Blake seemed to read my mind. “We should split up to look for her. Meet back here in ten minutes?”

	I nodded. “Try and stay off their radar.”

	“I’ll do my best.” 

	He went right and I went left. The left held several large white tents. I’m sure Raiden owned the biggest one. Probably where he ‘entertained’.

	Using them for cover, I moved slowly. I should have asked Blake to show me Liv’s photo again before I did this. I barely remembered what she looked like other than being blonde and pretty. 

	“It’s too risky,” someone growled, right beside me.

	I froze. The voice came from inside the tent. Pausing, I wondered if they could smell me through canvas.

	“Don’t argue with me.” I recognized that voice. Raiden.

	“If the vampires find out we were behind it, there could be a war.”

	What the fuck? Did Raiden kill that girl? Or arrange to have her killed?

	“So? No one wants those bloodsuckers here. They’d thank us if we got rid of them,” Raiden replied his voice dripping with arrogance. 

	Werewolves versus vampires? I think I’d bet on the vampires, but Raiden clearly thought he could win. I guess they did have the numbers, but this town didn’t need another war. What about the people who could get caught in the crossfire?

	“What do you want me to do?” the other wolf asked. He didn’t sound happy about the plan either.

	“We let it play out, for now. That prick Abernathy thinks it’s the vampire, hopefully, they’ll stick with that theory.”

	The other wolf mumbled something and left. I needed to find Blake. If these assholes were happy to kill some innocent girl, they’d have no problem doing the same to us.

	A voice spoke, this time from behind me. “Who the hell are you?” He grabbed my arm, fingers digging into my flesh.

	Shit.

	 

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	“I asked who are you? Bitch,” the wolf said, squeezing my arm harder. I could feel his hot breath on my ear, making me cringe.

	Shit, Raiden will hear us and they’ll probably string us both up.

	I looked up at the wolf’s ugly face. He had a scar running down one eye, probably from a fight with another wolf, and the worst teeth I’d ever seen. I’m sure I’ve seen him in town a few times. 

	“Raiden invited me here,” I lied. Most wolves weren’t too bright, preferring to follow orders than think for themselves. At least the ones from this commune. Those that left their Pack were either already Omegas or were knocked down to that rank when they were kicked out. Omegas were usually the runts of the litter and very easy to manipulate. No wonder they flocked to Raiden.

	He hesitated. Looking me up and down, he raised an eyebrow. “Raiden hired a whore?”

	“I am not a whore,” I snarled. Great, now I’ve been downgraded to whore? Did Raiden hire a lot of whores? I had to wonder how many of them dressed like me. 

	He sniffed me. “You’re not a wolf either. So I’ll ask again, who are you and why are you here?”

	Twisting, I tried to get free of the wolf’s iron grip. I couldn’t risk using my power while touching him or it could end very badly. For him. Swinging my foot at his shin instead, I heard him swear and he let go of my arm. It had become something of my signature move. People rarely expected it and it usually bought me enough time to get away.

	Spinning, I threw up my hands and he froze in place. My ability worked differently outside. In a room, I froze everything within it, but outside, it had an unpredictable outcome though it depended on how hard I concentrated. Most of the time I could direct it against someone in particular, but the results varied. 

	It only seemed to freeze this guy and a random wasp floating in the air behind him. I could see other wolves still moving further down the garden. It probably didn’t affect the people in the tent either, since it was technically a structure, so I needed to get out of here.

	Why can’t I just freeze whoever I want for as long as I want? 

	At least then it would be a useful power. Realizing I didn’t have much time left, I had forgotten to count, I picked a direction to go in. 

	Turning, I found Blake staring at me and the frozen wolf.

	Uh-oh.

	Eyes wide, he said, “What the hell?” He reached out a hand and poked the guy in the chest.

	Guess I would have to explain my ability to him, once we got out of here. “Later. Did you find your sister? We need to get out of here now.”

	He tore his gaze away from the wolf. “No, but I can smell her. She’s close.”

	“Then let’s go.”

	We took off running through the grounds. As we reached the gardens, we passed a few wolves who were busy digging in the soil. They stared at us as we passed but made no move to stop us. One of them even waved, an idiotic grin on his face.

	Good, they’re too stupid to know better.

	Hopping over a row of tomato plants, I almost collided with one of the cult members, a twenty-something guy with a beard. He held a garden hoe in his hand.

	“Hello,” he said. He wore a white tunic over white pants. What the hell is it with cults and the color white? It’s got to be so hard to keep clean, especially gardening.

	“Uh, hi,” I replied, wondering how he would react to us being here. Blake paused up ahead, waiting to see what happened.

	“Have you come to help us with the crops?” he asked.

	I glanced around at their meager bounty of tomatoes, green beans, and what looked like carrots. They couldn’t survive on this, which made me think Raiden just used it as a way to keep them occupied.

	He waited for my answer, hands folded in front of him. Did he really think I was here to help do the gardening? As a werewolf, he could tell that I wasn’t one. Did that mean Raiden had non-werewolves in here too? Or did he just not question his glorious leader?

	“Not right now. I’m busy, but I’ll help you later,” I said, inching around him.

	He smiled. “Okay, see you later.”

	“Yeah, later.” I spun and ran to catch up with Blake. This place had a serious Stepford vibe to it. Were they so desperate for an Alpha that they just turned into automatons? Then again, werewolves are hardwired for Pack life. Only a few can walk away and survive on their own, though they usually only do it when forced or threatened. I guess there are a lot of humans like that too. 

	“What was that about?” Blake asked, motioning to the guy.

	“Nothing. He wanted me to help him pull weeds or something. We got lucky. That doesn’t mean Raiden won’t have guards around this place. Where is your sister?”

	Blake sniffed the air. He pointed right. “This way.”

	I had to appreciate his wolf sense, it made this whole search a lot easier. The only heightened sense I came with was a bullshit-o-meter. And it usually stopped working when a hot guy looked my way.

	Blake took a sharp right and I followed, right to a serene-looking spot with willow trees and wildflowers everywhere. I slowed, taking it all in. Seriously? This kind of oasis existed in Nowhere? 

	Where can I sign up?

	Giving myself a shake, I followed Blake to a tree on the other side. A blonde woman sat with her back to us, wearing a white linen dress. 

	“Liv?” Blake said as he approached her.

	The woman turned slowly and raised her head to look at him. “What are you doing here?” she asked. She didn’t seem surprised, more bored if anything. I thought her reaction would have been bigger considering we were risking our lives to get her out.

	I kept glancing over my shoulder, waiting for the wolves to arrive. We needed to make this quick, but Liv didn’t seem to be in any hurry. Smiling serenely, she closed her eyes as a breeze blew up around her. The way Blake spoke about his sister, I imagined some fiery, cocksure werewolf, but this woman looked like a drugged-out flower child. What the hell had Raiden done to her? Could someone change so much in so short a time?

	Maybe he’s using more than brainwashing on them. Could he be using something to make them more docile?

	Blake crouched beside her. “Liv, I’m here to get you out of here. We need to leave now before they find us.”

	He tried to get her to her feet, but she fought him off. “No! I can’t leave. I have to stay here.”

	“You can’t. Someone got killed in town and I don’t need the cops pointing the finger at you.”

	“Whoa!” I said. “Why would they blame her?” If she had been safely locked away in here since she arrived, then she wouldn’t have been anywhere near the murder scene.

	Blake looked guilty. “I just…she’s an outsider. New in town. I’m sure she’d be easy to blame.”

	“What?” He was clearly lying to me. What the hell did I miss in all of this? I started to get that familiar feeling in my gut. I should get the hell out of here while I had the chance.

	“Look, my sister doesn’t have anything to do with it. I just want to get her home where she’ll be safe. My sister is not a murderer.”

	“Yes, I am,” Liv said quietly.

	We both turned to look at her as she plucked at the flowers around her.

	“What?” I asked.

	“I killed the girl.” She looked up at us, her blue eyes brimming with tears.

	Blake shook his head. “She doesn’t know what she’s saying. She’s not a killer.” He looked so desperate, but even he couldn’t deny what Liv just said. Grabbing Liv by the shoulders, he made her look him in the eye. “Liv, think. You didn’t kill anyone. You’re just confused.”

	She smiled sadly. “I’m sorry, Blake, but I did do it. I followed the girl and then I tore her heart out.”

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	“Uh-uh, I’m out,” I said, walking away. It was one thing to help when I thought she needed help, but if Liv killed that girl, then I didn’t need to be near this. The cops would think I helped her. Better to get the hell out of here now and let them deal with their own problems.

	I should have known better. Once again, all sense went out the window because of a guy.

	It’s like I attracted trouble – literally. Maybe I had that ability too.

	“Nissa wait!” Blake called hurrying after me. He left Liv in her daze.

	I kept walking, eager to get back to the tunnel before the wolves showed up. Blake could come with me or walk back, either way, I wasn’t helping a murderer. “No. You heard her, she did it.”

	“She doesn’t know what she is saying.”

	He couldn’t let family loyalty blind him to reality. If he wanted to help her, he could do what he wanted, but I wasn’t going to jail over this. Accessory to murder carries a hefty sentence and Abernathy didn’t need a reason to dig. I’m not even sure if  a warrant exists for my arrest, but I know the police had a BOLO out on me and Troy, along with descriptions. I miscounted on the way out of a jewelry store and we had to run for it. Since we couldn’t wear masks while browsing the store, the CCTV would have footage of us. If it wasn’t for the fact that we moved around a lot, we probably would have been caught pretty quickly. 

	Turning to face him, I said, “If you think that, then tell the cops. They’ll investigate and…”

	Even as the words came out of my mouth, I couldn’t believe I was the one saying them. The cops wouldn’t help, but I just didn’t need this to be my problem anymore. 

	“No. Please, she’ll die in prison. I need to get her home where she’ll be safe.”

	Blake looked so desperate that I had to wonder if he had already lost someone close to him before. A friend or maybe another sibling. I could feel my resolve crumbling. It’s not easy to turn your back on someone when they’re literally begging for your help. Whether she did it or not, it couldn’t be a good idea to leave her here with Raiden.

	I glanced over at Liv, who now danced in the grass like a lunatic, twirling around, her hands in the air.

	She just confessed to murder, what the fuck is she doing?

	Curious, I headed back to her. Taking hold of her shoulders, I checked her out. Her eyes looked glazed, unfocused. “She’s high as a kite,” I said letting her go. Given my experience in the matter I should have noticed it before.

	Blake took a look for himself. “What? Liv would never take drugs.”

	God, he’s insufferable.

	“She’d probably need them to tolerate this place.” 

	“No, Nissa. I mean it. Her best friend died from an overdose at fifteen. She wouldn’t touch drugs.”

	I guess that changed things. Raiden could have slipped them to her or forced them down her throat. Which meant she might not have been in control when she killed the girl. Or she might not have killed her at all. Raiden could have just convinced her that she did. Though I had to wonder why. That girl didn’t seem like much of a threat, though her connection to the Council suggested a hit. Killing her to get back at Terrence in some way. But bringing the weight of the Council down on the Pack seemed like a stupid thing to do. They lived up here so they could avoid all that. So I guess it could have been personal. Maybe he tried to get her to join his harem or whatever he had going on up here and she refused.

	Probably because she preferred vampires.

	She wouldn’t be the first teen in this town to gravitate toward one of its monsters, testing boundaries, defying her parents. Terrence seemed like he’d make a strict parent, so I guess his brother would be the same way. 

	Sighing heavily, I said, “Fine. Let’s get the hell out of here before anyone sees. When she dries out, she might be able to tell us what really happened.” And it better be that she didn’t actually kill the girl. 

	Blake took Liv’s hand and led her back toward the tunnel. I kept my head on a swivel, expecting the wolves to pounce at any minute. That guy would be unfrozen by now and he would alert the others. At least he didn’t know about Blake. He might think I was a trespasser or groupie.

	Liv came to a halt to try and smell some wildflowers. “Pretty.”

	“For God’s sake, Liv, move it,” Blake said dragging her away.

	As we reached the edge of the garden, a bell clanged loudly in the distance. The other wolves all stood up, looking worried.

	“Wanna bet that’s for us,” I said picking up the pace.

	We arrived back at the tunnel, to find a male wolf examining the lock, his back to us.

	“Hey!” Blake said. 

	As the man turned, he punched him hard in the face. He went down and I stepped over him to get to the tunnel. Lucky for us he hadn’t relocked it.

	Pushing Liv ahead of us, we hurried back to the other end. Liv complained the whole way. I couldn’t blame her since she wasn’t wearing any shoes, but she could worry about that when we weren’t being pursued by angry werewolves.

	“They’re in the tunnel,” someone yelled.

	“Shit, hurry.”

	I could see the light up ahead. We were almost there. Just as we reached it, someone grabbed my hair and yanked my head back.

	“Get off!” I screamed. No response. It had gone eerily quiet.

	Up ahead, Blake and Liv stood frozen. 

	“Damn it.” I froze them all.

	Grabbing my hair, I freed it from the asshole who grabbed me. 

	Three wolves had caught up to us. If we didn’t move fast, they’d drag us back to the commune. Back to Raiden.

	Readying myself, I waited until time started again and swung my foot into the man’s balls. A strangled gasp escaped him. Using his confusion, I shoved him hard. He fell back into the other two and they all went down.

	“Hurry!” I screamed to Blake and Liv.

	They scrambled through the grate and I followed, just as the wolves caught up to the entrance. We took off running for the truck.

	Liv slowed us down, obviously still feeling the effect of the drugs.

	Why couldn’t I have the power to throw fireballs instead of this stupid time power?

	I couldn’t freeze multiple moving targets, not if they were spread far enough apart. How close were they?

	Before I could chance a look, something hit me from behind and I fell, rolling down an embankment. A yelp escaped me as something sharp jabbed me in the arm. I raised it to see blood dripping down my arm. 

	“Son of a bitch.”

	Pressing my hand over the wound, I got to my feet. It wasn’t a bad cut, I could clean it once we got back. If we got back.

	Emerging from the undergrowth, I had time to see the third werewolf pass me as they all made a beeline for Blake and Liv. “Hey!”

	The wolf turned and I punched him. He staggered but stayed on his feet. I expected that. Following up with a kick to the balls, I waited until he fell to his knees before I kicked him in the face. His head snapped back and he fell.

	I didn’t spend all those nights in a bar and not learn how to fight. Hell, in Nowhere you were expected to know how to fight. Sadly the ability to throw a punch always came in handy.

	Blake fought one of the wolves up ahead, while the other tried to grab Liv. Raiden clearly didn’t want anyone to leave. Liv didn’t put up much of a struggle, in fact, she seemed confused by everything going on. 

	Blake looked like he could handle himself, so I went after the wolf holding Liv. Grabbing his arm, I kicked him hard in the kneecap. 

	“Get off me, bitch,” he snarled. He let go of Liv so suddenly that she fell over. 

	His meaty hand grabbed me around the throat. Grabbing his pinkie finger, I pulled hard, snapping it.

	“Fuck!” he cried, jumping back, while clutching his injured hand.

	Blake blindsided him and swung a fist at his face. He went down. The other wolf lay a few feet away. Liv still lay in the grass, her eyes half closed. 

	“What did he do to her?” Blake asked. 

	“Nothing, she just fell over.” 

	He got her onto her feet and helped her back to the truck. Once he bundled her into the back, I threw the truck into reverse and pressed the pedal to the floor. One of the wolves recovered and tried to chase us, but he gave up quickly when he realized he couldn’t outrun the truck.

	When we hit the top of the road, I spun the wheel, turning us around and headed for town at high speed.

	“They’re not going to give up,” Blake said.

	“No. Raiden will come for her. We need to lay low for a while.”

	“Where do you have in mind?”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	Blake had to practically carry Liv into the bar, since she was barely conscious now. What the hell had Raiden given her? She didn’t hit her head when she fell, so it had to be the drugs. Maybe that’s why they were all so compliant. Drugs would keep them under his control and he wouldn’t have to worry about one of them getting fed up with his bullshit and overthrowing him.

	I knew he couldn’t be that charismatic. 

	I’ve tried almost every drug myself, but at least I took it willingly. Or were we assuming too much? She could have taken the drugs herself. Siblings didn’t share everything about their lives and from what I’ve heard, Raiden can be pretty persuasive. Personally, he creeped me out, but for some reason, the wolves were attracted to him. 

	I don’t know what brought him here, most people kept that kind of thing to themselves, but I imagine he pissed a lot of people off. Maybe he tried to take over his previous Pack and they ran him out.

	Opening the back door, I stood aside so Blake could get Liv inside. We didn’t open for a few hours, so hopefully, no one would notice us here. 

	I knew M would be angry that I brought her here, especially after she admitted to murder. It seemed like every choice I made just dug me in deeper. But what else could I do? Tell them both to get lost?

	I’m not a monster.

	I made plenty of bad decisions with Troy. Starting with agreeing to go out with him and ending with that night with the armored truck. I did it because I loved him, because I thought we had a shot at being happy, but his greed got the better of him. In the end, money mattered more to him than me.

	The situation with Blake couldn’t be more different. For a start, he really did need help. And I didn’t know about Liv killing that girl. The question was why? Did she just lose control? And if she had transformed, where did she go after? I would have noticed a werewolf wandering about. They’re only supposed to change on the night of the full moon, though I’ve heard that some can change if attacked, but Bethany hardly posed a threat to her. There definitely wasn’t a full moon that night. 

	What am I missing?

	Blake set Liv down in a booth, where she slumped onto the table. 

	“You knew, didn’t you?” I asked.

	“Knew what?”

	“You would have been able to smell her out back, where the girl died.”

	He looked at the ground. “I did smell her, but I didn’t know she killed her, I swear. She could have been there at any time.”

	“That’s why you disappeared, you went looking for her.”

	He nodded. “Yeah. I tracked her for a few streets, then her scent disappeared. She must have gotten into a vehicle. Which means her story may be true. If this Raiden guy drugged her, maybe he came to collect her.”

	“You are clutching at straws here. I really think you should go to the cops.” If she did transform, Raiden couldn’t have coerced her into a car. And werewolves took hours to change back. But that wasn’t the main issue right now. Blake lied to me. He made me think that Liv simply needed rescuing from Raiden, but all along he knew she had been outside the bar. It didn’t matter what he believed, I wouldn’t have helped him if I knew she had been at the murder scene.

	“And do you think that Abernathy jerk will treat her fairly? Likes werewolves, does he?”

	Abernathy didn’t like anyone. To him, everyone looked guilty, even after being proven innocent. He’d throw away the key, no matter what the circumstances. “What do you expect me to do?”

	“Nothing. You’ve helped us more than you needed to. Thank you for that. If we could just hide out here for a while until I can move her. Then I’ll get out of town.”

	That wouldn’t be easy. They were looking for a killer, which meant they’d be watching the roads out of town. He’d be arrested in a second.

	“M will be in at lunchtime to get ready to open up. You have until then.”

	He nodded and turned his attention to waking up his sister, but she was barely responsive. 

	“How long do you think it will last?” Blake asked as he tried to prop Liv up in a booth.

	“I don’t know. I thought you lot had fast metabolisms.”

	“We do. But if that Raiden guy is a werewolf, he might have given her something that lasts a long time.”

	“Maybe I can help with that.” 

	Heading behind the bar, I lined a few ingredients up. I’ve had to deal with a few comedowns myself over the years. None of them were pleasant.

	Mixing them all together, I brought the green gunk back to the table. “Can you wake her up enough to drink this?”

	Blake gave Liv a gentle shake. She groaned, her eyelids fluttering. “Liv, come on, you need to wake up.”

	“Where am I?” she mumbled.

