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      The bus only goes to the edge of town. Then it’s another twenty-five-minute hike on rough terrain to get to Dad’s old hunting blind in the woods overlooking Forest Grove. When he died last year, the small camouflaged tent became the last place that felt like home.

      “Take this, sweetie,” Maggie, the elderly driver called before I could step off the bus at my usual stop; the end of the line. “There’s a storm comin’.”

      She looked ominously into the gray sky and clucked her tongue.

      “It isn’t supposed to rain,” I told her, readjusting the strap of my pack so it wouldn’t dig into my shoulder so much. Weighed down with my schoolbooks and two new ones from Jacqueline’s shop, it felt heavier than usual.

      Maggie shook the nondescript black umbrella at me and narrowed her warm brown eyes. “These old bones don’t lie.”

      I shook my head but reached out and took it. “Thanks, Mags. I’ll get it back to you tomorrow.”

      She nodded tightly before turning back to the road. “Be careful out there, Miss Allie.”

      My lips pursed and I turned away quickly so she wouldn’t see how her words struck me. I pressed my lips into a tight line; Maggie didn’t know I lived alone in the woods.

      No one did.

      The folding doors closed, and I watched the taillights of the old city bus jar as it went over the bumpy, pockmarked road. I barely got fifty feet onto the slender trail before the first droplets of rain hit the top of my head. I snorted as I opened the umbrella—I’d have to remember to thank Mags tomorrow.

      It wouldn’t be the first time I’d arrived at my makeshift home soaked to the bone, but I couldn’t afford to get sick like last time. It would be winter soon. I figured I had about two months—maybe less—before the cold got so bad I wouldn’t be able to stay in the blind anymore. That meant I needed every shift I could get at the book shop in town.

      I’d been looking for a second job for ages. One where I could earn tips. But seventeen-year-olds can’t serve liquor, so I’m not exactly a prime candidate for that sort of job.

      I sighed as my calves burned—the muddy terrain making the climb into the trees more arduous than it had been yesterday. At least the exertion was keeping me warm. It seemed a lot colder than it should’ve been for mid-September and my hard breaths clouded the air around my face with each step.

      The weekend couldn’t come soon enough. I had Sundays off work and school and couldn’t wait to cuddle up and read for the entire day.

      No six am wake up to get to Forest Grove High in time to shower before first period.

      No running to the bus stop to make it to the book shop for my 3:30pm shift.

      No long, bumpy bus ride.

      No twenty-minute hike into the trees at dusk.

      I loved Sundays.

      A creak in the trees to my right had me spinning and squinting into the growing dark. I had the bear mace out and the safety clip removed in less than a second. My skin bristled. But a long neck and black eyes lifted from the brush instead. Only a deer. I smiled at the creature as its jaw worked to chew what remained of its dinner.

      “Better get home,” I told it, and its ears pricked, noticing me. “Storm’s coming.”

      I could feel it in the atmosphere now. Mags was definitely right. The rain was coming harder, and the wind whistling through the old pines on the mountainside was growing louder. “Go on,” I said a bit louder and it took off in the opposite direction, its white tail bobbing as it vanished into the greenery.

      Shoving the mace back into the side pocket of my pack, I picked up the pace, eager to get home before night fell in earnest and the storm truly started.

      I closed the umbrella as the blind came into view. A camo shelter no bigger than your average closet, set fifteen feet from the ground, nestled between two trees. Hurriedly, I climbed to the hatch set into the floor and closed it firmly behind me. Where the walls and roof were made of good-quality waterproof canvas, the floor was a solid wooden platform, bolted securely into both trees.

      My sodden bag dropped to the floor and I rushed to remove the books from it, not wanting them to be ruined from the damp. I set them into the small nook in the corner and set to removing my damp sweater and muddy boots.

      The wind howled outside, making the thick canvas walls snap and ripple. I gritted my teeth as I tugged on a dry sweater and pulled the sleeping bag from the floor to wrap around my shivering shoulders. The scents of cold pine and musty earth enveloped me. I considered lighting the camp stove for a bit to get some warmth into the tent but thought better of it.

      I didn’t have very much propane left and if I wanted a warm breakfast in the morning, I’d better save it.

      The buzzing of my cell broke through my daydreams of warm oatmeal with huckleberries. I clicked to my messages and ignored the fifty-three unopened texts from Devin, my stomach souring at the mere sight of his name. My fingers absently went to the still-tender skin along my neckline.

      Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I opened the new message from Vivian at the top.

      
        
        Vivian: You get into the city ok? Looks ugly as fuck out there.

        

      

      
        
        Allie: Yep. Home safe and sound.

        

      

      
        
        Vivian: You going to Thompson’s party this Saturday?

        

      

      
        
        Allie: I’m not sure yet.

        

      

      
        
        Vivian: Yes you are.

        

      

      I rolled my eyes, thinking about it. Devin and Thompson didn’t really hang out. What were the chances he would even be there? Slim, I thought, biting my lower lip.

      
        
        Allie: Only if I can crash at your place?

        

      

      
        
        Vivian: Deal.

        

      

      
        
        Allie: Night Viv.

        

      

      
        
        Vivian: xo

        

      

      I clutched the phone tightly in my palm. The guilt of keeping up all the lies made my stomach churn. Vivian was one of my best friends. Along with Layla. If I thought I’d have been able to stay with either of them when my aunt and uncle decided to up and move to Florida until spring, I’d have asked. But I knew it wasn’t a possibility.

      Layla had seven brothers and sisters and they were already three to a room.

      Viv’s parents fought like hyenas, and her dad was a loud—and sometimes mean—recovering alcoholic. They wouldn’t want me around that. It would make them uncomfortable.

      The solution seemed simple enough at the time. My aunt and uncle made it clear they wanted to go. My uncle thought it would save their marriage. My aunt wanted to drown her sorrows in cheap strawberry wine by the pool. Who was I to stop them?

      So, when they said they wanted to Airbnb their pristine digs in the city to fund their trip and asked if I could stay with a friend until spring, I didn’t hesitate. I was already enough of a burden to them since Dad passed; I could give them this one request.

      Now they think I’m staying with Viv. And Viv and Layla—and just about everyone else— thinks I take the bus back into Portland every night after work.

      No one needs to know the truth. Besides, by the time they got back, I’d be eighteen. Hopefully have my own place. Maybe—just maybe, I wouldn’t have to move back into their fancy condo in Portland at all.

      I grimaced when I noticed my battery only had a ten percent charge left and switched to battery saving mode. I’d forgotten to charge it in History this afternoon like I usually did.

      Damn. I just had to hope it would last until morning. Without my alarm, I wouldn’t wake up at the ass crack of dawn to make the bus into town.

      A violent gust of wind rushed over the tent and the window flap came loose, lifting to let in a hard gush of cold wind. I rose to secure it back into place, the boards beneath my feet creaking under my weight. I glanced out into the night and my lips parted in a silent gasp.

      Over the boisterous sounds of the howling wind and rustle of leaves and needles, was the unmistakable rumble of thunder. The rain was sheeting in sideways, misting my face with its chill through the mesh window lining.

      In the distance, between the branches, the storm approached rapidly from the north. Racing over the sky like a band of wild horses, each of their hoof falls striking the clouds like a blacksmith’s hammer against hot metal—shooting sparks into the night.

      Lightning snaked through the clouds like veins beneath pale skin. The groan of a tree falling somewhere far in the distance ended with an earsplitting crash.

      Hurriedly, I fixed the flap back into place, knotting the string twice to make sure it stayed put. My heart in my throat, I dug through the rumpled heap of my sleeping bag until I found my phone. I winced when I saw the battery had already gone down to eight percent.

      Shit.

      I flicked over to the weather app on my phone. It took a second for the app to update, and I had to hold my phone high to get the second bar of service I needed.

      High wind alert. Heavy rain. Flood watch.

      I shut off the phone, needing to conserve the battery in case—

      No. I’d been through worse out here.

      “It’s going to be fine,” I told myself aloud, my voice sounding muted in the deafening roar of the wind. The grumble of the sky above grew louder as though it were trying to disagree. I flipped it the bird and patted the photo of Dad I kept pinned to the canvas wall. It batted against my fingers, but I found the strength I needed in his watchful stare and set my jaw. “We got this.”

      

      We don’t got this.

      Water poured into the hunting blind from the tear in the roof. I rushed to move everything out of the way so I could patch it up, my fingers growing numb and stiff from the wet cold.

      The lightning turned from a low rumble far away to sharp loud cracks that illuminated the tent in startling blue-hued clarity. I flinched as each one struck earth, the creaky boards under my feet trembling with the force of their impact and the near-constant vibration of resonant thunder.

      I tore a strip of duct tape from the roll with my teeth and struggled to get it into place to stop the deluge of water. Already, my sweater and jeans and most of the floor were soaked. If I didn’t get it patched up fast, I wouldn’t have a single dry thing left to wear when the storm passed. The idea of having to curl up wet and cold had me pushing myself. Working harder. Faster. I forced my clumsy fingers into obedience.

      Finally, after three more strips, I got the tear patched. I wasn’t sure how long it would hold with it still raining so hard, but I prayed it would last through the rest of the storm. It had to be over soon, right? How much longer could it possibly go on?

      My trademark ponytail had come undone and I had to move my long dripping hair from my face, bending to catch my breath as I felt around in the dark for the fallen hair elastic.

      Until the unmistakable sound of canvas tearing made ice-water flood back into my veins—and into the tent. A branch had pierced the roof on the opposite side and was hanging over the nook where I kept all my schoolbooks and the ones from the shop.

      Water and dead leaves rushed in, covering them.

      Not my books!

      I lunged to stop the slaughter, but as I reached them an even louder crack stole my breath. The light from the lightning strike was vibrant neon right above the tent. It blinded me. Sparks flashed like fireworks into the inky dark.

      The only warning I had was an ominous groan before the sharp sound of splitting wood broke the spell that had me frozen in place. It was like an ax coming down on a block. And it could only mean one thing.

      I dove out of the way just as a large section of the great tree holding the hunting blind in place broke off from the whole and came smashing down, taking me and the tent with it on its descent to the ground.
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      Something heavy pinned my leg to the muddy earth. It took a full minute for me to come back to myself. My vision was blurred, and my head spun. I coughed, tasting the foul metallic tang of blood on my tongue. I must’ve bitten it in the fall.

      Trying to get my bearings, I took stock of what’d happened. Between the cloud cover and the rain there was almost no light. I had to rely on the flashes of lightning to see by, and they seemed to be growing sparser. The bolts hitting further away. That was a good thing, at least.

      Ok, this isn’t so bad, I told myself, shivering as rivulets of rainwater cascaded down my face and the icy wind whipped sharp leaves and debris at my head.

      Shielding myself from the brunt of it, I saw that the hunting blind had fallen—the metal bolts that were holding it in place had been gouged out of the tree. My leg—or more accurately, my ankle was stuck beneath the wooden platform that made the floor.

      But the blind was still more or less in one piece. When the lightning flashed again, I could see that the roof was torn and flapping. But it could be repaired.

      I’d never get the damned thing back up into the trees, but shelter was shelter. I’d just have to be extra careful with open food if I had to be earthbound.

      This is ok.

      I’m ok.

      My teeth began chattering and I realized I needed to get free if I was going to be able to do anything. Surely there was something still dry inside the tent? Maybe I should try to make it back to the main road. Or call—no, I couldn’t call anyone.

      I grit my teeth together to stop the chattering and tried pulling on my leg.

      I bit back a scream, only able to rein in the worst of the pained keening sound. I moved it again, this time remaining conscious of what I felt, like Dad taught me. There was no grinding. The pain wasn’t in the bone itself, or at least, I didn’t think so. A sprain then. A bad one, but I didn’t think the bone was broken.

      Moving myself in closer to the corner of the blind, I managed to get my fingers beneath the base, earning myself a nasty splinter.

      I heaved the wooden platform with everything I had, grunting as my shoulders felt like they were going to tear. I couldn’t move it. Not enough to get free. I hastily wiped the water from my eyes, but only managed to add mud to the mix.

      Groaning in frustration, I clenched my fists and closed my eyes, listening to the sound of my own heartbeat and the blood rushing in my ears. I was reminded of a time when me and Dad were out here in a storm. It hadn’t been as bad as this one.

      I’d been so frightened. My little seven-year-old mind had conjured all sorts of terrifying images. Of tornadoes. Of monsters in the dark. Of dying, or worse; losing the only family I had left. But as he lit the small lamp in the blind, casting his long shadow over the wall as it rippled in the wind, I remembered what he told me.

      It’s only a storm, Allie Grace, he said in that soothing deep timbre he had. Just close your eyes. It’ll be over soon, and then the sun will come out just like it did yesterday.

      Promise?

      Promise, kiddo.

      I took a deep, stabilizing breath and pushed it out, determination setting my jaw. I felt around in the grass, finding as the lightning struck again that there was a thick branch a few feet away.

      Sliding in the mud and molting leaves, I reached for it with trembling fingers, stretching my arm as far as it would go. My fingers closed around the tip and I pulled, dragging it over to me. I felt the solidness of the branch in my hands. It was heavy. At least four inches thick.

      It would work.

      I jammed the end of it under the base of the blind and used all my body weight to pull it down, lifting the platform the few inches I needed to wriggle my ankle free.

      As soon as it was out, I let go of the branch and collapsed against the ground, grinning like a fool. “Fuck you,” I called into the howling wind and whipping rain.

      I laughed.

      “That all you got?” I shouted into the trees, up at the sky.

      When my breaths steadied, I hobbled to my feet and went to see what I could do to salvage my makeshift home and its contents. Though the rain still poured down in a fury—it seemed the worst of the storm was passing. The sun would come out tomorrow, and I would get through this.

      It was just a hiccup.

      The annoying kind that stuck around for a while, but still only a hiccup.

      Peering into a slit in the heavy canvas fabric, I saw that all my clothing, bedding, and books were completely soaked. Fuck my life.