	“Somewhere safe,” Blake replied. He supported her, holding her upright. She just needed to be conscious long enough to swallow it. After that, well, she wouldn’t need help staying awake, she wouldn’t have a choice.

	“You need to drink this, it will help,” I said. Since I doubted she’d be able to hold it, I brought it to her lips. “It’s better if you down it in one.”

	Her gaze flicked briefly to me, then she nodded. 

	Far too trusting. That’s how Raiden got her.

	I tipped the liquid down her throat and she dutifully gulped it back. The taste wouldn’t be what got her though. 

	Pulling a face, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. A moment later, her eyes widened and she ran for the restroom on the other side of the room.

	She emerged ten minutes later, looking angry. “What the hell did you give me?”

	“Just a little something to clear your system.”

	“Well, it’s cleared,” she snarled.

	Let her be mad, she’d thank me in the long run. At least this sped the process along.

	Blake motioned for her to sit back down. “Liv, do you remember what happened to you?” he asked.

	“Not really,” she said, putting her head in her hands.

	“Back at the commune, you said you killed a girl. Do you remember that?” I asked.

	Blake shot me a glare, but we didn’t have time to coddle her.

	She sat up, brow furrowed. Then her eyes widened and she burst into tears. “Oh God. What have I done?”

	“So you did kill her?”

	She nodded, a hand over her mouth. “I...I woke up at the commune and I had blood on my hands. Raiden said I ripped a girl’s heart out. He seemed happy about it.”

	“Did he give you drugs?” Blake asked, taking her other hand.

	She nodded. “He slipped them to me in some wine at first. Then he made us take them all the time.”

	“Us?”

	“The new arrivals. Three other girls. We spent a lot of time with him in his tent.” She looked ashamed and I could guess what they got up to in there.

	“Did he force you?” Blake asked, his voice hoarse. 

	“No, but he gets into your head. I liked him at first. Then everything changed. He wouldn’t let me leave.”

	“I’ll kill him,” Blake muttered.

	“And then you’ll have an entire pack of angry wolves on your tail,” I pointed out. “Liv, do you know why he would want that girl dead?”

	She shook her head. “He didn’t tell me, but he seemed happy about it. Said I had proven myself, that he would keep me safe from the cops.”

	“Maybe it was like an initiation?” I suggested.

	“Then why drug her?”

	“If she wouldn’t do it willingly, the drugs could have been to push her over the edge. Then she feels indebted to Raiden because he is willing to protect her.”

	Blake gave me a quizzical look. 

	“I watch a lot of true crime documentaries. Cults always pull shit like that.”

	Liv lowered her head onto her arms and a moment later she started snoring softly.

	“Guess that’s all we’re getting out of her.”

	I’m sure the sleep would do her good, but I still had questions. Showing up with blood on her hands didn’t exactly prove she killed the girl. Raiden could have tricked her. If we could figure out his motive, we might be able to figure out how to clear Liv's name. 

	If I wanted to know more, I would have to speak to her father, but given his behavior, I don’t think he would talk to me.

	Why would I even do that? Who cares what Raiden is up to? The point is he murdered someone and now he’s after Liv.

	“I guess we’ll just wait until it’s dark and I’ll drive us out of here,” Blake said. “Once she gets back home, I’ll get her the help she needs.”

	We were still a long way from nightfall. Anything could happen in that time. “I’m going to get a drink. Want one?”

	“Yeah, sure.”

	M wouldn’t be too pleased that I was drinking her stock, but it belonged to me too. Though in my mind, I don’t think I really thought of this place as mine. It had always been M’s bar. She took over as owner about fifteen years ago. That’s when she turned this place around, redecorated, and started serving food. That’s how we met. I sneaked into the kitchen one night and she caught me. Well, she threw a blade, pinning my shirt to the doorframe as I tried to run. She got pretty upset over the fact that she almost impaled a kid. She even let me keep the food.

	Not long after, she tracked me down, to check up on me. Still carrying Mom’s paranoia, I lied to her, just in case she called the cops on Mom. She saw through the lies, kept checking up on me. On quiet nights at the bar she let me sit in the kitchen and eat dinner while she worked. Provided I did my homework at the same time. I never would have finished high school without her encouraging me. 

	Bringing the drinks back to the table, I handed one to Blake. He knocked it back in one, his jaw still tensed. I hoped he wouldn’t do anything stupid, like go after Raiden. 

	“Probably a good idea not to use your own truck when you skip town. They’ll have a record of it,” I said.

	Blake blew out a breath. “Shit, I never thought about that. I’ve never been on the run before.”

	I snorted. “I have.”

	He stared at me. “You have?”

	Shit, I said too much.

	“I mean…I’ve run away before. From home. And this town. The point is you need to be smart about it. Abernathy would like nothing more than to throw a few wolves in jail. I’ve seen him pick up people on bogus charges in the past. Anyone would think he had a quota.”

	Blake looked over a Liv. A thin trail of saliva dripped from her mouth onto the table. “She wouldn’t last in jail. Whatever it takes, I need to get her the hell out of this town.”

	Pouring him another whiskey, I said, “I’ll drink to that.”

	“This is better than that tequila you brought to my room.”

	I chuckled. “Yeah, a bottle of the cheap stuff that I snagged on my way out of the bar. It’s dangerous stuff if you have too much of it. I’ve done a lot of things I regret after drinking it.”

	“Does that include what we did?” Blake asked.

	Toying with a coaster on the table, I felt my cheeks heat up. “No, it wasn’t. But you know that what we did…it can’t happen again.”

	“No, of course not.”

	He looked my way and I felt desire fill me. “You’re leaving town. No point in starting something we can’t finish.

	He knocked his drink back and nodded. “Yep. Totally.”

	Now I just have to find a way to sit here for the next few hours and resist him.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	“We really shouldn’t be doing this,” I said as Blake and I stumbled into the small utility closet that M used as an office. It was the only place we could have some privacy. Liv might have been asleep, but she might not stay that way.

	His lips were on my neck and he mumbled something I couldn’t make out. I couldn’t think about anything other than his hands on my body. The other night had been incredible and I wanted more. We might not get another chance.

	Blake yanked my shirt off over my head, tossing it aside. He backed me up to the desk, letting me feel the bulge in his jeans. It didn’t take much to get a werewolf going. I felt equally turned on. This felt wrong, exciting…

	Unhooking my bra, he removed it and dropped it onto the desk. I leaned back to give him access as he cupped my breasts. His mouth found my left nipple and he ran his tongue across it, making me moan. God, I wanted him so badly. I’ve tried hard to deny this attraction, but why fight it anymore?

	Grabbing the back of his t-shirt, I pulled it off, tossing it over his shoulder. Feeling the urgency now, we both rushed to get out of the rest of our clothes. 

	Positioning himself between my legs, he gripped my hips and thrust forward, filling me. I moaned as he started to move, pounding out a quick rhythm. We didn’t take our time like before, this was fast, frantic and full of passion.

	The desk squeaked under me as we moved, the sound of our panting filling the room. Clinging to Blake, I felt the pressure build inside me as I came closer to the edge.

	“Don’t stop,” I panted.

	Moving my hips, I matched his frantic thrusts. My orgasm spilled over and I screamed his name, dragging my nails down his back.

	With a few grunts, he thrust again, before reaching his own climax. His body shuddered and he sagged against me. 

	Shit. That was better than the first time.

	How the hell was that possible? Were we both just that good?

	Blake pulled out of me, leaning in to kiss me. “Surprised we didn’t break the desk,” he joked.

	Laughing, I patted the wood. “This old thing? Nah, it’s tough.” Something fell off the desk and thumped onto the floor. “Or not.” I quickly hopped off in case it did collapse. M would not like it if she discovered we had trashed her office. Or what we were doing to make it happen.

	Pushing my hair off my face, I searched the ground for my clothes. They’d ended up everywhere.

	Pulling my jeans on, I glanced over at Blake. “I guess we’re not very good at abstaining.”

	Blake chuckled as he put his t-shirt back on. “Guess not. But I don’t regret it. Do you?”

	“No...”

	“But?”

	I shrugged. “I don’t want to make things any harder than they are.”

	He grinned at me. “Well, you are definitely guilty of making things hard.”

	I swatted a hand at him. “You know what I mean.”

	He pulled me against him, his hands resting on my hips. “I didn’t come to Nowhere looking for anything, I just wanted to bring my sister home. I don’t think we should worry too much about the bigger picture. At least not right now. We have enough to worry about.” Leaning forward, he kissed me. “But you don’t have the ability to make men fall at your feet, right?”

	I sputtered a laugh. “No!”

	“Oh, so this is all you making me...” he trailed off. Suddenly somber, he turned away.

	I desperately wanted him to finish that sentence, but it would be better if he didn’t.

	“Uh, I’ll go check on Liv.”

	Inching past him, I left the office. I never should have had sex with him again. 

	Liv still lay slumped on the table, oblivious to everything. 

	Good, I don’t need her hearing me and her brother going at it.

	Pouring myself a large glass of whiskey, I drank it slowly at the bar. Things were officially complicated. 

	Blake emerged a few minutes later. “Nissa, I...”

	“Are you hungry?” I asked, interrupting him. We had been drinking for a while, but now I needed some food to soak up some of the booze.

	He nodded. “Yeah, I am actually.” With a sigh, he took a seat in the booth across from Liv.

	Heading into the kitchen, I checked to see what we had that didn’t involve cooking. I don’t know what Blake had to say, but I didn’t want to hear it. He would be leaving in a few hours and that was that. Anything he had to say would just make things worse.

	I returned a few minutes later with some peanuts, chips, and some leftover sliders. Hardly nutritious, but I couldn’t exactly order a pizza. Mainly because we didn't have a pizza place in town. Apparently, no supernaturals are willing to open one. 

	“So what is that power you have?” Blake asked as we ate.

	I guess I could tell him the truth, since had already seen my power in action. Who would he tell anyway? “I can kind of stop time.” 

	He paused, his slider halfway to his mouth. “Seriously?”

	That’s usually the reaction I get. Disbelief. “Yeah, I’m a wizard. Well, half wizard.” 

	“I thought they all died out. Wasn’t there a war or something?”

	I shrugged, picking at my own slider. “That’s what I hear. But at least one existed in the 90s.”

	Wizards were considered some of the most powerful beings on the planet and the original wizards – forget about it. They wielded magic first, long before there were witches or Fae or anything else. The regular wizards were their offspring, but they got weaker with every generation. Then in the 1500s, the other magic users thought that they held too much power and started a war against them. Surprisingly, they won. Wizards were almost wiped out completely. I guess a few survived, like my father. I’ve read every book in the town library about them and it didn’t tell me much beyond their history. M told me that if there are other wizards our there, they’d likely lie low in case they were targeted. Another reason why I don’t tell many people my secret. But I trusted Blake. At least enough not to go spreading that information around.

	“And you can just control your power? Choose how long to stop time for?”

	“No, that’s the rub. It only works for twenty-seven seconds at a time.”

	“Oh. Probably wouldn’t help us much.”

	I thought about it. “We might be able to get by the blockade, but we’d have to move fast.”

	He glanced at his sister, still conked out in the booth. “Thank you for helping us.”

	I shrugged. “Right thing to do.”

	“Yeah, but you barely know us.”

	“Well, I definitely know you better than you sister,” I teased.

	He reached across the table, taking my hand in his. “That’s right, you do.”

	Butterflies filled my stomach at his touch. This was getting way too serious for my liking. I slipped my hand out of his. I opened my mouth to tell him that we needed to stop whatever this was when a loud knock came from the front door.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	“Don’t answer it,” Blake whispered.

	We had both instinctively ducked down when we heard the knock, but I realized that the wolves wouldn’t knock and it wouldn’t be unusual to find me in my own bar. 

	Feeling foolish, I got up and moved toward the door. “I have to, my truck is outside. Just stay down.” Maybe there was a delivery that I didn’t know about. Though they usually came to the back door. 

	It's probably one of the locals desperate for a drink.

	Trying to act natural, I opened the door to find Jeremiah on the other side. “What do you want?” It came out accusatory, but the fact that he came to my place of work annoyed me.

	“I need to speak to you, Miss Whitlock. It’s important.”

	Sighing, I rolled my eyes. “This again. Look, I’m not interested in joining the Council. Take the hint already.”

	I tried to close the door, but he threw a hand out to stop it. “Just know there is a place for you there, especially considering who your father was.”

	What the hell does that mean? 

	Knowing he might spot Blake and Liv, I ushered him out the door, closing it in his face, but his words bothered me. That ass clown knew my father? My own mother wouldn’t tell me anything about him. I didn’t even know his full name. Mom always called him Eddie, which I assumed had been short for Edward. Not much to go on and believe me I’ve spent hours trawling the internet in search of him. Looking for someone who might resemble me. It was dumb, but I thought that I would recognize him as soon as I saw him, but any one of them could have been my father. Or none of them. He didn’t know I existed, as far as I knew. So why did I try so hard to find him?

	Maybe because there’s no one else like me and I was desperate.

	Lost in thought, I didn’t hear Blake approach.

	“What’s wrong?” he asked.

	“Huh? Nothing.” Moving behind the bar, I poured myself a drink and knocked it back. I really thought I had buried my daddy issues, but it seemed they were still alive and well. 

	Blake settled himself on a stool. “Doesn’t look like nothing.”

	“It’s nothing. He just said something that got me thinking.”

	He waited for me to go on. Sighing, I said, “He mentioned my father.”

	“He was the wizard?”

	“Yeah. He and my mom got hot and heavy for a few days, then he blew town leaving her pregnant. At least that’s how she tells it. But Jeremiah seemed to know him. Or at least of him.”

	“Why didn’t you just ask?”

	I snorted. “Please. If I show any interest at all, they’ll try to rope me in to working for the Council. He could have been lying, I guess.” Maybe he had been. Pretend to offer me something he thought I wanted, in return for joining their little coven.

	Well, I stopped looking for the man a long time ago. I only did it out of necessity, to try and learn more about my powers. Now…well, I knew all I needed to know. They were dangerous in the right circumstances. 

	Still…

	“I need to go somewhere. I won’t be long.” Setting my glass down, I checked my pockets for my keys.

	“What? Where are you going?” Blake asked.

	I didn’t have time to get into it all with him now. “Look, just lay low until I get back. You’ll be safe here.”

	“Where are you going?” Blake called again as I let myself out through the back door.

	“There’s someone I need to see.”

	 

	***

	 

	Thirteen Years Ago

	 

	“I’m never coming back,” I screamed as I ran out of the house and away for the trailer. 

	“Good!” My mother’s voice echoed after me.

	I didn’t care where I ended up, I just couldn’t live with her another moment. Always spending our money on booze, ignoring me, yelling at me – locking me in my room whenever I showed any sign of magic. She hated me. My mother actually hated me.

	All because of what’s inside of me.

	She hated me because I was like my father. Because I had his power. I didn’t ask to be this way, to be born with magic. How could she blame me for that?

	But she blames everyone for her problems.

	It was my father’s fault that she had to raise me alone. Her parents’ fault that she came to this town, though she wouldn’t go into detail about that. And it was my fault that she drank. She actually said those words to me. It hurt. More than I would ever admit.

	She’s a monster.

	So I walked the streets of Nowhere, cold and alone. A light rain fell and the sun had set. Maybe I would be able to find an empty building to sleep in. There weren’t many, but I could try. It would be better than sleeping on the street.

	I’d sleep in a ditch before I go back to her.

	Sleep could wait though. I didn’t get any food and that seemed more urgent right now. Heading for the diner, I sneaked around to the back of the building. Sometimes they threw perfectly good food out just because a customer left it on their plate. Sadly, this wasn’t my first visit here. If anyone ever found out that I had to dumpster dive for food, they’d never stop talking about us. I was already the poor kid. The outcast. A human mother, no idea what supernatural abilities I had, they just assumed I was like her. 

	Why did my mother come here? Why can’t she ever be honest with me?

	Checking to see that no one was watching me, I pushed open the dumpster lid and heaved myself up. Hanging awkwardly over the side, the metal digging into my stomach, I reached for the nearest trash bag, trying to ignore the flies buzzing about and the smell.

	The back door squeaked open and I quickly dropped to the ground, scrabbling around the side of the dumpster to hide. Heart hammering in my chest, I tried to make myself as small as possible.

	A man appeared and tossed a bag into the dumpster. I got a good look at him from where I sat, but he didn’t even look down at me. He glanced back at the door, took out a cigarette and lit it. Judging from the grease stained apron, he must be the cook. 

	“Hector!” a voice hollered from inside.

	“Coming!” he screamed back. Muttering under his breath, he dropped the cigarette and stomped it out before ambling back inside.

	Letting out a breath, I closed my eyes. If he had caught me…

	I waited for the door to close, but it didn’t. Keeping low, I moved around the dumpster and took a peek. He had left the door wide open. 

	Why eat leftovers when I could have something fresh?

	Did I dare do it? Steal food from the diner? I could get into so much trouble and I knew how my mother would react if the cops brought me home again.

	The smell of the different foods reached me and my stomach grumbled in protest. They wouldn’t miss a little food, would they?

	Use your power.

	Mom told me that I shouldn’t, that my powers were unnatural, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t tried it out from time to time. It happened when I got angry or upset, but recently I seemed to have gained more control over it. It always lasted for exactly twenty-seven seconds. I’d learned to count along in my head, but it never changed. I wondered if my father could do it too. Maybe if he had stuck around, learned about me, things could have been different.

	No point dwelling on things that would never happen. Right now, I needed food. I just needed to freeze whoever was in the room, grab some food and get out before they started moving again. No one would ever know I had been there. It hurt no one.

	Slipping into the doorway, I spotted the cook on the far side of the room with his back to me. His attention on a frying pan in front of him, I could smell the sweet scent of bacon and my stomach grumbled so loudly I felt sure he would hear it.

	A hatch leading to the diner itself sat to his right. I needed to be fast, in case anyone saw me. 

	With quick steps, I moved around the side of the room, out of the eye line from the hatch. The cook turned and I threw up my hands. He instantly went still, a spatula still in his hand.

	Rushing forward, I saw several plates filled with food. As much as I wanted bacon, it was lying in a hot pan of grease, I couldn’t take any. Instead, I grabbed a sandwich and some cold fries and ran for the door.

	“Hey! Who are you?” a voice yelled. A woman’s voice.

	I didn’t stop or look back. My heart thumped in my chest as I tore through the streets, clutching the food in my hands. Spying an alley, I hurried into it, dropping down beside another dumpster. 

	Breathing hard, I tried to calm my racing heart. That was too close. I lost some of the fries along the way, but the rest I quickly shoved into my mouth. Better to get rid of the evidence as quickly as possible. 

	The sandwich contained beef and cheese, which I gobbled up too. It tasted better than anything I’d had in a while. Mom’s idea of cooking involved instant mac and cheese or some kind of microwave dinner. She didn’t even cook it right, usually serving it frozen in the middle. She didn’t care much about food when she seemed to survive on beer and nicotine. I tried to cook for myself, but I had no idea how to. The one time I tried to make some pasta, I left the pot on the hob too long and it burned a hole straight through it. Mom screamed at me for hours after we got the smoke out and dumped the pot outside. She didn’t care that I needed to eat, just that I disturbed her sleep.

	I stayed in the alley a while longer, worried someone was looking for me. Would they really call the cops over a sandwich? I’m sure they had better things to do. Besides, now they couldn’t prove it.

	When my legs started to protest from sitting hunched on the ground for so long, I got up and left the alley. The rain fell heavier now and everyone had done the sensible thing and gone inside. 

	Wrapping my jacket around me, I started walking, wondering if making my point was worth staying out in this? Or should I just go home? I shivered violently. I’d be lucky not to get sick out in this weather.

	As much as I hated the idea of returning to the trailer, what choice did I have? Mom would mock me, tell me that she knew I’d be back. That would be bad, but it beat freezing to death out here. 

	I couldn’t wait for the day that I could walk away for good. Not just from the trailer, but from this fucking town. Beyond its borders lay an entire world where I wouldn’t have to deal with my mother or the other assholes who lived around here. 

	One day I’ll leave it all far behind. I can’t wait.

	Knowing I had to go back eventually, I decided to prolong it as long as possible. I found an alcove in one of the shop doors to sit and wait out the rain. Knees drawn to my chest, I sat there, watching the rain fall. Five more years. Then I’d be free of this hell.

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	I never thought I’d come back here again.

	Even when I got back to town a few months ago, I gave this place a wide berth. Its possible she already knew about my return, people talk, but I had no reason to see her. Not after the shit she pulled on my final visit here. 

	Am I making a mistake?

	For years I’ve asked her about my father, begged her for information, but she wouldn’t tell me anything useful. In the beginning, I believed she didn’t know anything, but as time passed, I had to wonder if she deliberately withheld the information to torture me. She hated the subject being brought up, maybe she thought I would find him and bring him back to town. As much as she complained about him abandoning us, somehow, I don’t think she wanted a reunion. Not unless he decided to fork over eighteen years’ worth of child support payments. Then she might give him five minutes of her time.

	The trailer looked worse than the last time I saw it, if that was even possible. It sat in a field along with a dozen other identical trailers. Housing for the poor of Nowhere. It really made me popular with the other kids growing up in a place like this. Not. 

	But this trailer definitely looked worse than the others and I’m sure one of them doubles as a meth lab. Newspaper had been taped up in the windows, the door hung off the frame and trash covered the ground around it. To an outsider, it looked like the place had been abandoned, but I knew otherwise. 

	I should just leave. She won’t help me.

	But I had to know the truth. I’ve spent years trying to figure out who my father was and what he could do. The only person with the answers sat inside this trailer. I just had to find a way to convince her to talk.

	Climbing the decaying steps, I worried that I would fall through them as they creaked ominously under my weight. How the hell did she live like this? They should just demolish the whole trailer and start again.

	With her in it, I thought bitterly.

	Reaching the door, I wondered if I should knock. What would be the point? She wouldn’t answer it. That way she couldn’t pretend to be out when debt collectors called.

	I pushed the door open and stepped inside. Coming from the daylight into the gloom that lay inside, I couldn’t see a thing. Something squashed under my foot and I prayed it was nothing gross. Raising my foot, I saw what looked like the remains of a jelly donut. It wasn’t the only discarded food on the floor. Paper plates with the remains of food in various states of decay, sat beside a small table, which overflowed too. Beyond the table, lay the recliner she practically lived in. The only time she left her precious chair was to use the bathroom. Most nights she fell asleep in it, the TV blaring.

	Squinting in the semi-darkness, I called out, “Hello?”

	“Who’s there?” a voice barked.

	“It’s me.”

	A light sparked in the darkness as she lit up a cigarette. I caught a glimpse of her face before she extinguished the match. She looked worse than before, if that was possible. Greasy skin and hair, her clothes crumpled and stained. I guess that’s what smoking, drinking and stuffing your face all day did to a person. She stopped leaving the trailer years ago, getting all her groceries delivered by a boy who worked at the local market. “What the hell are you doing here?”

	“We need to talk, Mom.” My nose wrinkled at the smell, but sadly I was used to. A combination of cigarette smoke, rotting food and damp. It’s a wonder I didn’t end up with some kind of lung disease before I left here.

	The glow of the cigarette lit up as she took a drag. “We have nothing to talk about.” A hacking cough escaped her. 

	Surprised she hasn’t smoked herself to death by now. Or that her liver hasn’t given out.

	Sighing, I moved to the nearest window and cranked it open, peeling back the newspaper to let some light in. It hadn’t changed much. 

	“Stop touching my stuff,” she yelled.

	“This place is a dump,” I shot back. Damn, it felt like we were picking up exactly where we left off.

	The trailer floor had trash littered across it. Junk covered every surface and flies had gathered around the sink in the corner. God knows what they were after in there.

	“Oh fuck off, Nissa. Don’t act like you care. You couldn’t wait to get out of this town.”

	“You’re right. I don’t care. Not anymore. But I need you to answer some questions for me.”

	She glared at me. Her hair had turned completely gray since last time and hung in clumps around her face. “What’s it worth?”

	Not back five minutes and she already wanted money out of me. As much as I wanted to refuse, it might make this whole ordeal go faster. Reaching into my pocket, I unearthed a crumpled twenty-dollar bill. I dropped it into her lap and she snatched it up. It would keep her in liquor a little while longer.

	“I want to know about my father.”

	“Not this again. I told you everything I know.”

	“You told me nothing. I know you hate him for what he did…”

	“He fucking abandoned us! Knocked me up then blew town. He didn’t care about anyone but himself. I’m the one who stayed. I’m the one who raised you. But no, that isn’t good enough for the princess, is it? From day one – where’s daddy? Tell me about daddy. He wasn’t a fucking daddy, just a sperm donor.”

	“That may be, but he left me with a hell of a lot of unanswered questions. I didn’t ask to take after him, I don’t want it. But I still need to know what he was.”

	“A piece of shit,” she growled.

	I knew this was a waste of time.

	“Do you at least know why he came to town? Did he know anyone here? From the Council maybe?” If I couldn’t get answers from her, maybe I could find someone in town who dealt with him. Someone other than Jeremiah.

	She didn’t answer me, just sucked on her cigarette, staring at the wall. I guess that’s all twenty dollars would buy me. I focused my gaze on the grungy carpet. The spot where my power first manifested. When I froze Mom for the first time. I couldn’t have been more than five years old and she was yelling at me about something. I think I knocked over her drink. Trying to block her out, I lifted my hands to cover my ears, but instead, she fell silent. I’ve never been so scared in my life as she stood frozen, mouth open, one arm raised. Had the whole world stopped too? 

	I ran to her, grabbing her housecoat, begging her to move. Twenty-seven seconds seemed like an eternity that day. When she finally came to life again, she found me crying at her feet. The look in her eyes…She feared me that day. I know she did.

	With a sigh, I turned toward the door, eager to get out of this dump.

	“He came here to talk to that shit, Terrence. Don’t know what about.”

	Terrence from the Council? “He told you that?”

	She scoffed. “No, I heard him talking to him on the phone. All hush hush. They were plotting something together. Once he had his way with me, he headed out to meet him and that’s the last time I ever saw him.”

	“How do you know he left town?”

	“Do you see him around?” she snapped.

	That didn’t mean he left here. He could have been killed. All this time she could have been blaming him when he didn’t have a say in the matter. The Council were hardly above suspicion. 

	“I’ll speak to Terrence. Thanks,” I muttered, heading for the door.

	“You’re nearly twenty-seven years old, Nissa. You need to get over your daddy issues already!” Mom screamed after me. 

	Picking up the pace, I got back in my truck, glad to be out of there. How the hell did I survive with her for so long? All those years, listening to that crap day in, day out. She blamed me for my father leaving. She blamed me for a lot of things. Yet she chose to stay here in Nowhere with the constant reminder. If it hadn’t been for Aunt M, looking out for me, making sure I had food, somewhere to go when things got really bad, I don’t know what I would have done.

	Starting the truck, I wondered if I would get any answers from Terrence. He had twenty-six years to come to me and tell me about my father and yet he didn’t. I couldn’t approach him now though. Not when he was dealing with the death of his niece. 

	I can’t afford to waste time chasing him down. I need to help with Liv first. Once things die down, I’ll talk to him.

	Driving back to the main road, I struggled to get Mom’s words out of my head. Why did my father come here in the first place? Did he know Terrence personally? Were they friends? Terrence seemed like he didn’t have many of those. I didn’t even know he had a brother or a niece. Pausing at the intersection, I felt the urge to drive straight to the Council. 

	No. Terrence would be there after I got Liv out of town. And then, he was going to give me some damn answers, whether he liked it or not.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	As I came in the back door of the bar, I had time to see something flying at my face before I threw up my hands and froze the person trying to attack me.

	Breathing hard, I took a step back, realizing it was Betty that almost hit me, being brandished by Liv. I felt a tinge of anger at the thought of her manhandling Betty like that. Then I worried something had happened to make her grab it in the first place.

	“Liv?” Blake called, hurrying out of the bar. He saw his frozen sister and skidded to a halt. “What did you do?”

	Relieved that he was okay, I said, “Me? She nearly smashed my face in.”

	Snatching Betty from her hands, I held her by my side. At least Liv had finally woken up. It would make skipping town a lot easier.

	Blake sighed. “Sorry, she’s just jumpy after what happened. Let her go.”

	“I can't control it. It lasts twenty-seven seconds, every time.”

	His brow furrowed. “Oh right. Why is that again?”

	Before I could answer him, Liv unfroze and stumbled forward. She looked at her hands, no doubt wondering where the bat went. 

	“What the hell is going on?” she cried.

	Ignoring her question, I made my way into the bar. “We need to come up with a plan to get you over the border.”

	“You don’t have to help me anymore. I can manage,” Blake insisted.

	“You don’t know the roads, who to look out for.”

	“I’m sure I can figure it out. Seriously, we’ve caused enough trouble for you.”

	He wasn’t wrong. I should walk away. Liv might be a murderer, Raiden might attack me in retaliation and if the cops found out about Liv’s involvement, I’d be done for aiding and abetting a fugitive. But if I didn’t help them and they got caught, I had more chance of going to jail. If they got away, all of this ended. Liv would be safe, Raiden would never venture out of town to retrieve her and Abernathy would never know the truth. The only thing I did have to worry about was Raiden coming here for answers. I’m not scared of that asshole, I just didn’t want him doing anything to the bar or to M. Or revealing the truth to M so she could give me another lecture.

	“You’re right. I’m in it up to my neck. So it’s in my best interest to get you both as far away from here as possible.” I found a map under the bar and opened it on a table. “There are two main roads out of town. They’ll both be watched.”

	“Are there any side roads?” Blake asked hopefully.

	“Yeah, but none a truck could drive on. They do have a spell in place that announces new arrivals, but it doesn’t work on the way out. So Abernathy will have a couple of deputies posted at each. If we’re lucky, it will be a couple of idiots and we can get by them.”

	“How many of them are idiots?”

	I thought about it. “About eighty percent of the force. So I like our odds.” Said a lot about Abernathy since he hired most of them. I guess he didn’t want anyone questioning him.

	“Raiden will come for me,” Liv said from back in the booth. She sat slumped against the table, looking miserable. No doubt the adrenaline had worn off from earlier when she almost took my head off with Betty. 

	“He’ll have to get through me,” Blake replied.

	“We want to avoid a fight, remember,” I pointed out. The only way we would get out of here quietly would be to avoid the wolves at all costs. “Otherwise we could all get arrested and that won’t be good for any of us.” 

	Especially me.

	Blake took a look at the map, running his finger along the road that led out of town. We don’t show up on any GPS, since we technically didn’t exist. Any unsuspecting humans who did come our way would suddenly get confused and find themselves with the sudden urge to take a detour.

	“What the hell is going on here?” M said. She stood in the doorway, hands on her hips and her ‘don’t mess with me’ face. I’ve seen it a lot in my life.

	“M. I can explain,” I said, ushering her into the back so we could talk. 

	There goes the hope that I could get away with all of this without her finding out. 

	“Well go on then,” she said, crossing her arms.

	How could I explain this in a way that didn’t make it look like an insane plan? 

	“Remember Blake from the other night? The guy looking for his sister? Well, he found her. At the commune. We got her out.”

	She pursed her lips. “I doubt Raiden would have just let her go willingly.”

	“He didn’t. We kind of snuck in and left through a tunnel in the woods.”

	M threw her hands up. “What are you doing, Nis? Why are you getting involved in this? We don’t need that nutjob Raiden causing trouble.”

	I didn’t tell her that I worried too. They didn’t like being slighted. When they caused a commotion in the local grocery store, the owner banned them. They went back later that night and smashed the windows in retaliation. M didn’t need that. What if they tried to burn the bar down? She’d lose everything. So would I technically, since I sank all my money into the bar. But I wasn’t upset about seeing the back of it. At least it did some good.

	Closing my eyes, I sighed. “I know this is a bad situation. I didn’t mean to make things difficult for you. But look, we’re going to get her out of town and once she’s gone…”

	“Wait a minute. Why do you need to get involved at all? Let him leave with her. It has nothing to do with you.”

	“Yeah, that’s the other thing. We kind of have to sneak her out of town.”

	Her brow furrowed. “Because of Raiden?”

	“No, because she may have…possibly…killed that girl the other night.”

	Her eyebrows almost disappeared into her hairline. “What?” 

	I winced as the sound of her voice cut through my already sore head. “We don’t know for sure. Raiden drugged her.”

	“Nissa, get them out of my bar, right now,” M hissed.

	“It’s my bar too,” I snapped. “If Raiden forced her to do it by giving her drugs, then surely they can’t lock her up for that.”

	M took a step back, looking me up and down. “I don’t know who you are right now.”

	“You are the one who is always telling me I should care more about other people.” That seemed like a low blow, even to me, but when someone challenges me, I come out swinging.

	“And you start with a murdering werewolf?”

	“Will you keep your voice down?” 

	I moved to the door and checked to see if Blake had heard us. I’m sure he did, it would be impossible not to, but he sat talking quietly with Liv, acting like he didn’t.

	“Oh. I get it.” M sighed.

	“What?”

	Shaking her head, she turned away from me. “I should have known,” she muttered.

	“Known what?”

	“A guy. All this for a guy.”

	“No, you’ve got it all wrong.” Sure I liked Blake, but that wasn’t the only reason I helped him.

	“Really? Have you slept with him?”

	I couldn’t lie to her, she’d know. “It didn’t mean anything. I’m just…”

	“Just what? Nissa, you have always done this. You get so caught up with a guy that all sense goes out the window. Why are you so determined to ruin your life? You have a chance at a fresh start here.”

	A sputtering laugh exploded from me. “It’s hilarious that you think I have a life to ruin. This isn’t a fresh start, M. I came back here because I didn’t have a choice. I hate it here. Always have. And the decisions I make, well, I’ll live with the consequences.”

	M looked angry, something I’m not used to seeing from her. She is the level-headed one, I’m the angry one. “You don’t hate this town, Nis. You hate what happened to you here. And yes, you’ve been through a lot. But you can change things. Stop letting the past hold you back because despite what you think, you’re not the only one who will suffer the consequences. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

	I quickly looked away. I’m not good with showing my emotions or telling people how I feel. M had done a lot for me and I didn’t want to hurt her, but she needed to realize that I wasn’t a child anymore. And she wasn’t my mother.

	“I’m still going to help them. If they get away clean, it’ll be better for everyone.”

	“Fine. At least take Betty with you when you leave. You’ll need all the help you can get.” With that, she turned on her heel and left through the back door.

	Is she right? Am I trying to get myself caught?

	Given what happened with Troy, with that guard, maybe I did want to get caught. At least part of me. I didn’t want to go to prison, but I couldn’t ignore the guilt I felt over everything that happened. An accident or not, it didn’t make it any better. Either way, a man ended up dead.

	Maybe two…Don’t go there. 

	I’ve spent so much time trying to bury those memories, but they keep resurfacing. At night, I dream about what happened, watching as it all plays out again and again. How could I ever possibly have a fresh start like M said if I could never move on. I didn’t need to let go of the past, it needed to let go of me.

	With a sigh, I headed back to the others. M wouldn’t be gone long, she still had to open up the bar, so we needed to get out of here before she called Abernathy on Blake and Liv. “M will need to start opening up. We’ll need to move somewhere else until night fall.”

	“Where do you have in mind?” Blake asked.

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	The only other safe place in town would be my apartment. Unfortunately, it wasn’t that far from the police station and we’d be seen going inside. If we used the front entrance.

	“This is disgusting,” Liv muttered as we made our way through the very narrow alley behind my building. And when I say narrow, well, we had to walk sideways to get through it. Who the hell built this place? It looked like the architect had one idea in mind, then someone else tried to build another town over it. I guess with more and more supernaturals showing up over the years, they had to expand to accommodate them all.

	Stepping over some discarded wrappers, I kept moving. Once we were inside, we’d be safe. But if my landlady ever found out I was hiding two werewolves in my apartment, I’d be kicked out. She already told me that my history made me a problem tenant, one she didn’t want giving her any trouble. In the end, she let me stay as a favor to M, nothing more. One slip up and I’d be back on the streets.

	Reaching the end of the alley, I found the way blocked by a dumpster. Giving it a shove, I squeezed out into the small yard behind my building.

	“This way.”

	A quick glance at the windows told me that we weren’t being watched. Something in our favor. My landlady likes to spy on everyone, so we got lucky.

	Now came the tricky part. I lived on the ground floor apartment, but I would still need a boost to get up to my window. I always left it unlocked, just in case. Not like I had much worth stealing.

	“Give me a boost,” I said to Blake.

	Lacing his fingers together, he leaned forward. I placed my foot on his hands and he pushed me up. I grabbed the ledge to steady myself, before trying the window. It slid open. With a hand from Blake, I climbed through, landing in my bedroom. 

	A quick glance around reminded me that I haven’t cleaned up in a while. I grabbed an arm full of clothes off the floor and flung them into the closet out of sight. 

	Why am I such a slob?

	Liv appeared in the window and I rushed to help her. She nearly fell as she climbed in. Once she righted herself, I moved to look out, wondering how Blake would get up. I didn’t need to worry. He took a run up, planted his foot on the wall and jumped, easily grabbing the ledge. A moment later, he stood beside us.

	“Nice,” I said.

	He grinned at me. Liv caught the exchange and rolled her eyes. She left the room, moaning about being hungry. 

	“So this is your bedroom?” Blake asked, raising an eyebrow.

	“It is.”

	He moved closer, his lips close to mine.

	“I don’t think having your sister in the other room really sets the mood.”

	“You didn’t mind at the bar.”

	“Yeah, well Liv couldn’t hear us then. Come on.”

	I couldn’t go there again. This was becoming more and more complicated.

	Liv lay on the gray L shaped couch in the living room, staring at the ceiling. “You don’t have any food,” she said.

	“Oh. Yeah, I haven’t been grocery shopping in a while.”

	The kitchen area lay off to the left. I headed for the refrigerator, just to be sure. Inside, sat some mustard and a bottle of beer.

	“Okay. Guess I’ll have to go and get some food.”

	“Do you think that’s a good idea? If the wolves are looking, they might see you,” Blake said.

	“The store is one block over. I’ll be quick. If I see any of them, I’ll freeze them and run. Stay here and don’t answer the door to anyone.”

	“Yeah, cause that was my first thought,” Liv muttered. 

	I let it slide because I’m sure she had a wicked hangover after taking whatever Raiden gave her.

	Leaving them to it, I left through the front door this time, since no one would question me leaving my own house. I needed to be on the lookout for the wolves. Their ugly white outfits would make them easy to spot though. Then again, I didn’t exactly blend in with my multi-colored hair.

	Maybe I should have worn a hat.

	That’s dumb. They would be able to smell me long before they could see me. I just needed to be quick.

	The corner store carried a few grocery items and thankfully, there weren’t many customers when I went in. Moving around the aisles, I grabbed some items to make sandwiches, along with a couple of energy drinks. I needed one myself after today and I imagined Liv could use the boost.

	After the clerk rang up my things, I handed over my money and grabbed the bag. On the way out, I passed a man in white and froze. Then I realized the man wore a white t-shirt and jeans. Perfectly normal. He didn’t even give me a second glance.