      A glimmer of silver caught my eye and I snaked my hand in to retrieve my cell phone. It was beyond dead. Or worse, maybe it was water damaged. I couldn’t afford another one. It would take all the savings I had left.

      I jammed it deep into my front pocket, hopeful that I could find a way to fix it.

      That’s when I heard it. Higher up the mountainside.

      A sort of rumbling, rushing noise. Growing louder by the second. It wasn’t thunder. I could still hear the deep growl of the clouds as they moved further south. This was something else.

      I limped to the edge of the tent and tried to see past it into the forest.

      Were the trees further up moving? I shook my head, wondering if I’d hit it too hard in the fall. I blinked rapidly to clear my eyes of rainwater and tried to make sense of it. The trees were moving.

      I gasped.

      It’s a mudslide…

      My heart leaped into my throat and I took off into the trees. It was coming down the slope of the mountain fast. But if I could just get to the outside edge of it before it hit, I could…

      Dad.

      I stopped, my hard breaths clouding in the night as I stared sadly back at the battered tent laying in the brush. I clamped my mouth shut with an audible click. Cursing myself, I ran back, my ankle protesting each step. It took me a second to get the photo unpinned from the tent, and by the time I did, the mudslide was nearly upon me.

      Stupid. So fucking stupid.

      The ground under my feet shifted as I ran, trying to make me lose my footing. Trying to suck me down. I just had to get to the edge of it. I’d been caught in one of these before, but I’d been on my old Yamaha 250.

      Go diagonal, I remembered that much. Run down and away. Don’t stop until it’s far behind you.

      Except my ankle was about to give out, and any second now a heaving tree root was going to send me sprawling. I couldn’t move fast enough.

      A streak of white to my left caught my eye and I saw an animal running in the same direction and pattern I was. As it neared, its front paws tearing up loose dirt, its snout twisted in an angry snarl, I saw what it was.

      A wolf. Huge and powerful with muscles rippling beneath its fur. Its eyes seemed to glow in the dark. One of them somewhere between copper and gold. And the other the same but with a bright fleck of green. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

      Pity then, that the beast would probably eat me if we both made it out of the landslide in one piece.

      I tried to put distance between me and the wolf, but as I side-stepped to the right, my foot caught on something sharp in the dirt and I went down hard, losing my breath.

      The wolf charged the last few feet to me, its glowing gold and green eyes fixed to mine. I couldn’t breathe. The mudslide was sucking me down, pulling me away. And every time I tried to yank my legs free to stand up, they got sucked back down again.

      I realized too late that the photo was no longer in my hand and scanned the shifting dirt for it. But the last picture I had of him was already being sucked down into the mud more than six feet away. His grinning face vanished beneath the cold earth.

      A vise gripped my heart and hot tears carved twin trails down my cheeks.

      My entire body was covered in cold grime and I coughed as some made its way into my mouth. When I looked up again, the wolf was there. Close enough that I could smell its loamy breath and feel its warmth. The thing was larger this close up. Double the size of a normal wolf. The fucker must have been on goddamned steroids.

      Make it quick, I thought, my throat going dry as I closed my eyes.

      A cold nose pressed insistently against my temple and I jerked back, my eyes snapping back open. The wolf made a pained sound in its throat and something in its eyes struck me.

      A kindness.

      Was it…was it trying to help me?

      The ground beneath us shifted again, heaving up from beneath. It was enough to jostle my legs free as we continued to slide down the side of the mountain. The ground shook as a tree fell five feet to my left.

      I had to move. I couldn’t stay here, or I’d be killed.

      Tentatively, I reached out a hand, pushing it into the wolf’s thick fur. It lowered its head, still making small sounds in its throat and shuffling its feet to keep them atop the moving dirt.

      When it made no move to attack me, I fisted my hand into its fur. Then reached my other hand up and did the same. As soon as my hand was secured, the wolf began to pull. It dragged me over the dirt, between moving trees. I resisted the urge to scream as all manor of rocks and dirt and sharp debris scraped my side. It stopped suddenly and put its body lower for me to readjust my position.

      I moved one hand so I could grip its opposite side, and when the wolf lifted its body the second time, I was laying over its back. Its knobby spine jabbed into my breastbone, but it was a hell of a lot better than being drug over the forest floor.

      The wolf had us out of the brunt of it faster than I could have dreamed, its sides heaving with the additional effort of hauling a second body. When the groaning sound of moving earth stopped and I thought it was clear, I let go and slid from the wolf’s back, feeling like the whole world was spinning. My shoulders and biceps ached from clinging to the animal that’d saved my life. I rolled over and retched into the bushes.

      Please don’t eat me. Please don’t eat me. Please don’t eat me.

      The words were like a mantra in my head, but when the spinning finally subsided and I chanced a glance at the enormous wolf, I found it watching me.

      And not in an I’m going to eat you way. In a curious way, with its head tilted to one side. There was something unnerving in its stare, though. Something intelligent that made my skin crawl. Wolves were smart. Most animals were. But this was more than that.

      I spat bile into the mud and wiped the corner of my mouth. “Um…” I started, afraid if I spoke too loudly it would break the spell and jerk the string that would ring the proverbial dinner bell. “Thank you.”

      It continued to stare.

      “You…you can go now.”

      It didn’t budge.

      Okay then.

      I used a nearby tree to help me stand, gripping the rough bark hard enough to aggravate several cuts I didn’t know I had on my hands. I winced, hopping on one foot. It felt like my ankle had swelled to double its size.

      When I finally dared to take my eyes off the wolf still watching me intently, I noticed three things.

      
        	I couldn’t feel my toes or my fingertips.

        	I had no fucking idea where I was.

        	The storm had finally ended.

      

      Great.

      The wolf turned and lumbered into the trees. I watched it go and something tugged at my chest. Without that wolf, I’d probably be dead right now. Buried beneath a good six feet of earth. No one would’ve ever found me.

      My eyes burned, and I wasn’t sure if it was more from the dirt still inside them or the threat of tears. “Bye,” I whispered as it vanished into the dark, and scanned the trees around me to try to figure out where I was.

      If I just kept moving down, I would make it to the main road. The mudslide had probably taken me most of the way already. It shouldn’t be far.

      I started to move and cried out at the pain in my ankle. Pins and needles from the numbness radiated up my calves like little daggers.

      The sound of the wolf’s panting alerted me that it’d returned and the hairs on my neck rose as I spun. It was holding a long stick in its jaws. Long fangs stark white against the damp wood. It dropped the stick at my feet, and I reached down for it, careful to keep my movements slow.

      It was long and sturdy. Mostly straight except for a crook near the top. The perfect walking stick.

      “Smart pooch,” I muttered under my breath, side-eyeing the huge wolf.

      It moved several steps to the east and then waited. I narrowed my gaze. When I tried to move a couple steps south, the wolf let loose a low growl. I stopped. It moved another two steps to the east and then paused, waiting with its head tilted back to watch me.

      “You want me to follow you?” I spoke through chattering teeth, my voice hoarse.

      With ears pricked to listen for my advance, it began to move further into the woods with slow steps.

      “Uh…I need to get to town…” I told it, not really knowing why the hell I was arguing with a wild animal. Truth be told, I wasn’t really sure what I was going to do when I got to town, but at least there would be shelter in case the storm came back. Judging by the sky, it was only a couple more hours until sunrise. I could wait outside the school until the janitors went through.

      Then what? The other part of my brain rationalized. You have no clothes. No money for food. Your schoolbooks, boots, and wallet are all back in the blind—probably buried somewhere in the mountainside.

      And if someone sees you covered in mud and leaves from head to toe, they’re going to think they’ve just sighted bigfoot.

      The seriousness of what happened finally hit me like a punch to the gut. A weight on my chest made it hard to breathe. What was I going to do?

      The wolf barked, still waiting for me to follow it.

      I pursed my lips, looking to the direction I thought was south, and back to the wolf.

      What the hell…I thought. I didn’t know where the fuck I was anyway, and the wolf hadn’t eaten me yet. I had to hope it was leading me to shelter and not to a pack of other wolves it wanted to share its dinner with.

      It barked again.

      I used the walking stick to help me along, limping to follow the oversized fleabag with all the strength I had left. “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered. “I’m coming. But if you eat me, I’m going to make sure the devil saves a special place for you in hell.”
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      We walked for what felt like at least an hour but was probably less. By the time I saw the mellow orange glow of artificial light through the trees and caught the scent of burning firewood on the breeze, I was half unconscious.

      Between the cold, the adrenaline crash, and all the exertion, I was past the point of no return. I had just enough presence of mind to recognize shelter and sigh in relief before my body gave out under its own weight and the darkness at the edges of my vision started to spread. Come on, I shouted in my mind. You’re almost there.

      Call out for help or something.

      I parted my lips to call out, but my voice rasped out barely above a whisper. I tried to push my body up, but the numbness had spread to cover most of my hands and forearms. They were practically useless at this point.

      Army crawl it is…

      I pulled myself forward on my forearms, using all my shoulder strength to move the rest of my aching body. As I nudged a particularly spikey shrub from my path, I saw it.

      Nestled in a grove in the trees, down a gently sloping hill. A wooden structure, like a modern hunting cabin, or maybe a private chalet, crouched among the foliage. It had two levels, each with their own wraparound deck. A big peaked roof with a chimney puffing out coils of dark smoke made me shiver, anticipating the warmth it would provide.

      If only I could make it there…

      I glanced around for the wolf, hoping it could help me get the rest of the way. Pull me like it had when I was stuck in the mudslide. But it was gone.

      I sent a silent thank you to the white beast, bowing my head for a moment of rest. It had gotten me this far. I could make it the rest of the way. I just had to try to stand back up. I’d never get there dragging myself across the mud.

      “I’ve got you,” the rich male voice made me gasp and recoil as a strong, warm hand curled under my left arm to help me up. “It’s okay, Allie. It’s me. It’s Jared.”

      I all but squealed, wanting to wrench my arm away, but he was holding me tightly as he braced my body with his other hand around my middle and lifted me to standing. He pulled my left arm around his neck and then held my hand there to keep me in place, securely against his toned torso.

      His naked torso.

      A pair of beige khaki shorts hung low on his tan hips. He was barefoot and when I turned in horror to meet his gaze, I saw that his eyes, a beautiful caramel color with a bright fleck of green in the left one, seemed to be lit from within. Glowing.

      He smelled of cedar and birch with an undercurrent of something not entirely unpleasant, but unusual. Something musky and animal that I couldn’t place. “Jared?” I croaked, blinking away the black spots from my eyes and craning my neck to see him better. Had I passed out? Was this a vivid dream?

      “Come on, we need to get you inside before you get hypothermia,” Jared said, helping me to move slowly down the slope to the cabin.

      Hypothermia? Hypothermia caused confusion. Could it cause hallucinations? I couldn’t remember. But maybe that’s why his eyes seemed to be glowing? Maybe that was why I was seeing him here in the first place. Maybe he wasn’t really here at all.

      What the hell would Jared freaking Stone be doing out here in the woods half naked and alone in the hours before dawn? He was in his senior year at Forest Grove High. Everyone knew him. And it wasn’t hard to see why. You couldn’t exactly miss the guy. With those striking eyes and high cheekbones framing an unnaturally symmetrical face with a dimpled chin. The perfectly tousled dirty blonde hair. Jared Stone could have any girl at Forest Grove he wanted—but he’d never dated any of them.

      He’d never even spoken to me before I didn’t think. Not that I cared. I’d only dated one guy in my high school career and that turned out to be a big fucking mistake. Maybe Jared was on to something by taking himself irrevocably off the market.

      “What,” I started, swallowing to ease the scratchy feeling in my throat. This was suddenly mortifying. I was covered in mud and leaves and god knew what else. I probably smelled like a sewer.

      Fuck. My. Life.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      He paused and cocked his head at me, his brows drawing together in confusion.

      A feral growl had me turning back to the cabin ahead, clinging to Jared as a wolf approached. Not my white wolf. Not my savior.

      This was another beast. Bigger. I almost thought it was a bear, but it wasn’t. Its face twisted in a feral snarl.

      The dark gray wolf skidded to a stop a few feet away and I let out a small sound of fear. Its hackles raised and it snapped in my direction, its piercing blue eyes locked on me as though it wanted to tear my throat out.

      Jared squeezed my hand, stopping me from screaming and drawing my attention back to him. My heart was thudding so loudly I’d have been surprised if he couldn’t hear it. The black spots were coming back, now. The adrenaline too much for my body to take. But Jared stood calmly at my side.

      In fact, he was staring daggers at the wolf. Completely unperturbed.

      “Fuck off, Clay. She needs help.”

      The wolf snapped at Jared and I yelped.

      His hand around my waist held me closer, as though trying to reassure me.

      My mind raced to make sense of what was going on. Was this…was this Jared’s pet or something? Some rare breed of domesticated giant wolf I’d never heard of?

      But that still didn’t explain what the hell he was doing out here. Did he…did he live out here? That couldn’t be right.

      “I’m bringing her inside. Move.”

      The wolf snarled at Jared.

      Sweat broke out over my brow, moving lower to coat my chest in a slick layer of ice.

      The intense stare down lasted several more heartbeats before the wolf snapped its gaze away from Jared and tore off into the trees.

      Relief flooded my body like a sedative injected into my veins. And once I couldn’t hear the wolf’s footfalls any longer, I slumped against Jared and gave in to the dark. The haunting sound of a lone wolf’s howl carried me into oblivion.

      

      I awoke to the crackle and hiss of fire and the low hum of distant raised voices. It was bright and I was warm beneath a heavy quilt atop a bed I didn’t recognize. In a room I didn’t recognize, I realized as my eyes adjusted to the sunlight streaming in from the large rectangular window several feet from the bed.

      Panic lodged in my throat, and I shoved the quilt off and swung my legs over the edge of the bed to rise, wincing as I set my feet down on warm wood. I swallowed hard and breathed through the anxiety rushing to my head like a loud swarm of bees.

      My clothing was stiff with caked mud and grime. There were scrapes up my arms and over my hands. When I reached a hand up, I found my long hair to be crunchy with bits of leaves in it.