	Letting out a breath, I decided to cut through the alleys on the way back, to minimize the risk of being seen. I’m familiar with them, and all these streets since I spent so much time on them as a kid. I knew the best hiding spots and the places where a police cruiser wouldn’t fit.

	Ducking into an alley, I hoped that Blake and Liv weren’t going through my things. I know I would if left alone in someone’s house. 

	Screams filled the air and I skidded to a halt. What the hell was that? Turning, I could tell it came from the next street over. I jogged out of the alley and to the corner to check it out.

	The dead girl’s father, Tony, marched along the road, holding a thick silver chain in his hands. The other end had been wrapped around Reggie’s neck. Or at least I assumed it was Reggie. The flames covering his entire body made it hard to identify him.

	“What are you doing?” I cried running forward.

	“Payback,” Tony spat.

	“You can’t do that. Abernathy will arrest you,” I said. 

	He snorted. “You think I give a shit? My baby girl is dead. Besides, my brother is on the Council, he can have a word with Abernathy. No one cares if there is one less vampire in this town.”

	Reggie continued to scream, writhing in pain. Even if he got into the shade, he’d never recover from that. I felt torn, wanting to do something, if only to make those horrible screams stop.

	“What if it wasn’t him?” I asked.

	Tony glared at me. “He did it. He was meeting Bethany for weeks behind my back, feeding on her. Fuck him, fuck all vampires.”

	It wasn’t Reggie. I need to do something.

	A cop car pulled up. Deputy Ferguson got out. “What is going on?” he demanded.

	“Justice!” Tony crowed. 

	Ferguson checked out Reggie. “Shit,” he muttered. 

	“Get him into the shade,” I said. 

	Tony wouldn’t go against a cop surely.

	“No point,” Ferguson said.

	I realized that Reggie’s screams had stopped. Stepping around Tony, I forced myself to look. The middle of his body had crumbled into a pile of ash. Tony turned, tugging the chain when he moved. Reggie’s skull popped free and rolled onto the ground. I felt sick to my stomach. 

	Which one of them is the monster now?

	I couldn’t stick around and risk getting hauled in. While Tony boasted about his actions  Ferguson called it in. I hurried toward the alley, eager to leave the sight, and smell, of Reggie behind.

	Someone will have to tell Ronan.

	He wouldn’t be happy about this. Would it lead to war? Ronan may he a vampire, but he’s surprisingly a pacifist. Most of the time. 

	I just hope it stays that way. The last thing we need is another war.

	 

	***

	 

	“You’re quiet,” Blake said as we sat on the living room floor, eating our sandwiches. Liv lay sprawled out on the couch behind me. 

	“Just thinking about the plan,” I lied. Really, I had a hard time getting the image of Reggie out of my head. 

	“It will be fine.” He wiped his hands on a napkin. “So who founded this town?”

	An obvious attempt to take my mind off things, but I went along with it. “Uh, a few supernaturals back in the 1800s. They wanted to provide somewhere for other supernaturals to feel safe.”

	Liv snorted. “That worked out.”

	Twisting around to look at her, I asked, “Why did you…?” How should I put it?

	“Join Raiden’s little cult?” she said sarcastically.

	“Yeah.”

	Blake sat up straighter. I’m sure he wanted to know too.

	Liv sighed. “I don’t know. After Dad tried to marry me off, I figured I’d leave, live my own life. You know Dad doesn’t care about us. It’s all about Gabriel, the golden boy. I heard about this place from a friend, figured it would be a good place to start. Raiden found me that first night. Bought me a drink. We talked all night. The things he said…the idea of belonging to a Pack where I could be free to do what I wanted, it was…seductive.”

	Blake grunted in anger.

	“There has to be something about him or he wouldn’t have so many followers,” I said, coming to Liv’s defense. I understood picking the wrong guy. 

	“The way he talked about the commune – he called it a sanctuary and well, you’ve seen it.”

	It was nice. If it wasn’t filled with a bunch of asshole werewolves, I could see the appeal.

	“Why didn’t you try to run?” Blake asked.

	Liv stared at her fingernails. “At first, I didn’t want to. Then he made it seem like it would be a bad idea to go back home. That I’d be married off the second I returned and at least there I could do my own thing.”

	Blake sighed. “Dad may not be the easiest person to talk to, but he wouldn’t have walked you down the aisle at gunpoint. Sooner or later, he would have gotten the message.”

	“Really? You think he gives a shit about what I want? What about when he sided with Gabriel when he stole your girlfriend.”

	This had quickly descended into a sibling fight and I felt super awkward sitting in the middle of it. I got up and headed into the kitchen for some coffee.

	Thank goodness I never had to deal with that. I just fought with my mom instead.

	“…you’re so irresponsible,” Blake snapped.

	“Well, at least I had the courage to leave. You just stayed there and took all of Gabriel’s shit. He married your girlfriend and you even attended the wedding!”

	“Okay,” I said loudly, interrupting their argument. “Why don’t Liv and I go to my room and she can get something else to wear.” I motioned to the white dress she still wore.

	“Fine,” she muttered, stomping off toward my bedroom. 

	Blake clenched his hands into fists, looking ready to explode. “Just take a breath,” I told him. 

	He nodded, but I’d make sure we took our time to give him a chance to get it together.

	Liv stood by the window, arms crossed. “He’s such an ass,” she said.

	I held up my hands. “I’m not getting into the middle of it. Let me see if I have any clothes for you.”

	Opening my closet, I wondered if I would have anything that would fit her. She stood at least three inches shorter than me but had a much bigger chest. None of my shirts would fit.

	“Why are you helping us?” Liv asked, flopping onto my bed.

	A good question. One I didn’t entirely have an answer to. “Uh, well, I’ve heard what Raiden is like and I know the town so…”

	“Uh-huh. And its not because you’re screwing my brother.”

	My head jerked up, almost colliding with the closet door. “What?”

	She tapped her nose. “Werewolf, remember?”

	Well that’s not gross at all.

	“Sounds like a fun ability to have.”

	“It isn’t.”

	I unearthed an old black hoodie on the floor of the closet, that I assumed once belonged to a guy, though I couldn't remember who. Tossing it to her, I stood up. There might be some old sweatpants in the dresser. She wouldn’t be too fashionable, but she would blend in a lot better than in that dress.

	“He won’t stay, you know,” Liv said quietly.

	“Huh?” I found the sweatpants at the back of the bottom drawer and handed them to her.

	“Blake. He’ll go home with me. Nothing is going to come of whatever you guys have.”

	“We don’t have anything. We hooked up a couple of times. That’s it.”

	Standing up, she pulled the dress off over her head. I averted my gaze to the floor. I guess she wasn’t the shy type.

	“I see the way you look at him.”

	“I’m not looking at him any particular way,” I argued. 

	“Don’t get me wrong, despite what just happened, I love my brother. He’s always had my back. Unlike that dick, Gabe. But he rarely takes chances or goes after what he wants. He’ll go back home to Dad and play the dutiful son until he marries him off too.”

	And there I thought werewolves were the impulsive type. But I shouldn’t be upset, Liv was speaking the truth. 

	“He’s free to do whatever he wants. I have no interest in keeping him here.”

	She tugged the hoodie on, flicking her blonde hair out of the top. It dwarfed her, but at least she’d be warm. “Maybe you should. He should at least try something new.”

	“Is that what I am? A fad?”

	She pulled a face. “No, but you’re the first woman he has liked since Francine. That’s the ex. I can hardly run off to have my own life and not want the same thing for him.”

	I sighed. “In a few hours, you’ll both be back home. I think we should just leave it at that.”

	She stared at me for a moment, then shrugged. “Suit yourself. Guess you’re the same way.”

	“Uh, I’m not afraid to go after what I want. I left this town to do exactly that.”

	“Yeah, how did that work out for you?”

	If this having a sister was like this, I felt glad to be an only child. “Can we just focus on the getting you out of town before the psycho werewolf gets you part?”

	With a sneer, she trudged past me and back into the living room. I lingered a moment, still angry at what she said. Why push me and Blake together? And more importantly, why did I keep resisting?

	Because he doesn’t need someone like me in his life. He will be safer back home, even if he does have to lead a boring, normal life.

	 

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	We waited until close to midnight to execute our plan. After a certain time, everyone went home, eager to stay off the streets. The night crawlers, as I liked to call them, didn’t show themselves much. They stuck to the shadows, hunting small animals or just lurking. It’s why there wasn’t much of a nightlife in Nowhere. Even the bar closed before midnight. That way we didn’t risk running into anyone out on a hunt.

	The streets were empty I noticed as we left my apartment. I swore I could still smell the faint aroma of burnt flesh in the air, but I might have been imagining it.

	We got into Blake’s truck and I gave him directions. Though I insisted on taking my truck, he didn’t want to dig me in any deeper. This way, all the blame would be on him.

	With Liv huddled down in the back, we headed for the road out of town, with Blake gripping the wheel a little too tightly.

	With two main roads out of town, I chose the less used one. It ran along the south side, past some fields. Beyond the town lay a whole lot of nothing, for at least fifty miles in every direction. It’s a ward that repels most humans, unless they are actually looking for the town. Even then, they need to be met at the border. There are too many movies that show us what would happen if humans found out we existed. It isn’t worth the risk. 

	Supernaturals are free to come on in, though they have to inform the Council if they plan on staying beyond a few days. Once asylum is granted, they are free to find a place to live in town. I’m sure it’s grown quite a bit over the decades, particularly when most of the residents are lifers. And with supernaturals, lifers means a very long time. So far, the Council hadn’t imposed any sort of limit on them, but I guess that could change if we started to run out of room. 

	In all that time, I don’t know a lot of people who have actually left town. Even the residents who resolved their issues chose to stay on. I guess since they didn’t have to hide who they were, Nowhere became a better option than the human world. Since I could pass for human, except for the pesky stopping time ability, I always longed to be a part of it. I wanted the anonymity, the ability to blend into a crowd and not worry that people might be talking about me behind my back. I’m about as hated as the vampires around here.

	I still hadn’t told Blake and Liv about Reggie. There didn’t seem to be a point in making Liv feel worse about everything. Now we were minutes away from this whole thing being over. She could go back home and forget about this place. Though I’m sure she’d never forget about Bethany or her role in her death.

	She’ll just have to learn to live with it.

	Sooner or later, supernaturals do lose control of their powers or transformations and humans get caught in the crossfire. A lot of the time it isn’t deliberate. The supernatural world deals with those cases, deciding whether or not the supernatural did the deed deliberately. If they didn’t, they were advised to move far away from where the incident occurred. If they could have stopped it, they were assigned a punishment. Mostly it involved monitoring them. Sometimes they were locked up. Since I fell into a strange category, the supernatural authorities would probably let me off with a warning. The human police though, they would lock me away for years, even if they couldn’t prove how I killed that guard. Not to mention all the missing money.

	I never should have gone after Troy.

	“They’re going to catch us,” Liv said, snapping me from my thoughts.

	“Ssh. Stay quiet. I know what I’m doing,” I said. 

	Though I had to admit at this point I was just winging it. The cops would be waiting to see if she left town. My plan involved being able to freeze time, get by them as fast as possible, and then floor it. 

	I just hope they don’t see me or I won’t be able to come back here.

	Or did I want that? This could be my way out. If I had no choice, I would have nothing to feel guilty about. 

	Maybe Blake would let me stay with him.

	Glancing over at him, I knew I shouldn’t hope for something like that. I still didn’t need to get involved with a new guy. I’m better off on my own. Less people get hurt that way, including me.

	Out here in the dark, with the headlights off, they might not recognize the truck. At least Blake would have plausible deniability. And if they never got close enough, they’d never know about any of us.

	“Okay, they usually park in a side road up ahead. When we get close enough, I will freeze the area.” 

	And hopefully, freeze them in the process.

	“What if you freeze us?” Blake asked. Considering he had the wheel, I could understand his concern. What would happen if he froze? Would the truck freeze too? Or just him? I’ve never really done this with a moving vehicle involved. 

	Shit, what if I freeze both of them and time starts up right as we drive by them?

	“Do we really need that kind of negativity right now?” I asked. 

	Yes, it could happen. But if I hung out of the truck window, it shouldn’t affect Blake and Liv. I hoped. And if I really concentrated and aimed at the cops, it shouldn’t affect the truck either. Right? Damn, this was a bad idea. But I couldn’t turn back now.

	“Why can’t we just stop the truck and you sneak up and do your thing?” Liv asked.

	I turned to glare at her. “Because I can’t freeze them and get back to the truck in time. This is the only way we get a head start.”

	She pulled a face at me and sat back in her seat, crossing her arms.

	Spotting the road up ahead, I pulled myself up, sitting halfway through the window. As we got closer, I spotted the top of the cop car. 

	Please let this work.

	Concentrating, I threw my hand out toward the cop car as we passed it. I had time to glimpse the two cops inside, but I couldn’t see if they were frozen. They both sat with their windows open though, so it should have worked on them.

	Dropping back into my seat, I told Blake to floor it.

	A few seconds passed and the cops didn’t follow us. “I think we’re okay.”

	Blake looked relieved. I felt the same way. But at least now we could get the hell out of here without any more problems.

	And I need to stop coming up with these half assed plans.

	Blake crested a hill, and I could see the You Are Now Leaving Nowhere sign up ahead. Almost there.

	I just had time to see the headlights of another truck as it barrelled toward us from a side road, then it T-boned us. The truck spun wildly and we were thrown around the cab. 

	Liv screamed as Blake tried to get the truck under control. My head collided with the dash and I almost blacked out, as pain exploded through my head.

	We crashed through a fence and into a field, where we came to a stop. Groaning, I raised my hand to my forehead, finding blood. 

	That hurt.

	“Are you guys okay?” I asked.

	Blake groaned, trying to free himself from his seatbelt. “I think so. Liv?”

	Her hand slapped down on the back of my seat and she pulled herself up. 

	Pushing her hair back off her face, she said, “What the hell was that?” She hadn’t been wearing a seatbelt either. We were lucky we didn’t end up through the damn windshield.

	“Liv!” a voice cut through the quiet and Liv stiffened. 

	“It’s him. He’s come for me.”

	Raiden. I guess he wasn’t willing to let her go so easily. Though he really didn’t need to pull a stunt like that to get our attention. He could have just blocked the road.

	He's crazy. He doesn’t care who gets hurt.

	“What do we do?” Blake asked.

	“Run.”

	Almost falling out of the truck, I turned to drag Liv out after me, remembering at the last minute to grab Betty too. 

	I didn’t trust Liv not to go back to Raiden. Who knows what he had her programmed to do? She had already killed one person, we didn’t need her turning on us too.

	Blake struggled with his door, but realizing it was too badly damaged, he scooted across the seat and joined us on the passenger side. “Come on,” he urged.

	Grabbing Liv’s hand, he started running further into the field. I followed, glancing back to look for Raiden. No sign of him. He couldn’t miss us, which meant he…oh fuck!

	A growl came from behind us and I sped up. He wasn’t fighting fair. If he caught up to us in his werewolf state, he’d rip us to shreds. Wait, how the hell did he change? The crescent moon hanging overhead told me that this shouldn’t be possible. Or had the rules changed and no one bothered to tell me?

	I need to freeze him.

	Twenty-seven seconds might not be much of a head start when it came to a werewolf, but I’d take anything I could get, though it probably only delayed the inevitable.

	M was right. I never should have gotten involved.

	Another growl came from right behind me. Spinning, I threw my hand up just as a dark shape slammed into me. Time froze, just as we both hit the ground.

	“Ow,” I groaned. 

	The wolf’s face came to a stop, inches from mine, mouth open ready to bite me. I tried to wriggle free, but he had me pinned against the ground.

	When time unfreezes, he’s going to kill me.

	Fear flooded through me, as I struggled to escape. How many seconds had passed already? I lost count.

	“Nissa?” Blake called.

	“Here. I’m stuck!” I yelled. 

	Twisting my body, I tried to get through the gap under the wolf’s arm. Hands grabbed me and dragged me free. 

	“Are you okay?” Blake asked.

	Brushing myself off, I said, “Not really. We don’t have much time.” I spotted Betty on the ground and bent to pick her up.

	Blake stayed where he was. 

	“We need to go.”

	“He’ll be on us in seconds.” Kneeling down, he picked up a rock. Holding it over his head, he stood over the wolf. The second Raiden unfroze, the confusion kept him busy for a few seconds until Blake smashed the rock into his skull. He went down hard, his body going limp.

	“Move!”

	The field we were in lay a fair distance from town, but if we could get back, we might be able to hide somewhere. I doubted that rock would have killed Raiden, not in his wolf state. Which meant we didn’t have long before he healed. Werewolves can recover from most injuries as long as there is no major damage to vital organs. Somehow, I doubted Raiden’s brain counted as a vital organ for him.

	We reached the end of the field, to find a barbed wire fence surrounding it. Blake whipped off his jacket and placed it over the top so we could climb over without cutting ourselves. 

	Liv went first, snagging my hoodie in the process. Swearing, she yanked it free, tearing the material. 

	Guess I won’t be getting that back.

	As I swung my leg over, I looked back over the field. Nothing moved. Maybe we got lucky and Blake actually killed Raiden. 

	Serves him right.

	Even if he had, we would still need to return to town with the truck totalled. I could use my truck, though I didn’t like the idea of being spotted with two fugitives. I guess we could always steal a car. Accessory to murder would get me a hefty enough sentence, a little grand theft auto thrown on top wouldn’t make much difference.

	“I can’t run anymore,” Liv moaned.

	“We’re not stopping,” Blake said. 

	I wondered if we should have headed in the direction of the cops instead of town. At least they had guns. Though they’d probably end up getting eaten and Abernathy would find some way to blame me for it. It would certainly mean more fighting and plenty of innocent people could be hurt in the process.

	No, our best option was to keep moving. If we could get indoors, we might be able to outlast Raiden. If he found a way to change, it might not last long. Transforming took a lot out of werewolves. He could tire quickly and we’d have a better chance at taking him down.

	Trampling through the mud, I kept listening for the sound of angry growls in my ear again. What was so special about Liv that he came to retrieve her himself? It seemed like something he would make his Pack do. Unless he had decided to keep his newfound ability to himself. It’s why werewolves were always seen as lower than vampires in the supernatural hierarchy. Vampires didn’t have to transform, they were always vampires. Though not being able to go out in the sun kind of evened things out.

	We reached the edge of the next field. Almost back to town. As I climbed up onto the wooden fence, howls split the night air. Multiple howls. 

	“Oh fuck,” I whispered. He did bring the Pack. At least some of them. They were still a good distance from us, but they would catch up fast. Maybe they stopped to pick up their master.

	If he is dead, they’re going to be really pissed.

	Blake helped me down off the fence. “Think you can freeze them if they get close?”

	All of them at once? I’ve never tried it on that many moving targets before. “I don’t know if it will work on all of them. Just keep moving.”

	I should have listened to M.

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	 

	We arrived back in town, but we weren’t safe yet. If we didn’t find somewhere to barricade ourselves in, we were dead meat. I couldn’t really distinguish between the howls, but at a guess, we were facing at least half a dozen werewolves. Werewolves who were all able to change despite the phase of the moon. 

	“Any idea how they’ve transformed,” I asked Blake.

	“No. I’ve heard rumors about some rare plant that can bring on the transformation, but I’ve never seen it used.”

	Great, they were probably growing it along with the tomatoes up at the damn commune. Whatever they used, they were taking a huge risk. If Abernathy found out he’d get rid of them all. At least knowing they were going to change one night a month gave people the chance to lock themselves in for the night. That’s why everyone knew when the full moon occurred. Though the only time I remember a wolf coming into the main part of town would have been when I was very young. I was asleep in the trailer when I heard a growling noise outside my window. Not knowing any better, I got up and opened the window.

	Outside, a thick fog covered everything but I could see something moving in it. It kept darting across the ground, still growling. As it got closer, I thought it was a large dog. I stupidly called out to it. Mom refused to get me a pet, but I figured that maybe a neighbor’s dog had gotten loose and I could befriend it.

	It went still, then turned toward the sound of my voice. That’s when I realized it wasn’t a dog. Or at least not a friendly one.

	Mom heard me and came racing into the room. She slammed the window shut and dragged me into the closet. We sat in there for an hour as the werewolf tried to get inside the trailer. It failed, thank God. After that, I got a long lecture about the things that go bump in the night and how it’s a bad idea to draw their attention. I learned my lesson. These days I just have sex with werewolves instead.

	“Maybe I should go to him,” Liv said.

	“Not a chance,” Blake snapped. He dragged her to the nearest building and tried the door. Locked.

	“Nothing is open in this part of town this late,” I said. 

	The bar lay on the other side of town, along with my apartment. I wracked my brain, trying to think of anywhere else. No sane person would let us into their home, especially if they heard the howling. Though that might work in our favor because they might have called the cops. As much as I didn’t want to end up in a cell, I’d take it over being torn apart by wolves.

	Then it hit me. “Oh, I know where we might be able to hide. The school.”

	“That’s not going to be open,” Liv said.

	“No, but there’s a gap in the fence at the back and a faulty catch on one of the doors. It’s how I used to sneak in and trash…I mean, so I’ve heard.” It’s been a while, but I’m sure nothing has changed and it beat running ourselves into the ground.

	Blake looked skeptical. “I don’t know. That was a long time ago.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “Not that long. And I know the janitor. He leaves it like that because it allows him to sneak out for a smoke without being noticed.”

	They still looked hesitant, but surely they didn’t want to stand around out here.

	“It’s the school, which is one block that way, or we will have to go all the way across town to my place.”

	“I can’t run anymore,” Liv said. She looked on the verge of collapse.

	“Fine, let’s try it. All the scents might offer us some cover,” Blake said. 

	We raced for the school. I agreed with Liv about no more running. Exhaustion hit me like a brick and I just wanted to lie down for a while. Or a few days.  

	I’ve never used my ability so much before, I felt drained. Did I have limits? As a kid, I tested it, but only when I thought I could get away with it. Even with Troy, it only ever became necessary when we stole something. Did this happen to full wizards too? 

	The school stood up ahead, along with its own bad memories. I hated this place. 

	Pulling the wire fence back, I let Liv go through first, followed by Blake. The fact that it hadn’t been fixed made me feel more confident that the door might still be broken too. Since there weren’t a lot of kids in town, the school didn’t get a lot of funding. The building housed all the grades, really only there to offer babysitting to the supernaturals with kids. Even the teachers didn’t care. I scraped by with my high school diploma and no more and mostly because of M’s help. College certainly wasn’t an option for me, not when I didn’t have any money to get me there.

	The door lay on the far side of the building and opened onto part of the parking lot. I spent a lot of time sneaking around, breaking into places as a kid and not just for food. A misspent youth had its advantages sometimes.

	Blake grabbed the door handle and tugged. “It’s not opening.”

	“There’s a knack to it.” Grabbing the handle, I yanked it up, then out and the door opened. “Voila.”

	We hurried inside. At least this might buy us some time until the morning. 

	Moving slowly down the hallway, I tried to think of the best place to hide. If we barricaded ourselves in a classroom, it might keep them out, but it left us with one exit. On the other hand, the cafeteria had food and multiple exits. Along with multiple windows. Decisions, decisions.

	I looked into some of the rooms as we passed. “Oh, wait! The teacher’s lounge. We should go there. It has two exits.”

	“Lead the way,” Blake said.

	The teacher’s lounge lay on the east side of the building. I knew it had two exits because I once broke in and covered every surface in shaving cream. What can I say, I got bored easily? And Mr. Tucker never should have given me that detention.

	Once inside, we locked both doors. They both opened out into the hall, so less chance of a werewolf busting one of them open. Liv sat down on one of the seats. “Does anyone have any water?”

	I checked the mini fridge in the corner. No water just some expired yogurt. “There is a vending machine down the hall.”

	“I’ll go,” Blake said. “I’ll get us some snacks too.”

	He left the room before I could argue. I guess he just wanted something to do.

	“How are you doing? “ I asked Liv as I double checked we were secure.

	“This is all my fault. All of it.” She put her head in her hands.

	“You didn’t know what Raiden would do.”

	She looked up at me, her blue eyes wide. “Look, if Raiden does get to us, just get out of his way and let him take me.”

	“I doubt your brother will let that happen.”

	“Then do your freaky time thing on him. I mean it. No one else gets hurt because of me.”

	“It won’t come to that,” I muttered, giving Betty a few practice swings. I understood what she was saying but if I let Raiden take her, Blake would never forgive me.

	We waited for Blake to return. How long did it take to grab some snacks? Did he get lost or did something happen?

	“I should go check on Blake,” I said.

	Liv got up. “Do you think Raiden got him?”

	“I’m sure it’s nothing. Stay here.”

	A door slammed somewhere in the distance. We both froze. Liv grabbed my arm. “Is it him?” she whispered.

	I don’t know why she was asking me, I couldn’t tell from here. “We need to find Blake.”

	He had to have heard the door too. Edging to the end of the hallway, we peeked around the corner. Nothing there. A werewolf wouldn’t be hard to spot in here.

	“Let’s go down here,” I said, pointing to the stairs. It led to the gym and there might be a few places to hide there.

	I hurried down, only to realize that Liv hadn’t followed me. “Shit.”

	Racing back up the stairs, I found the hallway empty. 

	Where did she go?

	Damn werewolves, always so stubborn. I heard a thump in the opposite direction. She must have run off. Maybe she smelled Blake and ran after him. Knowing it would be better to stick together, I ran after her. 

	I swear she better not have run back to Raiden.

	That’s what brainwashed people did though, right? The asshole controlling them clicked their fingers and they went running.

	If she’s joined team dark side I’m going to be so pissed. 

	“Liv,” I called softly. 

	The door to the auditorium lay open. Did she go in there? Did Blake? There were no vending machines in there, so why would he?

	Maybe Liv wanted to find somewhere to hide. Stepping into the room, I found that I couldn’t see much. No windows. I didn’t like the idea of venturing into the darkness, not if I didn’t know she was in there.

	“Liv?” I whispered.

	A noise from the front of the room drew me in, though I had a hard time telling what it was. A gasp? A sigh? The heating switching on? It could be anything.

	Sticking to the stairs in the middle, I moved one step at a time, ready to run if anything leaped out at me.

	If Liv was in here, why wasn’t she speaking? It must have been something else that made that noise. 

	Or Raiden transformed back and has his hand over her mouth.

	Pausing halfway down the steps, I held my breath, listening for any sound that would give her away. 

	Nothing. I should just get out of here and find Blake. He’d be able to track her better than I could.

	A soft growl came from behind me and I immediately dropped to my knees behind the chairs. It came from the doorway. My only way out.

	I’ve trapped myself. Damn it.

	Peeking over the seat, I could see a shadow fill the doorway.

	Ducking down out of sight, I put a hand to my head. It had stopped bleeding, but it throbbed badly. Could it smell the blood? 

	That’s sharks, idiot. It doesn’t need to smell your blood it can smell everything else.

	Crouched in the dark, I didn’t know what to do. If I crawled further in I would meet a wall. 

	At least I still had Betty, though she wouldn’t be much defense against a werewolf. 

	Peeking out again, I heard the click of nails a few feet away and quickly pulled back. It was getting closer. It could be Raiden or one of his cronies. Either way, I would be dead meat if it caught me. I couldn’t outrun that thing and somehow, I didn’t think Blake was going to ride in on his white charger and rescue me.

	Shit, I can’t end up as werewolf chow. 

	Taking a deep breath, I jumped up and threw out my hands to freeze it. The werewolf came to a standstill and I made a run for the door. I reached it as a wave of dizziness hit me. I couldn’t keep doing this or I might collapse.

	Recovering, I hurried down the hall. We needed to get the hell out of here before we were caught.

	I kept turning corners, searching for either of them. How could they both just disappear like this? Did they both leave the building? Or did Raiden and his pals kill them?

	I should get outside. If they’re still alive, I’m sure they’ll catch up to me.

	Turning the next corner, I jumped when I found someone leaning against the wall. 

	“Liv! There you are,” I said, grabbing her hand. “We need to find Blake.”

	She swayed on the spot, looking ashen. “I think you should…”

	I didn’t have time for her to have another meltdown. “What? What’s wrong?”

	“Run,” she whispered. 

	Fur erupted over her body as her eyes glowed a pale yellow. Her bones in her back cracked loudly as she transformed in front of me.

	“Oh shit.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	 

	Shit, shit, shit.

	Tearing down the hallway, I skidded around a corner, almost falling into a display case. My shoes squeaked against the linoleum floor as I desperately searched for an exit. Liv stayed close behind, ready to pounce.

	How did she change? Did Raiden get to her? It had to be him. Which meant a different werewolf cornered me in the auditorium.

	The other werewolf…

	As if on cue, he appeared in front of me. Moving too fast to stop and with Liv right behind me, I did the only thing I could. With a squeal, I dropped into a skid, sailing past the werewolf, who turned to follow me, right before Liv collided with him. They both went down, landing in a growling heap on the floor.

	Getting to my feet, I ran for the nearest exit. Crashing into the door, I came out in the playground outside for the younger kids. The door closed behind me and I stopped for a moment to catch my breath. I had no idea where Blake had gotten to and I couldn’t risk going back inside to find him. Maybe I could look from the outside. Assuming that the wolves hadn’t killed him.

	Moving around the side of the building, I checked each window as I went, but I couldn’t see him anywhere. Did Raiden get him? He had to be the one who dosed Liv again. She didn’t change of her own accord.

	I heard more growls up ahead, along with some other noises. Dropping low, my back against the wall, I inched forward for a better look. I found two more werewolves near the swing set and they were fighting with someone. No, two someones.

	 Is one of them Blake?

	I could barely make them out in the darkness, but the speed with which they moved told me they were definitely supernatural. And if they were fighting werewolves then that likely meant they were vampires.

	Great, they’re already fighting. If this escalates, they could tear the town apart.

	A yelp filled the air as one of the vampires got the upper hand and ripped one of the werewolves throats out. He dropped to the ground, transforming back to his human form as he did. I couldn’t really make out his face, but he looked much too small to be Raiden. 

	Wishful thinking.

	The two vampires went after the remaining werewolf, closing in on him. I knew who I was rooting for.

	I didn’t know if the werewolf felt fear, but it certainly didn’t back down. It lunged at the vampire on the right and clamped down on his arm. He responded by biting the werewolf in the side of the neck, ripping a chunk of flesh free. Blood sprayed up and the werewolf tried to retreat. The second vamp went in for the killing blow and another body hit the floor.

	As much as I hated the idea of them killing each other in our town, I had to admit they had done me a favor. Unfortunately, the other werewolf looked female. Which meant that slimeball Raiden could still be around here.

	“Someone’s here,” one of the vampires said.

	I got to my feet as the two vampires moved toward me, slowly, like they were about to pounce on their prey. They weren’t allowed to kill anyone in town, but they did just murder two wolves. Why stop there?

	“Who are you?” one asked.

	I’ve seen him around, but never spoken to him. The other one I didn’t recognize. 

	“Uh, no one. The wolves went nuts and tried to kill me, so I guess you guys saved my life.”

	They shared a look. “Maybe we don’t want any witnesses.”

	“Guys, seriously, I’m not a fan of the wolves. I saw nothing.” 

	I didn’t think I had it in me to freeze them. Unless I broke Betty and used her to stake them, then I didn’t really have a defense. But of course, I would never be quick enough to do that anyway.

	“Kill her,” the one on the right said. “We can blame the wolves like they tried to blame us.”

	I backed up, hitting the wall behind me. My heart in my throat, I found myself trapped.

	“Stop!” a voice commanded. 

	The vampires quickly turned as Ronan stepped out of the shadows. “What the hell is going on here?”

	“We were just…”

	“The wolves started it.” They tried to protest, but Ronan didn’t seem interested in their excuses.

	“They’re trying to lure us into a fight, you idiots! That way they can get us all exiled.”

	The two vamps exchanged sheepish looks. Ronan motioned to the bodies. “Clean up this mess.”

	They obeyed as Ronan focused his attention on me. “Should I even ask?”

	Letting out a relieved sigh, I said, “Best not to.”

	He nodded. “Hey, idiots,” he called, “she’s off limits. Understood?”

	They replied with a chorus of ‘yes, sirs’. 

	“Thank you,” I said. He didn’t owe me anything, but it was nice to know he didn’t consider me an enemy.

	“Get out of here before anyone shows up.” He turned and headed toward the wolves to help with the clean up.

	Knowing I might not get a better chance, I headed back to the fence. I just had to hope that Blake got out and had the common sense to get somewhere safe. 

	Glass smashed somewhere and I figured one of the other wolves had escaped from the school. Sure enough, it came bounding around the side of the building. I didn’t know if it was Liv, but I couldn’t rely on the vamps helping in case it was. Especially since they would likely kill her. 

	Ducking through the gap in the fence, I started running. It slowed her down as she scaled it, but soon she appeared right behind me. Or him. Either way, I needed to move.

	Weaving through the streets, I desperately searched for somewhere to hide. There had to be a store or a house that I could get into. 

	Something hit me hard from behind. I fell but managed to cling to Betty, as claws sank into my back. They retracted and I groaned in pain. The wounds probably weren’t deep, but they stung like a bitch.

	Turning over, I found Liv, I assumed, ready to snap my head off. When she tried to chomp on me, I put Betty between us. Liv’s jaws caught on the bat as she tried to bite me. Thick, hot saliva dripped from her mouth onto my face. 

	Gross.

	Though that was the least of my problems right now. I tried to push her back, but I didn’t have the strength. If she got those teeth into my neck, it would be game over for me.

	Pulling my right leg up, I managed to plant my foot against her chest and pushed hard. She staggered back a step before lunging again. Betty seemed to move of her own accord, the end swung around to point at Liv and a blast of pure white energy erupted from the wood and struck Liv in the chest, knocking her down. She tumbled ass over head and lay dazed on the ground.

	“What the fuck?” I whispered, staring at Betty in awe. “Did that come from me or you?”

	No time to wonder, I needed to get out of here before she recovered. Staggering to my feet, I ran again. I wouldn’t last much longer. Why wasn’t there anywhere to hide?

	Rounding a corner, my arm struck a dumpster and Betty slipped from my grasp. As terrible as I felt about it, I couldn’t stop to get her back, so I kept running.

	I’ll come back for you. If I survive this.

	More growling filled the air as Liv recovered. It didn’t look like she would stop. What if the only way to stop her was to kill her? My stomach clenched at the thought. I didn’t want to kill anyone, but if it came down to her or me then I would defend myself.

	There has to be another way. I just need to find it.

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	 

	Running across the street at full speed, I tried to think of the best place to hide. I couldn’t outrun a werewolf forever, but I might be able to lock myself away somewhere until she changed back.

	Rounding the corner of the supermarket, I paused to catch my breath. An empty parking lot lay ahead of me. Nowhere to hide. The best I could do was climb a tree. Wait, climb!

	A howl cut through the air and I felt my heart pound in my chest. “Shit.”

	That’s when I spotted it. A ladder on the side of the building. A werewolf couldn’t climb a ladder right? 

	Only one way to find out.

	Racing for the dumpster that sat beside it, I heaved myself up onto it and jumped, catching the end of the ladder. Pulling myself up, I scrabbled up onto the roof.

	Just as I rolled out of sight, I heard Liv growl below. I’d decided it had to be her. The other wolf looked bigger, with darker fur and I didn’t think Raiden had joined this fight yet. 

	Lying there, I wondered where Blake had gotten to. He might be able to handle himself better against Liv than I could. Would she recognize him while shifted? Maybe by scent, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t rip his head off given half a chance. I really should have paid more attention when we were learning about them in class. Or you know, shown up at all.

	Liv roared and I heard her slam into the dumpster. Did she hit it? The scrabbling of nails on brick dangerously close to my head revealed what she was actually doing. 

	“Oh shit,” I cried. I just had time to roll away as she appeared on the roof beside me. She climbed the fucking building!

	Getting to my feet, I backed away, hands raised. I could blast her or freeze her, but neither would do much good. She would recover quickly and I couldn’t run forever. 

	This is it. I am going to die on this rooftop.

	“Liv, please,” I said.

	She swiped a claw at me, almost catching me in the chest. I didn’t have a choice. I could think of only one way to ‘fix’ this. But it was risky as hell and I could kill her in the process. 

	Better her than me.

	It sounded harsh, but I didn’t have a choice. Though I needed to freeze time one final time to hold her still. Did I have enough in me to do it? As she lunged at me, I threw up my hands, giving it everything. She came to a standstill, jaws open wide. Swaying on the spot, I didn’t think I had enough to finish this.

	I can do this. I have to.

	Reaching out, I grabbed her arm. Paw? Whatever. Closing my eyes, I tried to focus my power. The last time I did this, a man died. This time had to be different. My hands started to tingle. Opening my eyes, I found a blue glow emanating from them. Did that mean it was working? Would this kill me?

	It took all my strength to hold my power in check as I aged Liv. Or rather her body. If I could get her to the point where the drugs wore off, she would shift back and this would be over.

	Time resumed and she grunted but didn’t attack. She seemed stunned as the blue glow covered her now. I watched as the fur retreated and she returned to her human form. The second she did, I yanked my hands back and she collapsed face down onto the roof.

	“Liv?”

	Tentatively, I rolled her over, breathing a sigh of relief when I saw that she didn’t look any older. It looked like I had moved time forward a few hours only. 

	Pressing two fingers to her neck, I found a rapid pulse rate. At least she was alive. This could have ended so differently. 

	My eyes rolled into my head and I face planted onto the roof. 

	 

	***

	 

	Ten Years Ago

	 

	“There’s something wrong with that girl.”

	I tried to ignore the comments as I worked my shift at the supermarket. It turned out there were easier ways to get food, like earning money to buy it. Unfortunately, I had to put up with comments like that from the locals. Ignoring their stares, I kept stocking the shelves, wishing it my shift would end already, but I still had forty minutes left.

	“Her mom’s a psycho. Never leaves that trailer and drinks like a fish.”

	My grip tightened around a can of peaches. I should lob this at the old lady’s head and see how she liked that.

	“I heard the father was…one of them…” the other woman whispered loud enough for me to hear.

	What the hell does she mean by that? Does she know what I am?

	I already figured out for myself that I was a half wizard. I spent many hours at the local library so I could use their computers. But it didn’t answer the million or so other questions I had about myself and where I came from. I had no one I really trusted to talk about those things either. Except M. She actually listened, though she didn’t know much about wizards either. Why would she? They were so rare, they might as well be a myth.

	“Looks like she could use a good wash too.”

	That did it. I may not have great clothes, but I was clean. I took a shower just this morning. My hair just looked a mess because I couldn’t afford luxuries like styling gel. And I may have lost my hairbrush.

	Slamming the peaches down on the shelf, I turned and froze the women. Marching toward them, I considered what to do to them. Since I didn’t have much time, I decided the most suitable punishment would be to take their wallets. Quickly rummaging through their purses, I pocketed both and hurried back to the shelf. They wouldn’t know until they went to pay for their groceries and since I never went anywhere near them, they wouldn’t suspect me.

	I guess I should feel some guilt, but they deserved it. The gossip mongers always seemed to target me. I couldn’t help what my mother did. I did my best to distance myself from her as much as possible. I just needed to save up enough money and then I could get far away from her.  