      Shifting, I found my left pant leg was torn to the knee. A tensor bandage wrapped around the swollen joint of my ankle.

      The storm.

      Dad’s blind had been destroyed. And I…I’d followed a wolf here.

      And then Jared…

      I inhaled deeply through my nose and tried to calm down and remember how I got here.

      I was in a cabin in the woods. A cabin that must belong to Jared. He had to have carried me up here when I passed out. Judging by what I could see outside, I was on the second floor. And this must be a guest room, because there was nothing identifying it as belonging to anyone.

      No photos.

      No band posters, or school binders or textbooks.

      It had the plain wooden double bed I was sitting on. The quilt looked to be hand-stitched—I immediately prayed the smears of mud and specks of blood from my scrapes would come off. I didn’t want Jared’s parents to give him hell because I’d ruined it.

      There was a low nightstand beside the low bed, and a fireplace across the room—a low burning fire, mostly embers now, in its hearth. A metal grate was set around it, and a threadbare rug adorned the floor in front of that.

      There wasn’t anything else.

      Except…was that?

      My phone! It was cleaned off and plugged in beside the bed. It had been tucked away on the wide ledge of the wooden bedframe. I snatched it up and sent a silent plea to whatever gods would hear me that it would still work.

      I held my breath as I pushed the side button and tipped my head back in a sigh of relief when it powered on.

      My relief was short-lived, though. It was one in the afternoon. And I had thirty-three text messages and three missed calls. Damn.

      I fired off two quick texts. One to Layla, and one to Viv. I ignored the new one from Devin and didn’t bother to read the million messages from my two friends. I just told them that my phone needed to charge, and I was fine. The battery died and I’d just slept in. That’s all.

      I could find a way to explain away how I sprained my ankle later.

      The raised voices grew louder, and I strained my ears to hear what they were saying. I set my phone down, ignoring the double vibration that told me I’d just gotten another message. Limping, I made my way over to the window and peeked outside, my breaths clouding the windowpane.

      Jared was out there talking animatedly with another guy that sparked something in my memory, but from this far away, I couldn’t place his face. Maybe he went to Forest Grove, too? No, that couldn’t be right. He looked too old to be a student. A family member of Jared’s, maybe? A cousin.

      Oh shit. Maybe this is that guy’s house and you just rubbed a bucket of mud into his clean sheets.

      I reached for the knob at the base of the window and turned the crank slowly and as quietly as I could until the window cracked open.

      “…can’t stay here.” A deep gravelly voice growled at Jared.

      With bated breath, I gripped the sill with both hands and squinted down at the front of the house where they were arguing. Jared had a shirt on this time, but the other guy…he sure as hell didn’t.

      He was hulking in size, tan, and with short cropped dark hair. From this angle, I couldn’t see his face, but from the sound of his voice, I had to imagine it would be just as scary and intimidating as his growl.

      “She’s been living in that fucking hunting blind in the woods for months, Clay. It’s destroyed. I went and checked for myself. That bag is everything that she has now.”

      I saw where he gestured to a muddied brown sack on the edge of the front deck. My heart pounded hard against my ribcage, and hot tears stung my eyes. The picture of dad. I’d dropped it during the mudslide. I wanted to hope it was in there, but I knew it wouldn’t be.

      “We aren’t a goddamned shelter,” the other guy seethed, rubbing a wide hand over the back of his thick neck. My toes curled and a hot flush stained my cheeks. What an asshole…

      He was right, though. I wouldn’t be anyone else’s burden. It was why I’d moved out into the blind to begin with.

      Jared stepped in closer to the other guy, his shoulders squared. The guy called Clay took two steps back and rolled his shoulders, limbering up as though for a fight.

      Oh no.

      Hell, no.

      I hobbled to the door, using the wall for support. Outside was a wide hallway with an open balcony at the end that allowed someone upstairs to see the living area downstairs from above. I didn’t bother to look around, rushing to get downstairs.

      The stairs were hard to navigate, but I managed.

      Once I got to the ground floor, I found the front door next to a kitchen I couldn’t see from up top and wrenched it open, stepping outside to a snap of cool air and the brush of a warm afternoon sun on my cheeks.

      Their conversation stopped immediately as I made my way across the deck, shielding my eyes from the worst of the sun’s rays.

      I snatched up my bag from the edge of the deck and tried to figure out what to say as my eyes adjusted. Jared was staring at me with a pained expression, his beautiful amber eyes going first to my hair, and then to the tear in my shirt that exposed most of my midriff.

      The other guy stared, too, but not with anything that looked like pity.

      Good, because I didn’t want any.

      The guy’s fists were white-knuckle sandwiches as his sides, and he looked about ready to blow a gasket with the vein in his neck sticking out so much. I was wrong about his face, though. His apprehensive stare was chilling, but he didn’t look like the monster I thought he would from that gravelly voice. Scary, yes, but with incredible blue eyes like a frozen lake under bright sunlight.

      They looked…familiar.

      In fact, he looked familiar.

      “I—I heard you arguing and…” I stuttered. “You don’t have to fight. I’m going.” I turned to Jared, averting my stare, completely unable to meet his gaze. A hot blush rose to heat my face. “Thank you,” I said earnestly to him. “For what you did. I think that wolf would’ve eaten me if you hadn’t been there.”

      I began to walk away, limping heavily. But as my feet connected with still-damp earth, I realized I was missing something—or a few something’s.

      My boots for one.

      And I’d left my damned cellphone upstairs in my rush to get outside and stop them fighting.

      Jared moved to stand in front of me, unapologetically blocking my path as he shoved his hands deep into his pockets. “You aren’t going anywhere, Allie. Don’t worry about Clay,” he said, his amber eyes flicking to his friend. “He’s an ass in general. It isn’t you.”

      Clay scoffed, but I didn’t dare turn around to see the look on his face.

      Wait…Clay?

      Isn’t that what Jared had called the wolf from last night? I glanced up into Jared’s eyes again, seeing the small fleck of green in the left one. Gulped.

      Slowly, with my heart hammering in my chest, I turned back to Clay, flicking my gaze up only long enough to catch the unmistakable color of his eyes.

      No. I almost laughed, giving my head a shake. That’s crazy, Allie.

      “I—I left my phone upstairs. If you just let me run back inside and get it, I’ll be out of your way.”

      “Allie,” Jared said, his tone hard with a warning. I chanced another glance up to see his jaw was set. “You’re covered in mud from head to toe, you have a sprained ankle, and…I don’t think you have anywhere to go.”

      The truth of what he said hit me like a blow to the chest. I rocked back on my heels from the force of the impact. “You can stay here for now. We don’t use the guest room you were sleeping in. The only thing we ask is that you don’t tell anyone.”

      My brows furrowed. Don’t tell anyone…what? I wanted to ask, but Clay growled behind me and I turned in time to see his icy blue eyes light from within. My breathing hitched.

      What the hell is going on here? Panic made my fingers clasp tighter to my backpack as I backed away from Clay, closer to Jared.

      “Clayton,” Jared hissed. “Control yourself.”

      It clicked in my mind who he was. Clayton Armstrong. Bad boy extraordinaire. He was a senior when I was just a junior at Forest Grove High, but that face and hulking form was hard to forget, even if he did skip more classes than he attended. The juniors still whispered about him in the halls.

      “You’re a fucking idiot,” Clay spat. “If Ryland finds out—”

      “He won’t.”

      Clay looked like he was using every last ounce of his will to keep from losing it, and I found myself still backing away, trying to get out of the line of fire before he exploded. Until Jared circled my wrist with his warm hand, stopping me.

      “R-Really,” I stammered. “This isn’t necessary.” I swallowed past the ever-growing lump in my throat, trying unsuccessfully to tug my wrist away from Jared. “I’ll just go. Town can’t be far. I can crash at Viv’s place. I—I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to cause so much—”

      “Stay,” Jared commanded, never breaking eye contact with Clay. When I chanced a look at his face, I saw that his eyes seemed to be glowing, too. The amber lit with a golden hue, only broken by the fleck of glowing green.

      I rubbed my own eyes, taking another look before I decided I wasn’t imagining it.

      “What are you?” I breathed and Jared broke his stare with Clay to look at me with furrowed brows. With his eyes on me, there was no doubting their otherworldly glow.

      “You don’t remember?”

      I tugged my wrist away and bolted, forgetting that my ankle was completely fucked.

      I got maybe twenty yards before I fell on my face and the contents of the pack spilled all over the dirt drive. I coughed and inhaled dirt, coughing some more.

      A bloodcurdling animal snarl had me scrambling away on all fours as an enormous black wolf skated to a stop in front of me, blocking my path. Its hot tongue snaked out as it growled. Its hackles were raised, and its icy blue eyes dared me to try to run.

      Movement in my periphery made me jump and squeal as the white wolf from the night before strode up beside me. It didn’t look at me. It was looking at the black wolf calmly as it positioned itself protectively at my side. But even without its eyes on me, I could see the amber glow. I could see how in its left eye there was a fleck of green.

      Even more insane, when I spun to call for help, I found that Clay and Jared were gone, but that their clothes laid in tattered ribbons against the ground.

      I looked at the eyes of the white wolf again.

      It wasn’t possible.

      Holy fucking balls…

      The black wolf snapped at the white one. And the white one let loose a long growl in response.

      It was like they were having a conversation I couldn’t hear. I was a helpless bystander. Caught in the middle and completely unable to move.

      “J—Jared?” I managed, watching the large white wolf closely, my chest tight.

      The wolf turned its head infinitesimally toward me and then dipped it in acknowledgment.

      I sucked in a breath.

      No. Nuh-uh. Not a chance. Nope.

      All the nope.

      Except, where had the guys gone? Why did the massive black wolf have Clay’s piercing eyes? Why did the white one have Jared’s?

      I struggled for breath as they continued their animal conversation. My head began to spin again. My breaths came slower…and slower until I was sure I was on the cusp of passing out, but I fought against the pull of the dark. This was not the time to be unconscious. I wasn’t raised to be a sissy. I could change a transmission in a single afternoon. I could shoot a bow into a target at two-hundred yards and hit it dead center.

      I could deal with a couple overgrown wolves. Couldn’t I?

      Even if they were…what the hell were they?

      Werewolves?

      I tried not to laugh, but the sound started to burble up of its own accord. I pressed my lips tightly together to stop the sound from escaping, but my shaking shoulders and small noises gave me away.

      The black wolf snapped at me one last time before it tossed a disgusted stare to Jared and stalked off into the trees.

      I let the laughter out as soon as Clay was out of sight, tears springing to my eyes from the force of it. It was making my sides hurt. My abs were getting a workout. I snorted and wiped at the tears.

      Was this what it felt like to go insane?

      The wolf—Jared sat gracefully with his paws at his front and cocked his big white head at me. It only made me laugh more.

      “Allie?”

      In the span of a single blink the wolf was gone and sitting buck ass naked in front of me was Jared. With one hand covering his junk and the other reaching toward me.

      I shied away from his touch, the laughter dying on my lips as I took him in. As my mind tried to rectify what it was seeing from what it knew to be possible and impossible.

      “Are you…” he trailed off, drawing his hand back with an apology in his still-glowing eyes. “Are you alright?”

      “You were a wolf,” I blurted. “Like a second ago. I saw you. And now you’re…”

      “It’s a lot to take in. I know. But I thought you saw me shift last night, and if you’re going to stay here—”

      “I need a minute,” I interrupted by putting a hand up to stop him, feeling faint again. “And…a shower. Do you have coffee?”

      “Don’t you want to talk about this?” Jared trailed off. The surprise unmistakable in his expression.

      I eyed him. It was nearly impossible to stop my gaze from wandering low into his lap, where his torso tapered into an eight-pack and a sharp Adonis belt, and lower to…

      “You need to put some clothes on,” I said plainly, not allowing my mind to wander back to the land of fairy tales made real. I would think about it, just…later. Not right now.

      I needed that damn minute of peace to process before I lost my fucking mind.

      I needed him to stop looking at me like I was the one who was crazy when he’d been a wolf five seconds ago.

      Jared’s brows raised and he looked away, but not before I caught the start of a red flush in his cheeks. “Yeah. Right. Go take a shower. It’s the door next to the room you slept in. I’ll make some coffee.” He cleared his throat. “And uh…”

      I stood and waited, unable to take my eyes off him now, wondering if at any second I would blink, and he’d be canine again.

      This was madness.

      “Then we’ll talk?” he asked, peering up at me beneath a set of thick caramel lashes.

      I pursed my lips. “Yeah. You can start with telling me how long you’ve been watching me.”
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      I took my time in the shower. There really wasn’t any point in trying to make it to school for the end of the day. I was hopeful that I’d still be able to make my shift at the bookstore later in the afternoon, but I knew it was doubtful. I already gave Jacqueline a heads up that I might be late. I couldn’t afford to miss the shift entirely. Especially not now.

      “Perfect timing,” Jared said as I hit the bottom step. I bit back a snide comment and followed the sound of his voice to the kitchen. “The coffee’s just finished.”

      I pressed my lips together in discomfort. This was weird. Why was he acting like everything was alright? Like I didn’t just find out that he and his buddy could turn into wolves?

      He pulled out a chair for me at a small breakfast nook near a tall, wide window at the far end of the kitchen. His stupidly perfect smile made my jaw clench.

      Hey Allie. Come sit and have some coffee. We should catch up, Allie. Everything is alright, Allie.

      Except I didn’t know him any more than he knew me. We weren’t friends.

      “Thanks,” I said, unable to keep the lilt of apprehension from tainting my voice as I sat down.

      “Glad they fit alright,” Jared said, stuffing his hands deep into his pockets again.

      I looked down at the outfit I’d found in the spare bedroom when I’d come out. My muddy clothes had vanished and in their place were a pair of sweats with an elastic waistband that I would’ve been drowning in if it weren’t for the fact that I’d rolled them up several times at the hem and the waist. That along with a pair of red plaid slippers and a nondescript gray t-shirt was all I had on.