	That won’t stop the gossips.

	Perhaps not, but if I got out of Nowhere, I wouldn’t have to hear it.

	Time restarted and the two bitches moved to the next aisle. I could still hear them talking, but did my best to drown them out by putting the cans down extra hard. 

	“Careful with those cans,” Mr. Bratton, the manager snapped as he passed me with his clipboard.

	“Yes, Mr. Bratton,” I said in a monotone. He already hated me, no point in giving him a reason to fire me.

	Not long after, a shriek went up from one of the women as she realized her wallet was missing. 

	I tried to hide the smile on my face. A moment later, the other woman started shrieking too. Mr. Bratton tried to placate them, but they were having none of it.

	“Perhaps you dropped them somewhere,” he suggested as they came back into my aisle. 

	Keeping my eyes on the shelf in front of me, I tried to act natural. The wallets were currently tucked under each armpit. Something I learned a while back, never put them anywhere obvious.

	“They were in our purses. Someone has taken them. You!”

	I didn’t have to look up to know the finger had been pointed at me. Turning, I did my best to look innocent. “Huh?”

	“She has something to do with it, I know it,” the old hag said.

	Mr. Bratton tried to calm the situation. “I’m sure you are mistaken.”

	“Damn right they are. I haven’t been anywhere near them,” I said. And if they checked CCTV, they would see that, since time stopped for it too.

	The taller of the two glared at me with her watery blue eyes. “She’s been arrested for stealing before. I can’t believe you would hire someone like her.”

	Mr. Bratton’s eyes widened. I might have left that off my resume. Though since I was never convicted, it didn’t really count. “Is this true?”

	“No!” 

	The shorter one moved forward, jabbing a bony finger into my chest. “Empty your pockets.”

	I resisted the urge to snap her finger and turned my pockets inside out to show they were completely empty. “See?”

	“She’s stashed them somewhere.” She started checking the shelf in case I had shoved the wallets behind the canned peaches.

	“Ladies, please, perhaps we can check the CCTV and see if anyone got near your purses.” He motioned for them to follow him into the back, but instead, the shorter one grabbed my arm. 

	“This one is the culprit…” she trailed off as the wallet dropped from under my arm and onto the floor. “I knew it!”

	Mr. Bratton turned an unhealthy shade of puce. “What have you done?”

	I had no defense. They caught me red handed. Moving back, I bumped into the shelf and the other wallet slipped to the floor too, dislodged by the sweat building up there.

	“Call the police,” the taller one demanded. 

	“Oh I will. You are coming with me,” Mr. Bratton said. He grabbed my arm and attempted to drag me to his office. 

	Lashing out with my foot, I caught him in the shin. 

	“You little bitch,” he cried as I turned and ran from the store.

	I ran until I reached M’s house. Collapsing against the front door, I started to cry. How could I be so stupid? I would never get off with a warning this time. They would send me to jail. Why did I keep screwing everything up? 

	“Nissa?”

	I looked up to find M heading my way. She must have been out somewhere. Unable to speak, I just sat there sniffing.

	M sat down beside me. “What happened?”

	“I fucked up.”

	“Whatever happened I’m sure we can sort it out.”

	I shook my head. “Not this time. I’ve lost my job and I’m going to end up in jail. But I swear I was just trying to get back at them.”

	“Back at who?”

	“These two old women at the supermarket. They were talking shit about me, loud enough for me to hear. I got angry and I…froze them and stole their wallets.”

	M sighed. “Nissa.”

	“I know, I’m so stupid.”

	She took my hand in hers. “You’re not stupid, you just have a habit of acting before thinking. Look, I’d love to live in a world where horrible people get a dose of instant karma, but it’s not your job to dish it out. Where are the wallets now?”

	“They have them. They figured out that I did it and found the wallets.”

	“No way of denying it then. I guess there’s only one thing to do.”

	“Leave town?”

	“No, we go down to the police station and explain what happened.”

	My head snapped up. “Are you crazy? They’ll lock me up.”

	“Not necessarily. You apologize, admit what you did and maybe we can convince them to give you community service. No one got hurt and they got their money back.”

	How could she suggest something like that? I didn’t need to confess anything, I needed to get my ass on the next bus out of town. “No. The Sheriff hates me, he will lock me up. I don’t want to go to jail.”

	M put her arm around me. “I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure that doesn’t happen. You’re still a kid.”

	“They could put me in juvie.”

	“They won’t. Let me work my magic on the Sheriff. I promise I’ll stay with you the entire time.”

	Despite how scared I felt, she made me feel better. Having someone willing to fight my corner was still something I needed to get used to. 

	Wiping at my eyes, I nodded. “Fine, but if they do lock me up, I’m using my power and escaping.”

	She helped me up and together we made our way to the police station.

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty

	 

	“Nissa!” Blake yelled rousing me.

	Groaning, I rolled onto my back, every muscle aching. How long had I been out? Liv still lay nearby, so probably not that long. 

	I shouldn’t have used more power, it could have killed me.

	Crawling to the edge of the roof, I spotted Blake jogging down the street in my direction. 

	“Up here!” I called. My voice sounded so weak.

	It took a lot of effort to get to my feet. I took a huge risk with what I did to Liv. I wouldn’t be trying that again any time soon. 

	You could have killed her.

	And she could have killed me, so I guess we were even. That didn’t change the enormous relief I felt that it worked out okay.

	Moving to her side, I checked that she still had a pulse. I’d need Blake’s help to get her down off the roof. I didn’t even have anything to cover her with.

	A thump came from below as Blake hopped onto the dumpster and a moment later, he joined me on the roof. “Nissa, we have to…Oh my God. Liv!” He raced to her side. “What did you do to her?”

	I didn’t like his tone. “Nothing. Well, I kind of sped up time for her, until the drugs were out of her system, then she passed out. But she’s fine.” 

	I hope.

	He took off his jacket and draped it over her. “I thought you could only make time stop.”

	“Apparently not.” I didn’t want to get into it with him, it was far too complicated. “What happened to you back at the school?”

	He had cuts on his face and a torn shirt but otherwise seemed okay. “One of the wolves cornered me when I went to the vending machine. I tried to lead him away from you two. Then he attacked and I had to...” he trailed off.

	“You did what you had to,” I said. One less wolf to worry about, but how many were left?

	“I’m not sure where the others went. The one I...it wasn’t Raiden.”

	“Some vamps took down two of them outside the school. Neither of them were Raiden either. I think he must have been in the school and dosed Liv again which is why she changed. But I don’t understand why he’s hiding. Why not come out and finish us off?” He had plenty of opportunity when I was lying unconscious.

	Blake snorted angrily. “He probably wants to see what happens first. Let Liv take us out and then he can take her back to the commune.”

	That coward. That way he could blame it all on Liv. But his days were numbered here now. Someone had to have heard the wolves, seen something. If it got back to Abernathy he would investigate. 

	And what? They could transform right in front of him and he still wouldn’t be able to figure it out. 

	We really needed a decent police force in this town. Or not. Otherwise they might have arrested us all by now. 

	 “We need to get out of here. I’m sure the cops will be looking for us. And if Raiden does show up, I’d rather not be out in the open like this.”

	“Yeah. You climb down, I’ve got Liv.” He scooped her up.

	I did as he asked, my knees trembling the whole way, wondering how he would get down with her. He’d need to put her over his shoulder or…

	A moment later, he landed beside me with Liv in his arms. 

	“Whoa.”

	He grimaced. “It’s murder on the legs. But the quickest way down. Where to?”

	I had to say I was impressed.

	“I guess you can come to my place until she wakes up and then we’ll try to get out of town again.”

	Déjà vu all over again. Who knew it was so hard to leave this hellhole?

	I didn’t like the idea of returning to my apartment, especially if Raiden followed us there, but I didn’t have a choice. If I didn’t lie down soon, I would collapse again.

	As we emerged from the alley, a dark figure leaped at us. We were both knocked to the ground as Raiden, still in his wolf form, stood over us, teeth bared. At least I assumed it was him. 

	I threw up my hands, but nothing happened. Speeding up time for Liv had drained me. We were screwed.

	Rather than attack though, Raiden transformed back into his human form. 

	“How the hell did you do that?” Blake asked. 

	Wolves didn’t have that much control and the transformation usually knocked them out, but Raiden was still standing. And very naked.

	Gross.

	“You took what is mine!” he spat.

	He looked to Liv, but Blake got up and stood in front of her. “You are not touching my sister, asshole.”

	“I’ll take what I want. This town belongs to me now. I can make my wolves transform at will, thanks to a little secret ingredient. I’ll take over Nowhere, get rid of all the riff raff and I’ll do it with a beautiful blonde by my side. I’ll need someone to bear my children.”

	Blake punched him hard in the face. I was glad one of us did it. This delusional fuck thought he could take over the entire town? Is that what he was cooking up?

	That’s why he wanted the vampires blamed.

	If they were driven out, there wouldn’t be a lot of other supernaturals who could go up against them. He’d have his own army and a town at his mercy.

	Raiden recovered and threw a punch of his own. It knocked Blake off his feet. “You can’t beat me. I’m superior to you.”

	He wasn’t superior, he was juicing. Whatever he had taken made him stronger. Blake might not be able to beat him.

	And I can’t freeze him.

	So what? It didn’t make me helpless. Looking around, I found a glass bottle lying in the road. Grabbing it, I leaped up and swung it at the back of Raiden’s head. It shattered, but he didn’t even seem to notice. 

	Turning, he grinned, then backhanded me, sending me flying across the road. I hit the ground and rolled across the asphalt. Coming to a stop, I groaned in pain. 

	I’m going to feel that for a while.

	I heard grunting from Blake. Raising my head, I saw Raiden pummelling him. If only I had Betty. Maybe she could zap him like she did Liv. But I dropped her back in that alley.

	“Blake,” I cried as I heard a crunch when Raiden’s fist connected with his nose. I couldn’t let that asshole kill him.

	Pressing my palms against the road, I pushed myself up. I couldn’t take him on one on one, I needed a weapon or something to…My hand brushed something on the ground. Picking it up, I stared in shock at…Betty? 

	It can’t be.

	Turning it around, I checked the engraving. It was her. But I dropped her blocks away, how could she have gotten here?

	Worry about it later. 

	I had Betty, but would I be able to do what I did before? Standing behind Raiden, I pointed Betty at him. Nothing happened. Shit.

	With no other option, I ran forward and swung the bat at his head as hard as I could. He staggered slightly, turning to face me. “Nice try, bitch.”

	I backed off, keeping the bat between us, but his attention was now firmly on me. A quick glance at Blake told me that he was unconscious. There was no one left to help me.

	“I’m going to enjoy this,” he growled, as fur sprouted from his body. He transformed again and I knew my luck had run out. I couldn’t run, couldn’t stop time, he was going to kill me right here in the street. 

	What a way to go.

	My right hand started to tingle. The skin on my hand, the one holding the bat, started to glow with a white light. 

	“What the…?”

	Right as Raiden launched himself at me, the energy exploded from my hand, down the bat and out the end of Betty. It struck him in the chest with enough force to lift him off his feet and hurl him into the wall of a nearby shop, ten feet away. His unconscious form dropped to the ground.

	My legs gave out and I fell to my knees. Where did that come from? At least I had my answer now. It wasn’t Betty, it came from me. Or maybe both of us. I created the power and she seemed to channel it. 

	Have I always been able to do that? Or is my power growing?

	As much as I’d like to sit and obsess over it, I’m sure the police would be alerted to the fight. We needed to get the hell out of here. 

	I staggered over to Blake, dropping to my knees beside him. Liv lay on her side nearby, still unconscious. My own head spun, but I needed to get them somewhere safe first.

	“Blake? Get up, quick.”

	He groaned as his eyelids fluttered open. “Where’s Raiden?”

	I glanced over at him. He wasn’t waking up anytime soon, though at least he had changed back to his human form.

	“Out cold. Come on, get up.”

	I helped him to sit up. Blood covered his face from where he had been hit. Raiden really did a number on him. “Are you okay?”

	He groaned. “I think so.” 

	A flashing blue light drew my attention, I looked up to see a cruiser screech to a halt. Grabbing Blake’s arm, I tried to urge him to his feet. Time seemed to slow down as I watched one of the deputies get out of the car and point his gun at us. He yelled something, but it took a moment for my brain to process it. 

	Get down?

	Why would we need to get...?

	A growl reached me and a shot rang out. I had time to turn as Raiden’s body dropped to the sidewalk, a bullet hole in his chest. He slowly transformed to his human form and it didn’t look like he would be getting back up again.

	I didn’t even hear him get up or transform. He could have killed us both.

	I quickly lost my fight against exhaustion and slumped forward, passing out on top of Blake.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-One

	 

	“Do you want to tell me what the hell happened tonight?” Abernathy asked. He sat with his hands on the table, staring me down like I found him intimidating. He was wasting his time.

	Sitting across from him in the interrogation room, exhaustion overwhelmed me. I wasn’t unconscious for long before Blake woke me. By that time, more cops had arrived and we were hauled down to the station. Blake tried to fight them, but I convinced him to cooperate. With Raiden dead, Liv would be safe until we figured a way out of this.

	Using my hand to prop my head up, I said, “Raiden kidnapped Liv Lowell and when we tried to help her, he attacked us.”

	“And this Olivia Lowell…” he paused to check his notes, “she was in town the night Bethany died. In fact, we found werewolf hair at the scene.”

	Shit. They are going to pin this all on her.

	Shifting in the hard plastic chair, I told him, “Raiden took drugs to control his ability to shift. He forced them on Liv and who knows who else. Any of the wolves could have killed Bethany.”

	“From vamp lover to werewolf lover,” he muttered.

	For fuck’s sake, would they ever let that go? “I’m telling you the truth, ass wipe. Run some tests on Raiden and you’ll find out he was doping. Liv too.”

	“I think you need to cool off for a while,” he sneered. He got up and left the room. Honestly, I was glad. Two more seconds alone with him and I would get locked up for assaulting a police officer. Don’t think I haven’t fantasized about it.

	Slumping forward onto the table, I wondered how long he would keep me here. Liv was in the exact same position I had been in several months ago. Forced to do something she didn’t want by a guy, her power getting away from her. Her only crime was trusting that creep in the first place. At least she had the excuse of becoming a mindless animal when she killed Bethany. I, on the other hand, didn’t have that excuse. Sure, I didn’t know I had that kind of power, but that didn’t change the outcome. Maybe I should confess everything to Abernathy. Let him lock me away too. No more werewolves out to get me. I could just do my time. I figured I’d get at least a decade for the theft. Twenty-five for the guard. Maybe they’d let me do them concurrently and I’d be out by the time I’m fifty.

	Closing my eyes, I rested my forehead on my arms. If I had ignored Blake that first night, I could be home asleep right now. Ignorant to all of this. 

	Exhausted, I dozed off, once again returning to that night…

	 

	***

	 

	Three Months Ago

	 

	 I never should have agreed to this, I thought donning my black ski mask. The material felt itchy and it felt far too tight, making me feel claustrophobic. I wanted to rip it off, but we were already here and I couldn’t risk getting seen by anyone.

	We spent hours arguing over this last night, with me begging Troy not to go through with it, but he kept insisting it would be the last time. How many times had he said that? More importantly, why did I keep believing him?

	“My buddy knows when they make the pick-up. We just need to wait, you use your voodoo on them and we just walk off with the money.”

	I hated when he called it voodoo. He made it sound so simple, but it wasn’t. This wasn’t swiping jewelry or money from ATMs, this would be grand theft. If we were caught…

	“Ready?” Troy asked from the driver’s seat.

	My heart pounded in my chest. I didn’t have an issue with stealing to survive, as long as it didn’t hurt anyone. And yes, I had to admit that Troy and I had fun in the beginning, but this was going too far. 

	“This is too risky. Let’s just go home and forget the whole thing. We can find another way to get money.”

	His hand closed around mine and he squeezed a little too hard. “Babe, I’ve told you, there’s enough cash in this one that we never need to steal again. We can fly somewhere hot and just spend our days lying on the beach.”

	I turned to look out the window. The rational part of my brain screamed at me to just leave. Why the hell had I wasted my time with a guy who didn’t even know that the idea of lying on a beach all day sounded like hell to me? He would never get enough. There would always be one more job and something was bound to go wrong sooner or later.

	“Just do as I say and this will all be over soon.” The tone of his voice told me that there would be no more room for argument. I either went with him and helped, or he’d do it and get his ass thrown into prison. And I doubt he’d keep his mouth shut about my involvement.

	I can’t spend my life in a cage.

	That’s how I spent my childhood and teen years – trapped with my mother, trapped in Nowhere. I couldn’t go back to that. Maybe he wasn’t lying. Maybe this would be the last job and we could finally just get on with our lives. 

	You don’t believe that for a second.

	We exited the car, making our way to the back of the building where the armored truck would be arriving. 

	“Just one bag each, remember,” I said. “We won’t have time to hang around.”

	Troy scoffed. “I’m sure you could make it last longer if you really tried.”

	“Wait, what?”

	He walked on ahead of me. Did he really think I had been faking how long I could hold the freeze for? 

	He’s going to get us both killed.

	Fear gripped me. Troy didn’t give a shit about me, he only wanted to use me for my power. How could I be so blind? 

	“Troy!” I hissed. “Troy!”

	He shot me a glare. “Stop saying my fucking name.”

	The truck appeared up ahead. Two guards got out and headed into the building. Troy shoved me into a doorway. “Get ready.”

	“Troy, you know I can only do it for twenty-seven seconds, right?”

	“Whatever. Just get ready.”

	I’ve shown him multiple times, why did he have to choose today to act like this?

	The guards exited the building carrying the bags. I could see the guns attached to their belts. One wrong move and we could both be killed.

	“Do it,” Troy said, as they opened up the truck.

	Pushing him back into the doorway, I stepped out and threw my hand out toward them. Time stopped. Part of me almost wished it had stopped Troy too. 

	“Hurry!” Troy said, almost knocking me over as he ran for the truck.

	Shit, shit, shit.

	Racing after him, I reached for the bag in the nearest man’s hand, only to see Troy hop up inside the truck. “What are you doing?”

	He tossed two bags out onto the ground, then another.

	“We don’t have time!” I screeched.

	We were already fifteen seconds in. I grabbed one of the bags from the ground. “Come on.”

	Troy jumped down from the truck, trying to lift four bags at once, but they were too heavy. 

	“Just take one!”

	Swearing, he dropped two and tried to run with the other two. He collided with the side of the truck, just as time unfroze, dropping his second bag.

	I ran forward, but a hand clamped down on my arm. One of the guards yanked me back, and I dropped my own bag at his feet.

	“There’s another one,” the second guard said, rushing after Troy.

	“Let go,” I cried.

	“You’re going nowhere. Get over here, you little bitch.” He pulled me toward the building, but I kept struggling against him.

	Where the hell is Troy? 

	The guard reached for his gun and I panicked. I tried to use my ability again, but he didn’t freeze. He juddered his eyes half closing. Looking down, I found a strange glow emanating from my hands.

	What the hell is that?

	The man gasped, drawing my gaze back to his face. A moment ago, he had been maybe thirty-five, but now…Now he had aged rapidly to at least sixty. His hairline receded and his face wrinkled.

	“Let go,” I screamed, knowing it wouldn’t end there, but he held on.

	I watched in horror as he continued to age, his body shrinking, skin shriveling and his hair falling out. He crumbled to the ground, little more than a skeleton in a uniform, finally releasing my arm.

	Head spinning, I backed away. I killed him. I killed a man using my powers.

	What have I done?

	On instinct, I turned to Troy for help, but he was long gone. The other security guard, however, was heading back this way.

	I’ll go to prison.

	I couldn’t think, my brain felt overloaded with everything. I had to move.

	Putting one foot in front of the other, I forced myself to run. 

	 

	***

	 

	“Wake up!” Abernathy barked in my ear.

	Jerking upright, my heart nearly exploded from my chest. I glared up at him. “Was that necessary?”

	He circled the table, hands on his hips. “Takes a real psycho to sleep while in custody.”

	“Or an exhausted one who was almost killed by a rampaging werewolf and is probably in shock. You know, I don’t remember you offering me medical assistance.”

	He came to a stop, jaw clenching in anger. “Once you give your statement, you’ll be able to go home. For now.”

	So he was all bluster. He didn’t have anything on me. Yet. I took the pen he offered and wrote my statement. After he went through the details multiple times, he finally let me leave the room. 

	I found Blake sitting in the waiting area. “What’s going on?” 

	He looked up, snapping out of his thoughts. “Oh, uh, they checked Liv out and now she’s being questioned. They questioned me too.”

	Glancing at the deputy behind the desk, I lowered myself into the chair beside him. “What did you say?” I whispered.

	“That Raiden kidnapped my sister and then tried to kill us when we rescued her.”

	“I take it you didn’t mention the other thing…”

	“No. I don’t know what Liv will say though. Either way, I don’t think they’re going to let us leave town. Not for a while at least.”

	Certainly not until they got the DNA results back.

	I wanted nothing more than to go home and sleep for a week. Instead, I made myself more comfortable in the hard plastic chair. “I’ll do what I can to help.”

	Blake gave me a small smile, reaching out to take my hand. “Thank you.”

	Resting my head on his shoulder, I closed my eyes. At this point, this wasn’t about being nice anymore or empathizing with Liv’s situation. I liked Blake. I wanted to help him.

	I’m sure I’ll end up regretting it in the long run, but I’m in it now.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	I spent most of the night with Blake at the police station. Mostly sleeping. I couldn’t help it, I needed the rest. We discussed ways to get Liv out, but none of them seemed like good options.

	After chugging a soda and a donut I stole from a box in the break room of the police station, I felt a little better. Before my sugar high wore off, I needed to do something.

	“I’m going to speak to someone. You wait here and call me if anything happens,” I told Blake.

	“Where are you…?” he trailed off as I had already walked out the door. He should probably know better than to ask by now.

	Abernathy had a fur sample from the murder scene. It would likely come back as Liv’s and then he would charge her with murder. Liv didn’t deserve to go to jail for what happened with Raiden. Even if she did the heart ripping, she wasn’t in control of her actions. It also led to the question, where was Bethany’s heart? They did a thorough search of the area and didn’t find it. Not even Diablo tracked it down. Would a werewolf with no clue about what was going on, really hold onto a heart? Too much of this didn’t make any sense and now that Raiden had been killed, we might never get an answer.

	The cops were in charge of policing everyone in Nowhere. The only ones above them were the Council. But why would they help some random werewolf? They’d already made their feelings clear on those without magic.

	Which means I’m going to have to sweeten the deal.

	Jeremiah wanted me to join, maybe I could convince them I would if they helped Liv.

	Then what?

	I had no intention of joining the Council. But hopefully, by the time they figured that out, Liv would be back home. Then I’d just have to avoid him for the next fifty years or so. Easy.

	Leaving the police station, I could see the sky overhead getting lighter. Bracing myself, I walked down to the center of town. Given that there were lights on inside, someone had to be in there. I’m sure they would have been alerted over the incident with Raiden.

	I’ve never been inside the Council building before. Never had a reason to. Mom always warned against it and given their rep, you didn’t want to draw their attention when you didn’t need to. They could exile you. Which meant more than just kicking a resident out. They actually put a spell in place to stop that person from sneaking back inside. If they faced actual danger on the outside, then they were shit out of luck. 

	As I stepped over the threshold, I felt a strange chill run down my body. A normal person might think the air con had switched on, but I knew better. That was magic. It didn’t seem to do anything to me, so it must be some kind of alert system. 

	Not surprising. At any moment one of the locals could storm the place and attack them. I’d want a warning too.

	The lobby had white marble floors and a reception desk. No one sat behind it though. 

	I waited, standing there awkwardly. I had a feeling someone would show up soon. 

	As if in cue, a door opened to the right and Jeremiah stepped out. “Miss Whitlock.”

	He didn’t seem surprised to find me here. Did he think I’d give in eventually and come running?

	“We need to talk,” I said.

	“Of course. Follow me.”

	He led me to a room in the back. It held a desk and some bookshelves. Jeremiah’s office, I assumed. On the wall near the door hung some kind of dark-colored plant that seemed to be in the process of drying. It smelled strongly of cherries.

	Must be for a spell.

	Jeremiah had magic, but I wasn’t too sure what kind of supernatural he was. A witch maybe.

	“Would you like a drink?” he asked gesturing to a crystal decanter on a table in the corner of the room.

	“No. Look, I’m here about a woman Abernathy arrested. I don’t know if you heard what happened earlier tonight.”

	“I did. Dead werewolves on Main Street. What is the world coming to?”

	“Raiden tried to kill us. He kidnapped and drugged the woman. She needs help, not to be locked away.”

	Jeremiah poured himself a scotch. “I’m sure Sheriff Abernathy will get to the truth.”

	“Please, he couldn’t find his ass with both hands and a map.”

	Jeremiah chuckled. “Well, that is an interesting assessment. One I find it difficult to argue with.”

	“Can you help me or not? All they want to do is leave town and go back to their Pack. I’m sure you don’t need Raiden’s cronies going after them, causing more trouble.”

	He looked thoughtful. “I suppose I could speak with Abernathy. Persuade him that its in his best interests to let her go. If…”

	Letting the word hang in the air, he took a seat behind his desk. I knew what he meant by if but pretended not to.

	“If what?” 

	“I think you know.”

	Sighing, I jammed my hands into the pockets of my jeans. “Why me? Why now?”

	“I’m afraid there is some information I can’t share with you. At least not until you join us.”

	Great, more secrets. “Did you know my father?”

	“I met him, once. A long time ago.”

	Feeling frustrated, I moved forward, placing my hands on his desk. “What do you know about him? Do you know his name? Where he is?”

	“Like I said, there is only so much…”

	“Forget it,” I said, heading for the door. Even if I did join, there would be no guarantee he even knew anything. 

	“Wait. His name is Steven Edwards. He came here to discuss something with another Council member, stayed maybe a week, then left.”

	Steven Edwards? Eddie must have been a nickname.

	Turning slowly, I tried not to seem too keen. “And now?”

	Jeremiah shrugged. “I honestly couldn’t say. I never saw him again. For all I know, he could be dead.”

	I’ve considered that myself over the years. But at least now I had a name for him. Who knows what Jeremiah could tell me if I did join the Council? Should I do it? It might be worth it to finally get some answers. 

	Glancing around the room, I could see a lot of old books on every subject imaginable. There might even be more information on wizards, on who I am.

	“Of course if you don’t join us, I’m not sure how much we could help you with your other little problem,” Jeremiah said.

	“What do you mean?”

	“The incident. In Tucson.”

	I froze. How the hell did he know about that? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“Let’s not play games. What happened was unfortunate. I think with a little quid pro quo, we could make those charges go away. Then you wouldn’t have to worry about anyone coming after you.”

	Son of a bitch. All this time and he knew everything. He’s just been sitting on this for the right moment.

	“I won’t be blackmailed by anyone,” I snapped. Who the hell did he think he was? He couldn’t get me to join by enticing me with information about my father, now he thought threatening me would work?

	“If you refuse, I can’t promise you’ll be protected.”

	“I can protect myself.” 

	Storming out of the room, I left the building, eager to get away from that asshole.

	I should have known better than to trust him. I could rely on only one person in this world and that was me. 

	If I couldn’t find a way to get Liv out of jail, then I guess I would have to break her out instead. Enough time had passed, surely, I would be able to use my ability again. Though twenty-seven seconds wouldn’t give me a lot of time to get in and out.

	Blake stepped out of the police station as I arrived back. “Hey, how did it go?”

	“Not good. But it’s okay, I have a plan.”

	 

	***

	 

	As much as I wanted to move forward with the plan, Blake pointed out that since the sun had risen, it would be extremely difficult to break Liv out without anyone noticing. He had a point. Which meant we needed to wait again.

	I returned to my apartment to shower and change and take a nap. Cuts and bruises covered most of my skin, but luckily none of them were serious injuries. Cleaning them up, I realized how lucky I was. Facing multiple werewolves and I lived to tell the tale. Not many people could say the same.

	Blake insisted on staying at the police station to see if Liv would be released on bail. Unlikely. 

	After crashing for a few hours, I worked on my plan some more, grabbing some food from the diner to keep me going. I avoided the lemon meringue this time and opted for a burger, fries and a slice of the apple pie. Food seemed to help me recover faster.

	As I stuffed my face, I sketched out the layout of the police station on a napkin. I knew what the inside of it looked like well. The cells were located in the back of the building and were usually guarded by a single cop. Liv must be in one of them. If I could get inside through the back door, which lay closest to the cells, I could probably get us out in twenty-seven seconds, provided there were no obstacles.

	Staring at the sketch, I realized it would take more than just my power this time. There were too many cameras that could catch me both in and out of the building. I would need help shutting them down, at least temporarily.

	Maybe I should practice first and see if my power is back up and running.

	But what if I used up what little juice I had? Better to save it, rest up and I should be fine for tonight.

	Someone knocked on the front door. Using the napkin I’d been drawing on to clean my face, I got up to answer it.

	Blake stood on the doorstep.

	“Is everything okay?” I asked.

	“No change. But they’re expecting those results in the morning.”

	I stood back to let him inside. 

	“I just came back to grab a quick shower and some food.”

	“Did they let you speak to Liv at least?” I asked handing him the rest of my fries.

	He shoved a handful of them into his mouth, shaking his head. “Hm-mm,” he swallowed the fries, “they won’t let me. Apparently, she’s refusing a lawyer too. I think she’s giving up.”

	A lawyer wouldn’t do much anyway if those DNA results came back as a match for Liv. They wouldn’t need anything else to close the case.

	“Okay, this might sound crazy, but I have a plan.”

	“Yeah, you said, but breaking her out? Do you really think that’s possible?”

	I grabbed the napkin and opened it up to find a smear of ketchup across the sketch. With a sigh, I tossed it back on the counter. 

	“Never mind that. I know the layout of the building, I think we can do it. All we need is a little luck.”

	I didn’t tell him that the only luck I’ve ever had has been bad.

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Three

	 

	“This plan is insane,” Blake said.

	“Yep.”

	“But we’re doing it anyway?” 

	“Yep.” We were sitting in the truck down the road from the back of the police station. Blake seemed reluctant at first when I suggested this, but we had no other choice.

	I couldn’t get help from Jeremiah, so that left no one else to ask. This was our last resort. Abernathy had talked about a trial and if found guilty, they would send Liv to one of the supernatural penitentiaries out of state. Those places were crazy, Liv would never survive there. In a few short hours he would have all the proof he needed. It was now or never.

	“I still think I should come inside with you,” Blake said.

	“No. So far, they don’t have anything on you. I’ll be quicker by myself. You will be the distraction and getaway driver.”

	“If it goes wrong…”

	“It won’t. I can do this.” It’s not like I haven’t been in tight spots before.

	Yeah, and look how that turned out.

	That left just one more thing to do. Find a way to mess with the CCTV. I could think of only one person I could call who had that kind of skill. Pulling out my cell phone, I dialed his number.

	“Hello?” Ronan said.

	“Hey, Ronan, it’s me. I need a favor.” 

	“A favor? I think I’ve done more than enough for you.” He didn’t sound mad, just tired. I’m sure he had been doing everything he could to minimize the damage done by Raiden. I just hoped they had buried those wolves somewhere they would never be found.

	“I know you have, but I really need this.” He didn’t have to let me go last night. He could have let his vamps finish me off too, but he’s a better man than that. Though I’m sure I can only stretch his generosity so far.

	He sighed. “What is it?”

	“I kind of need you to shut off the CCTV at the police station. Now.” I deliberately put off calling him until now. That way he couldn’t change his mind.

	Ronan put his immortality to good use, a certifiable genius when it came to computers, he even earned numerous degrees online. If anyone could do it, it was him.

	“Are you insane? If they figure out it’s me, they’ll drive us out of town. You know how close we came last night.”

	“Yes, I do know. But I really need to help someone and I wouldn’t ask if there was anyone else. I’ll owe you.” I didn’t tell him about Liv being a werewolf, that would definitely make him say no.

	Ronan fell silent. I didn’t like the idea of owing anyone, but I also knew that Ronan liked trading favors. I’m sure he would cash it in someday, but I’d worry about it when it happened.

	“I’ll buy you ten minutes. No more.”

	“That’s all I need.”

	“I’ll text you when it’s down.”

	“Thank you.”

	Hanging up, I breathed a sigh of relief. He could have said no, but at least we had a shot now.

	“So, who’s Ronan?” Blake asked.

	“Seriously?” Was he doing the jealous thing now?

	“I only asked.”

	“He’s...an old friend. He’s going to shut off the CCTV. When he does, you know what to do.”

	“Here’s hoping someone comes out to look.”

	“They will.”

	When my phone beeped, I got out of the car and jogged across the parking lot to the back entrance of the police station. It led to a hallway on the other side of the cells, so this would be a quick trip. I just needed to get inside and get some keys to open the cell.

	That’s where Blake came in. Ducking down behind a shrub near the door, I gave Blake the signal.

	He started the truck and started doing donuts on the road, blasting the horn as he did. Hardly subtle, but it would do the trick.

	Come on, come on.

	What if no one was in there? Or they couldn’t hear him? 

	The door burst open and Deputy Jones hurried out. The moment he did, Blake drove off.

	Jones pulled his walkie from his belt. “Yeah, it looks like some teenagers. They’re gone now. Over.”

	The moment he stopped talking, I threw my hands up.  He froze in place and I breathed a sigh of relief. It worked.

	1, 2, 3…

	I ran to him and unhooked his keys from his belt. Hurtling inside, I headed for the cells.

	7, 8, 9…

	Turning right, I arrived at the cells. Liv lay on the bunk, crying softly. “Hey, Liv!”

	She sat up. “What the hell? How did you get in here?”

	“No time. Move your ass.”

	13, 14, 15…

	Unlocking the door, I grabbed her hand and we booked it down the hallway, feet pounding on the tiled floor.

	23, 24, 25…

	We got through the door, just as Jones started to move again. Before he could turn, I shoved Liv behind the shrub. We both held our breath as Jones ambled back inside. I still had his keys, but I could toss them somewhere no one would find them.

	“Where’s Blake?” Liv whispered when the door closed.

	“Follow me.”

	We raced across the parking lot to the road where Blake waited. Getting in, he took off. I would ride with them to the border in case they needed my power. After that, they were on their own. 

	Glancing at Blake, I knew I would be sad to see him go, but knowing they were both out of this mess made it worthwhile. I’m sure I’d only find a way to ruin his life eventually. Better that he go home to his own kind, find some pretty werewolf and settle down with her. I’d just be some distant memory soon enough. 

	Now that Raiden had been taken out and Liv had been locked up, or so they thought, the cop cars had been pulled from the edge of town. They would have a straight shot out.

	What if I just went with them?

	I didn’t have anything with me, but I’ve left here with nothing before. Wherever Blake planned on going, it had to be better than this town. 

	As tempted as I felt, I had still only known Blake for a few days. And I had left a hell of a mess behind in Nowhere. I couldn’t leave M alone to deal with that on her own. Especially if Raiden’s Pack decided to come looking for revenge. 

	We reached the end of the road and a knot formed in my stomach. This was it.

	“Guess this is us,” Blake said.

	He parked by the side of the road and I hopped out. He followed. 

	“What are you doing?” Liv asked. “The cops will be on our asses.”

	“Give me a minute,” he said. “Thank you for everything.” He surprised me by kissing me. I lingered a moment, savoring it.

	“Just…stay safe,” I said.

	“You too. Look, I’ll speak to my father about Raiden’s Pack. I’m not sure how much they can do, but if they try anything, call me. I’ll do what I can.”

	It was a sweet offer, but it would probably be a better idea if I deleted his number. “Thanks. I’m sure it will be okay.”

	He squeezed my hand. “Goodbye.”

	I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. Why did I fell so upset about this? 

	He hopped inside the truck. Liv sat in the back, tears slipping down her face.

	“Wait,” I said, opening Liv’s door. “Liv, when Raiden did his evil villain monologuing about his plan, it sounded like he killed Bethany.”

	Her eyes widened. “What?”

	“He kept saying how you were the perfect patsy. Sounds like he killed her and made it look like you did.”

	She looked relieved. “Oh thank God.”

	Shutting her door, I stepped back and watched them drive away, feeling bummed that I would never see Blake again. And sure, I lied my ass off to Liv, but so what? If someone told me I wasn’t responsible for the guard’s death, I would be so relieved. She didn’t need to live her life with that hanging over her head.

	With a sigh, I headed back into town. I had a long walk ahead of me.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	Three Years Ago

	 

	Trudging along the road, I hiked my bag higher, hoping a car passed soon. It would be a long walk otherwise. I knew hitchhiking could be risky, but my truck gave out a few miles back and I didn’t have the money to fix it.

	Though I had very little money and no idea where to go, I felt excited to finally be out in the world, free of Nowhere. Free of my mother.

	From here on out, I make my own decisions, live my life the way I want.

	After months of saving, packing and repacking my bag, I finally had enough when my mother called me. We hadn’t spoken in months, but she called me in a panic and said I needed to come to the trailer right away.

	I really thought she needed my help and I foolishly rushed right over there. When I arrived, I found her bookie turning the place over, trying to find anything of value. He was in the wrong house for that. Mom pawned anything that wasn’t nailed down years ago. And what she couldn’t pawn, she would try to sell off to the neighbors.

	“Nissa! You need to get him out of my house. Pay him!” she screeched the second I came inside the trailer.

	“What? I don’t have any money.”

	The bookie, a guy in his forties with a balding head, glanced my way. “Who’s she?”

	“My daughter,” Mom shot back. “She’ll pay you. Stop trashing my place.”

	He lifted a plate and flung it onto the floor, smashing it to pieces. “Like you’d notice the difference.” Stepping across the garbage, he held his hand out to me. “Pay up.”

	“I don’t have any money! How much does she even owe you?”

	“Two thousand.”

	I glared at Mom. She promised she would stop the gambling, but clearly, that had been a lie. “Well, I don’t have it.” Why should I pay her debts? She screwed up her life, not me.

	“No? Then how about this? I burn this place to the ground. How does that sound?”

	“No!” Mom shrieked. “Do something, Nissa.”

	The man pulled a lighter from his pocket and flicked it open. This place would go up in seconds. Tempted as I was to let him do it, I couldn’t stand my mother screeching at me, pleading with me to do something.

	Reluctantly, I removed the envelope from my purse where I kept my traveling money. Maybe I should have kept it in the bank, but I wanted to keep it to hand in case the urge to leave hit me. I could feel it right now, but instead, I was going to hand the money over to this prick.

	He snatched it from my hand.

	“Hey!”

	A quick count told him he had close to three grand. “This will do.”

	“No. You said two thousand,” I cried trying to grab it back.

	He held it out of reach. “For my troubles.”

	He shoved past me and outside, taking my freedom with him. Now I’d never get out of this town. I could freeze him and take it back, but then he’d return looking for more. There was always another bookie or debt collector. Always someone Mom had pissed off or rubbed the wrong way. It never changed. And it never would.

	Mom lit up a cigarette, completely unaffected by what just happened. She got what she wanted and to hell with everyone else.