      I kept my arms crossed over my chest, trying to hide the fact that I wasn’t wearing a bra, though I supposed since he took my sodden one while I was in the shower, he already knew.

      He didn’t need proof, though.

      When I didn’t respond—mostly because I was uncomfortable as hell wearing his clothes in his house, his eyes flitted to the oak countertop in the kitchen where a coffee machine looked to have just finished brewing a full pot of glorious java.

      My stomach rumbled.

      “Are you hungry, too?” he asked. “I can make—”

      “No,” I interrupted. “Just coffee for now. I’m not feeling so hot.”

      It was the truth. At first, I thought I was getting sick from being out in the cold, but I knew the feeling well enough to recognize what it was. Anxiety. I’d suffered from it as a young child. And when Dad died last year, it’d come back. The hazy thoughts. The shaking fingers. The hollow pit in the bottom of my stomach that made me feel like I would throw up if I even tried to eat. The tense shoulders that I couldn’t relax no matter how hard I tried.

      I hadn’t had a panic attack in six months, though, and considering what I’d just gone through and seen…well, let’s just say I was shocked it hadn’t happened already.

      The power breathing in the shower had helped some.

      “What do you take in your coffee?”

      “Nothing,” I answered him. “Just black is good.”

      His brow furrowed. “Ok.”

      He poured me a coffee and one for himself, adding half a sugar and a splash of cream to his mug before he sat down across from me.

      My hands clasped tightly together in my lap. “You’re not going to turn into a wolf again, are you?”

      Jared’s lips tugged up into an understanding smirk. “No—no we try not to shift in the house. Too many things end up getting broken.”

      Good to know…

      Note to self: stay far away from shifting wolves.

      “This is fucked,” I muttered as I sipped the piping hot coffee, wincing as it seared a path down my throat. I wrapped my other hand around the tall mug and let the warmth of the heated porcelain seep into me, shivering.

      “It’s a lot to take in, I know.”

      “How long? I mean—how long have you…”

      “Been a wolf?”

      I clicked my jaw shut, unable to meet his stare. I nodded.

      “Forever. I was a born wolf.”

      “A what?”

      Jared took a drink of his own coffee and leaned against the table between us. I moved to lean back against my own chair in response. He didn’t miss my aversion, pursing his full lips. “A born wolf,” he repeated. “A shifter is made one of two ways. They are either born, or they are made.”

      I raised my brows, waiting for him to elaborate.

      “A bite,” he told me. “A bite from a shifter can trigger the change.”

      “Can?”

      “It doesn’t always.”

      “So, if Clay had bitten—”

      “He wouldn’t.”

      I found that doubtful. He looked pretty damned close to doing just that last night—and again this morning.

      I snorted, setting my coffee down, my mind racing. I had about a million questions, but I wasn’t sure I could handle all the answers right now. Already, my insides felt like they were ready to turn themselves inside out. I needed to take this slow or Jared would either be holding my hair over the toilet or helping me to breathe into a paper bag. I didn’t relish the idea of either of those.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      I glanced up from the table. “Hmmm? Oh. I guess so.”

      “Why green?”

      The question took me by surprise. “What?”

      “Your hair. Why green?”

      My hand unconsciously went up to finger a still-damp lock of it. “It’s not green,” I told him. “It’s turquoise. But I guess it’s a little faded.”

      “Your hair was blonde before, right? Almost white if I remember right.”

      I nodded.

      “You’ve had it at least four colors since junior year. Why dye it at all? It was beautiful.”

      I looked away, trying to hide a blush.

      “I mean, it’s beautiful now, too. It’s beautiful no matter what you do with it,” he rushed to cover his mistake.

      I smirked, realizing what he was doing. I was visibly freaking out, and he was trying to calm me down by distracting me. Dad used to do that, too. Ask me a bunch of random, meaningless questions when I started to freak out. My heart gave a sorrowful squeeze.

      “My mom had light blond hair, too,” I blurted before I could stop myself. “My dad said that I looked like her and I…”

      “Didn’t want to look like her?” He offered, the crease back between his brows.

      I drew in a long breath. “I didn’t think he could stand it,” I whispered, my throat growing tight. Why did I just tell him that? I snapped my mouth shut and licked my dry lips, suddenly eager to change the subject back to more comfortable territory.

      “So, it’s my turn,” I said before he could comment on what I told him about my mother. “How long were you watching me?”

      This time, I didn’t avert my gaze. I didn’t want to give him the opportunity to lie to me. There was no way he could have known that I’d been out there for months unless he’d been keeping an eye on me. My skin bristled again at the thought that I was being watched.

      Jared began picking at a chip in the top of his mug. “A while.”

      “A while?” I prodded, unable to keep the ire from my voice. My blood was beginning to heat, chasing what remained of the anxiety from my veins. “How long is a while?”

      The door crashed open at the other end of the kitchen. I whirled in my seat, gasping as I sloshed coffee all over the table.

      Clay stormed into the cabin. His bulky arms were wrapped in thick corded veins. The tendons in his hands stood taut beneath the skin as he tightened his fists.

      “Can I talk to you for a minute,” he growled at Jared, cutting me a scathing look, his face pinched as though he was holding back. “Alone?”

      “Dude, come on—”

      “Now.”

      My heart was hammering beneath my breastbone again, and I reached for the napkin holder on the table and quickly began to wipe up the mess of coffee. I swallowed, wincing from the pain in my ankle as I stood to toss the sodden tissues into the trash. “I have to get to work,” I said absently, trying to settle my frayed nerves.

      The guy made my body rigid with unease. He had this disquieting air about him, and when he entered a room, the atmosphere changed. Like he was a storm cloud threatening rain. Or the swell of the ocean when the winds change.

      “Maybe you should take the night off?” Jared said, rising from the table.

      I shook my head. Nope. Not a freaking chance I was staying there with Clay. He looked like he wanted to take a bite out of me—literally. And as beautiful as I’d always thought wolves were, I definitely didn’t relish the thought of becoming one. The thought brought with it about a million questions, and I wondered if I’d ever get the answers.

      Did they have to shift during a full moon?

      Did it hurt?

      Could they control themselves?

      Oh my god…

      Are there other things in this world that I don’t know about?

      My stomach roiled. “Uh…Jared, do you think my clothes are dry yet?”

      I really needed to get out of here. I wanted the peace and solitude I could only find surrounded by shelves of books. Surrounded by thousands of stories with happily ever afters. With words that could whisk you away to another world—to make the one you’re living in bearable.

      “Are those my sweats?”

      My blood froze to ice in my veins. I glanced down at the sweats I had rolled at both ends hanging low on my hips. And then I glanced up into the murderous stare of Clayton Armstrong.

      I shot a look at Jared that I hoped conveyed the depth of my furious accusation.

      Jared shrugged. “All my sweats were dirty,” he said as though it were the simplest thing in the world. “I’ll go get your clothes, Allie.”

      A tiny sound of protest rose up my throat as he left the room. As he left me alone with Clay.

      The bastard.

      “I—I’m sorry, I didn’t know they were y—”

      “Save it,” he barked, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      Much as I tried not to look, I couldn’t help but notice that he was still barely dressed. In low-hanging shorts and bare feet. His torso was huge—the muscle more defined than an airbrushed actor in a gladiator movie.