	“Are you happy now?” I asked. I couldn’t even summon up anger for her. I was just done with it all.

	She looked up. “Could you run to the corner store and pick me up another six pack? Oh and a pack of smokes.”

	I stared at her, hardly believing my ears. All that and she wanted me to get her some beer? “Go to hell, Mom.”

	Never again.

	Storming out, I went straight home, grabbed my things and the few bucks I had left in my purse, before hitting the road. No goodbyes, no regrets. Just the open road ahead of me.

	I would never give her the chance to screw me over like that ever again.

	From now on, I’m on my own.

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Four

	 

	 

	We all gathered outside town hall the next morning, while Terrence held a press conference. Normally I wouldn’t be interested, but given my role in all of this, I wanted to see what he had to say. 

	“After a thorough investigation, we have determined that a few rogue wolves are responsible for the death of my niece, Bethany, led by Raiden Lewis. After using illegal herbs, Lewis managed to transform into his wolf form and attacked several locals. Thankfully, the only casualty was Lewis himself. Other arrests have been made and the Pack is being investigated. If anyone has any information, we encourage you to come forward. Thank you.”

	He stepped down as the questions started. He hadn’t mentioned Liv, though it was an ongoing investigation. Plus I doubted he would openly admit that she had escaped.

	Leaving the crowd, I headed back home. At least the vampires were in the clear, for now. Something told me though that Raiden didn’t come up with this plan alone. Someone wanted to cause trouble in Nowhere. But who?

	 

	***

	 

	Another Friday night in this shit hole.

	Setting up drinks on the bar, I couldn’t help but think of Blake. Was he okay? I hated to see him go, but I knew he had to take care of Liv. Maybe he’d swing by some time in the future. Though it didn’t seem likely. There was too much heat on them both. 

	Why did I give into temptation?

	But I’ve never been very good at denying my own impulses, especially where guys are involved. I guess it just wasn’t meant to be.

	At least I had something to keep me occupied. I spent the last few days obsessing over my father and searching for the name online. Unfortunately, its quite a common name and I still had no idea what he looked like. I couldn’t go back and talk to that dick, Jeremiah, not after he threatened me. 

	Mom would never tell me either. There had to be someone else in town who remembered him. 

	A random guy who showed up for maybe a week twenty-seven years ago? Yeah, that’ll happen.

	Crossing the room, I gathered some glasses, lost in thought.

	As I passed a table, I heard one man say, “I heard that those wolves were planning on blowing up city hall.” 

	I shook my head as I walked by. There were so many theories floating around, no one knew what to believe. Maybe it was better that way. At least they knew the wolves were responsible and not the vampires. Since the wolves had the numbers, they weren’t likely to go after them like they did Reggie. No one seemed to know about Liv either, though I did hear someone mention the ‘hot wolf’ hanging around. I assumed they meant Blake.

	Ronan had been keeping his distance, at least until the spotlight was fully off them. Raiden had taken the fall for pretty much everything, which was good because he caused all this. 

	Abernathy questioned me again about everything, but I played dumb. He was too busy organizing a search party for Liv to arrest me yet. Didn’t mean it wasn’t coming. I’d gone over it a million times in my head. I found Bethany after she died. I would have been seen hanging around with Blake and I was found with him and Liv when Raiden died. As for the DNA, I heard something happened to it at the lab making it unusable. I don’t know who did that. It definitely wasn’t me.

	M pulled me to one side. “So I heard from one of the deputies that the cameras went down at the station the night that werewolf girl escaped.”

	“Did they? That’s weird.” I hadn’t told her about my escape plan. She would lose her mind if she knew I was involved. Actually, I’d been pretty evasive about the whole thing in general. She knew about the attack by Raiden, but not much else. Other than the rumors that were going around town. 

	She raised an eyebrow at me.

	“What? I don’t know anything about it. Must be a coincidence.”

	M sighed. “You need to be careful. You barely knew that guy and you risked jail for him.”

	It seemed I did that with guys in general. But Blake wasn’t an asshole like Troy. And it’s not like it would happen again.

	“Liv needed help. What kind of person would I be to turn my back on her?”

	M narrowed her eyes at me. 

	“Okay, I admit it, I liked him. Is that so wrong? And this time, he actually seemed like a great guy. Unlike my previous choices. We might have had something if he didn’t have to leave.”

	M reached out and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. I waited for her words of wisdom that would hopefully cheer me up. “Nissa…you knew him three days.”

	I scowled at her. “Four. And so what? You told me you knew instantly that you loved your husband when you met him.”

	“Now we’re talking about love?” she exclaimed.

	“No! I wouldn’t go that far. We had a connection, that’s all.”

	M shook her head. “Well, he’s gone now, leaving you to deal with everything. Just don’t do anything else stupid.”

	That I couldn’t promise. I’ve done a lot of stupid things. But at least I didn’t have to worry about the cops arresting me over what happened. The Council needed me, they weren’t going to hand me over. I would call their bluff and hopefully, they would back off. 

	The thing that still bothered me were the rest of the wolves. The rumor mill also brought news that several of them had killed themselves over losing Raiden. I didn’t know if it was true, but I’ve heard it multiple times now. Did that mean the whole thing was over? The rest of the wolves were laying low for now, while the police investigated them, but they had the ability to change when they wanted. Or I assumed they could. I just didn’t know how.

	“M?”

	She looked up from cleaning the bar with a cloth. “Yeah?”

	“Have you ever heard of something that a wolf can take to transform at will?” She knew Raiden attacked us, but we hadn’t really sat down and spoken about the specifics. Probably because I wanted to avoid a lecture.

	“Yeah, ginwood root. It’s incredibly rare.”

	“Does it grow around here?”

	She shook her head. “No. Not that I know of. You’d know it too, horrible stuff. Smells like cherries.”

	Cherries? Why is that familiar?

	The root hanging in Jeremiah’s office. Oh it all made sense now. Sort of. He worked with Raiden to get rid of the vampires. But why? And what did it have to do with Terrence? Was Jeremiah planning some kind of coup? Or trying to get back at Terrence for something? Terrence didn’t have any kids of his own, maybe killing his niece was the next best thing.

	What the fuck is he up to?

	“Is that how Raiden changed?” M asked, keeping her voice low.

	“I don’t know. Maybe.”

	I didn’t want to drag her into this. She had enough to deal with. Every night since I lay awake waiting for the wolves to attack or a phone call from M to say something had happened to the bar. Betty stayed close to hand. If they wanted a fight, I’d happily blast them with my new power. I hadn’t used it since the night Raiden attacked. Better to keep it on the down low until I figured out what it was.

	Leaving M to serve, I took some trash bags out to the dumpster. As I approached it, I slowed down, remembering how this all started. There were no new bodies waiting on me thankfully. 

	Poor Bethany. Killed over some vendetta by a coward who couldn’t even do the deed himself.

	Tossing the bags, I let out a long sigh. As I turned to go inside, someone stepped out of the shadows. I let out a yelp, backing away, until I realized it was just Ronan.

	“You scared the crap out me,” I snapped.

	Ronan didn’t respond, instead he stood silent, his hands in the pockets of his jeans. Normally he’s all up in my personal space. This wasn’t like him.

	“What’s wrong? Has Abernathy done something?”

	“No. We’re in the clear. But someone did this, someone tried to start a war.”

	“I agree. And I think I know who.”

	He waited for me to tell him, but I hesitated.

	“Who, Nissa?”  he asked, irritation evident in his voice. Ronan is usually so calm.

	“I’ll tell you, but I don’t want you doing anything to get yourself killed.”

	He moved closer in the blink of an eye, standing almost nose to nose with me. “Tell me.”

	I couldn’t stay quiet now. “Jeremiah. I saw something in his office that makes me thing he helped Raiden.”

	Ronan spun away, swearing in another language. He paced the ground.

	“Please don’t do anything stupid. I don’t know for sure,” I begged. 

	He ran a hand through his hair. “I won’t. If he goes after me, he’ll go after all of us. I’ll be discrete.”

	“Why do you think he’s doing this now? He asked me to join the Council too.”

	Ronan’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know. Don’t do it though.”

	“Trust me, I won’t.”

	“I should be going.” He turned and walked away. “Don’t forget you owe me that favor,” he called.

	How could I? I imagined he’d be asking for it sooner rather than later.

	Heading back inside, I got back to serving drinks, wondering what he would do.

	The crowd fell silent as Abernathy stepped into the bar, hands resting on his belt. They were probably anticipating more bad news. Three dead in a few days, that was big for our town. 

	He spotted me behind the bar and strutted toward me. 

	Is this it? Is he coming to arrest me?

	Even if he suspected me, he didn’t have any evidence. Nothing that would stand up in court anyway. 

	Casting a glance toward the door into the back, I knew I could always freeze the room and run for it. 

	I should have left town with Blake.

	“Miss Whitlock,” Abernathy said, staring me down. 

	“Can I get you a drink, Sheriff?” 

	Just play it cool. He’s had days to come here and arrest you. It must be something else.

	“I’ve had some interesting conversations over the last few days,” he said. “Mostly about you.”

	“Oh?” I honestly had no idea what he was talking about. Who had he been talking to? Pack members? Jeremiah? 

	He rested his hands on top of the bar. “Seems you have some friends in high places.” He leaned in closer. “Just because I can’t prove you broke that girl out of jail, doesn’t mean I won’t. I’m going to be watching you, very closely.”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

	High places? Who had been sticking up for me? Jeremiah?

	“No, of course you don’t,” he said, voice dripping with sarcasm. “Just a coincidence that the girl and her brother disappear and the cameras mysteriously stop working. Werewolves don’t have the power to do something like that. Oh and let’s not forget the issue at the lab.” 

	Abernathy didn’t know exactly what I could do, but he knew I had some kind of magic. Though in the case of the lab, I was actually innocent.

	“Maybe she escaped herself? Or someone else broke her out. Oh, maybe the wolves from the commune kidnapped her under Raiden’s orders.”

	“If I ever see her or her brother again...”

	“You’ll what, Sheriff?”

	Abernathy’s eyes widened. He turned to find Blake standing behind him, as my heart skipped a beat.

	“You!” Abernathy spat.

	“I’d like to know where my sister is.”

	The look of confusion on his face almost made me laugh. “What?” 

	Blake crossed his arms. “I left town to inform my Pack and fetch a lawyer, only to learn that my sister is missing from your custody.”

	Abernathy stared him down, but Blake held his nerve. “You expect me to buy that?”

	“Buy what? That my sister is missing? That she was in your charge when it happened? I will be staying in town until this is all sorted out. And my father, the Alpha of the Winterbourne Pack won’t be pleased to find out that you are standing in a bar instead of going out there and looking for my sister.”

	I tried my best not to laugh as Abernathy’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. “I...” he let out an angry snort before sloping out.

	“Oh my God, that was hilarious,” I said.

	Blake grinned at me. “Thought I’d mess with him a bit.”

	“What are you doing back here? Where is Liv?”

	“Liv is home, safe. My father is getting her help. I came back because I didn’t want you taking the wrap for what happened. They’re not going to believe I’d come back if I had anything to do with her disappearance. And I was worried that Raiden’s Pack might try and get revenge.”

	“Oh. So you thought I needed your protection?”

	“No, of course not. More back up if anything.”

	He came back for me. That’s more than Troy ever did.

	If I had any sense, I’d send him on his way. But honestly, I was really glad to see him.

	“I don’t think you need to worry much about the Pack. Raiden dying seemed to really upset some of them. Apparently, five of them poisoned themselves. The others have either fled or retreated inside the commune. I don’t see them trying anything anytime soon.”

	Blake frowned. “That’s kind of an extreme response.”

	I shrugged. “Just goes to show how much of a hold he had on them.” Lowering my voice, I asked, “Did you have something to do with the DNA results?”

	He feigned innocence. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Then he grinned at me.

	M watched us from across the room, her mouth set in a firm line. She could be as angry as she wanted.

	“I suppose you’ll need somewhere to stay,” I said. “For a few nights, at least.”

	“Are you offering me a nice warm bed?” Blake teased.

	“Maybe.”

	He wouldn’t stick around for long. We might as well enjoy it while we could. Once everything with Abernathy died down, he’d head home to his Pack.

	I set a beer up in front of him, eager for my shift to end. 

	Was I crazy inviting him back to my place? Probably. But these last few days had proven that I couldn’t keep hiding away. I needed to try and live my life again, at least until the other shoe dropped and I got locked away in a supernatural penitentiary. 

	I need to watch my back from now on. There are too many people in this town out to get me. But then again, what else is new?

	 

	 

	 

	 


Epilogue

	 

	The town still buzzed with the events of the last week. Bethany’s death, werewolves going missing, and of course, Raiden. 

	Jeremiah stood by the front door, watching the town residents passing by as he drank his coffee. He’d only just convinced the small mob who had gathered to disperse and only by telling them that Abernathy had all the updates. Let him deal with it all for a while, Jeremiah needed a break.

	Sighing, he headed for his office. They needed to come up with something to placate them all. Rogue wolves did have a ring to it, but that wasn’t the goal. It was supposed to be the vampires who took the fall. 

	All my plans wasted. At least no one suspects me.

	He stepped into the main hall, wondering if Terrence knew how lucky he was. This whole plan would have been worth it if he had just had the opportunity to get rid of him.

	“You failed,” Erica said, her voice echoing off the walls of the main chamber. 

	Jeremiah sighed, coming to a stop in the middle of the floor. He should have known she’d be here to gloat. He turned to face her keeping his face neutral.

	In her fifties with graying hair, Erica wore her Council robes over a long skirt. She had been listening to locals all morning, demanding answers and didn’t seem too happy about it.

	“Nissa’s stubborn. Given who her father was, that’s hardly surprising.”

	Erica shook her head in disgust, her beaded earrings swinging back and forth. “You know how vulnerable we are. Without her power...”

	Jeremiah resisted the urge to hit her with a magic blast. “I don’t need you to remind me. I know how bad things are.”

	The entire town was on a precipice and it all hinged on a stubborn bitch who lived her life like a drifter. Of course it never would have worked. She would never willingly do what they wanted her to do. That’s why they made the decision to wait until the last moment, to find a way to draw her in that she couldn’t get out of.

	Erica didn’t look happy to be yelled at, but Jeremiah couldn’t care less. She may act like Queen Bee around here, but technically they all held the same rank. Terrence acted as their spokesperson, which he had definitely let go to his head. It wasn’t easy having so many powered people in the one room together, they were bound to butt heads.

	Erica rubbed a hand over her face. “We should leak the information to Abernathy, that will force her to join us.”

	“He’ll arrest her. Or demand we exile her. We can’t take the risk. She knows it’s a bluff too. No, we need something else.” Jeremiah knew he shouldn’t have jumped the gun on that one. Persuasion would have been an easier way than idle threats. She seemed so eager to learn about her father, he thought for sure that his hints would work. But he underestimated her search for answers. In the end, he had to convince Abernathy to look the other way when it came to Nissa. He wasn’t happy about it, but Abernathy knew how things worked around here.

	“Then I suggest you find it, since you like to think you are in charge,” Erica snarled. She swept out of the room, her dark skirt swishing behind her.

	I will be in charge. The second I get what I want, I won’t hesitate to get rid of you too.

	Jeremiah returned to his office, angry that his plans had failed. Angrily, he tossed the coffee cup into the trash can, splashing the hot liquid up the side of his desk.

	“Fuck,” he snarled, grabbing some napkins to wipe it up with. 

	 All that idiot Raiden had to do was incite a war with the vampires and drag Terrence into it so he could be killed in the crossfire. He said he knew how to hit him, to make him go after the vampires, but instead, only one vampire died and Terrence was still a part of the Council. Now with a vendetta of his own.

	I should have killed Terrence myself.

	But he knew they would only trace it back to him. With Terrence gone, he would be able to steer the Council in the direction that he wanted. Now he had this werewolf mess to clear up. All because that idiot thought he was the one in charge.

	If word gets out about the drug to help them transform, we’ll have a mutiny on our hands.

	He helped Raiden get his hands on it. If they could turn at will, they’d be a lot more useful to his plan. But, like he predicted, Raiden kept the drug for himself and a few select wolves. Luckily, he told Jeremiah their names before he died.

	It was so easy to trick them. All I had to do was raise a glass for their beloved Alpha and those idiots drank willingly.

	Which begged the question. Did he leave the rest of the Pack in chaos? Or appoint a new leader and hope he could follow orders?

	No, the wolves have disappointed me. I’ll find another way.

	If they were busy fighting amongst themselves, it meant they wouldn’t be focused on him. 

	That left Nissa Whitlock. The fact that she came to him suggested she could be persuaded to help – for the right price. He just had to figure out what that was.

	Jeremiah opened the locked drawer in his desk and removed an old photograph. It was taken over twenty-seven years ago. In it, stood a younger Jeremiah, Erica, Mallory and of course, Steven Edwards. Nissa’s father. It always surprised Jeremiah that he adopted such an ordinary-sounding name, considering how powerful he was. But he said he liked the anonymity. He didn’t talk much about his past, but he gave enough away to show that he wanted to stay off the radar. His trip to Nowhere revealed that unlike his ancestors, Steven was willing to shake things up. To seek power instead of trying to live amongst the humans. Though he certainly seemed to like Anna Whitlock. He spent several days holed up with her and when he finished with her, she was never the same. Hardly surprising given the amount of chaos magic coming off him. That’s what wizards wielded. If Jeremiah didn’t know any better, he’d swear Steven was one of the original eight and not some watered-down offspring of them. If Anna had issues before their encounter, the magic could have tipped her over the edge. And if it didn’t, carrying it inside her for nine months would do the trick. Most humans didn’t survive birthing wizard offspring. It made Jeremiah curious enough to look into her history, but all he found were records of her parents moving here when Anna was only three. All humans. The only strange thing about the records was the fact that no reason was given as to why they were allowed in.

	Perhaps Steven saw something in her too. Nissa looked like him. She had his eyes and his coloring. It took five years to learn that he fathered a child. It shouldn’t have been possible. But when the girl stopped time for the first time it sent out a ripple of magic strong enough to be felt by Jeremiah. That’s when he knew his plan could continue. He had to resist the urge to snatch her from her mother then and there. Though she probably would have sold her if he had offered enough money. But he had to be sure she had the power he needed. Half wizards were a rare breed and some didn’t have any power at all. So he waited, watched, gathered intel on her. He didn’t expect her to skip town.

	You almost got away from me.

	It took several private investigators to track her and just as he was about to make his move to bring her back, things went horribly wrong with the boyfriend and she came home herself. Since then, he had been watching her like a hawk in case she disappeared again. 

	Nissa had no idea that the reason her life sucked was because human and wizard were never meant to mix. The chaos magic inside her drove her to do stupid things, to act impulsively – usually with dire consequences. 

	If Jeremiah had his way, he would have picked someone else, but it was too late now. They were too close to the deadline to risk losing it all now. In just a few short months, the stars would align and they could begin.

	Tossing the photo back in the drawer, he shut it. Mallory turned on them a few years ago, too afraid of the power they were after. A car accident took care of her. He made a mistake trying to recruit Terrence to replace her. While he never revealed his whole plan, he did say too much and Terrence had been watching him ever since. 

	I’ll find a way to get rid of him too.

	If he could convince Nissa to join them, she would have all the power they needed. He nearly succeeded all those years ago, but Steven turned on them and he didn’t have a choice. Killing a wizard was no easy task, but his extensive library told him all he needed to know. 

	Poor Nissa. She’s been looking for her father all this time, she has no idea that he’s buried a few miles outside of town.

	And when he got what he wanted from her, Jeremiah would happily bury Nissa too. Right next to her father.

	 

	 

	 

	Find out what happens next in Route 666: Road To Nowhere Book 2
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