      Intimidating as hell.

      “I’m not staying,” I added when he continued to stand there stoic—purposefully not looking at me, but staring at a spot on the wall in the living area as though it were the most interesting spot in all the world. “You don’t have to fight with Jared. I—I won’t be anyone’s burden.”

      His gaze dropped and some of the fury dimmed in his eyes. His jaw twitched as he ground his teeth together before he responded. “Do you have somewhere else to go?”

      The question caught me by surprise and what he said earlier replayed in my head, making my own hands curl into fists.

      “That’s not your problem,” I said, astonished at how level my voice came out. “This isn’t a shelter, after all…”

      His head snapped up and I saw a flash of something beneath his haughty stare.

      “Here it is,” Jared said, coming around the corner with an armful of clothing fresh from the dryer. He looked between Clay and I, pausing with a quirked brow. “What’d I miss?”

      Clay’s upper lip curled back in disgust before he stalked up the stairs, each of his heavy footfalls reverberating in my chest.

      Jared passed me the bundle of still-warm clothes and gestured to the foot of the stairs. “They should be your size, but if they don’t fit, I can get another pair.”

      A pair of simple black converse sneakers rested on the bottom stair. They looked like they were brand new. “I found one of your boots in the wreckage,” he continued. “But I couldn’t find the other one, so…”

      “Did you buy those?”

      Could he have left this morning while I was asleep to buy me shoes?

      My shoulders tensed. That was…weird. Why would he do that? He doesn’t owe me anything.

      We aren’t even friends.

      “You can’t go anywhere without shoes,” he said with an awkward laugh, rubbing the back of his neck.

      He was right. I’d been so pre-occupied with needing to change out of Clay’s sweats and get to work that I’d forgotten I didn’t have any shoes. How was I supposed to get to work? Walk through who knows how many miles of forest barefoot?

      I swept the hair from my face and tucked it behind my ear, praying there was at least one hair elastic in my bag by the front door. “Um…thanks. I’ll pay you back for them.”

      “You don’t—”

      “I do. I’ll take some money out after work and bring it to school for you tomorrow.”

      His brows lowered. “Tomorrow?”

      My gaze unconsciously flicked to the stairs, where Clay had disappeared down the corridor, my throat going dry.

      “He’ll come around, Allie,” Jared said in a silky soft voice that almost made me forget he was half beast. I shoved the image away, my mind still trying to rebel against it even though I’d seen with my own eyes. Dad always told me that if the truth was looking me dead in the eye that I should believe it. But he was talking about people and their true colors…not men who could transform into wolves.

      “Please tell me you’ll come back after your shift?”

      I dropped my stare, digging my fingers into the denim of my torn jeans. “I have to go,” was my response before I brushed past Jared and up the stairs against my better judgment. I didn’t want to go anywhere near Clay, but the bathroom next to the room I slept in was the only safe place to change. The bedroom didn’t even have a lock on the door.

      “Wait—” Jared said, stopping me with a hand on my arm. I shivered at the contact. The warmth of his skin and his hard calluses reminding me of wolfish paws.

      He let go of me as though burned on contact. “At least let me drive you to work.”

      I tightened my jaw but nodded. It would be hell walking on this ankle if I didn’t accept his offer, and I had no idea how far town was.

      “And Allie,” he added when I took another step up the stairs.

      I turned, finding him watching me closely with those amber eyes, his face slightly pale. “I need your word.” His adams apple bobbed in his throat. “I need your word that you won’t tell a soul what you saw.”

      It was suddenly hard to breathe. Jared had phrased the words as a request, but by the loss of color in his face, and the hardness in his eyes, I knew it wasn’t a request at all. It was a demand. I shuddered to think what would happen to me if I didn’t meet it.

      There was a reason I didn’t know these sort of things existed—that no one knew. Maybe they didn’t leave people like me alive to go blabbing? What was it Clay said? About someone named Ryland finding out…

      Was he a wolf too?

      I shook my head and held my breath, trying to stave off the rise of anxious thoughts.

      “If you keep my secret, I’ll keep yours,” he added when I didn’t respond right away.

      I tilted my head at him, unsure what he meant.

      “I don’t think anyone else knows you live out in the woods…do they?”

      Was that a threat?

      I straightened my spine and lifted my chin. “I won’t tell.”

      I turned on my heel and used the banister to help me limp the rest of the way to the top of my stairs, my blood chilling. As if I would tell anyone, anyway.

      Who the hell would believe me?
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      Jared and I didn’t speak for most of the drive. He’d made a lame attempt at conversation during the long walk through the woods to where he parked his jeep in a small lot at the edge of a hiking trail, but my mind was elsewhere. And I needed to focus to keep my eyes from tearing at the pain in my sprained ankle. I had the walking stick from the night before, and luckily the shoes fit, but it still hurt to put weight on it.

      I wanted to ask Jared why he didn’t have a proper driveway leading up to the cabin, but I could guess the reason. Couldn’t have visitors showing up when you could be caught morphing into a fucking oversized dog.

      Jared pulled his Wrangler up to the front of the shop, putting it into park in one of the many empty spaces along the street. “Where will you go?” He asked, his hands gripping hard on the steering wheel.

      I opened my mouth to say something but ended up closing it again. The truth was that I had no freaking idea where I was going to go, and I was a shit liar. I licked my dry lips and pulled the backpack from the back seat, slinging it over my shoulder as I stepped outside. “Thank you,” I told him, meaning it. I’d had the time to think on the drive into town and I realized that even though the hours since I awoke this afternoon had been some of the most fucked up I’d ever experienced, he’d still saved me.

      Even if he had been watching me out in the woods.

      Even if he was a wolf in human skin.

      Without his help, I might be dead. “Thank you for saving my life,” I said earnestly.

      His jaw tightened.

      “Your secret is safe with me. I won’t ever tell.”

      “Allie, I don’t—”

      “Please,” I interrupted him, that panicky feeling rising again. “I need you to go now.”

      Before he could answer, I closed the door to his Jeep and did my best to hurry into the shop, but I barely managed a waddle, cursing the entire way as my ankle protested.

      The bells inside the door jingled as I entered, the familiar sweet, musky scent of paper and ink greeted me like a warm embrace, and I felt my nerves calm. I didn’t turn around as I heard the Jeep’s engine purr back to life as Jared pulled back out onto the road.

      Jacqueline squinted up from the front counter, her small glasses perched low on the tip of her nose. “Oh, Allie. You made it. I wasn’t sure if...” she trailed off, and something registered in her eyes. “Is everything alright?”

      She eyes me from bottom to top, taking in the torn jeans and the limp. Jared managed to rescue several clothing articles from Dad’s hunting blind, so I at least had a clean sweater over my tattered tank top. But I knew I looked half dead. Much as I tried to avoid it, I’d seen my reflection in the mirror at Jared’s cabin.

      “Sprained my ankle,” I said with an impish grin. “Hurts like hell, but I’m fine.”

      “Oh,” she said, pushing back her graying dark auburn hair from her face as she came around the counter. “What happened? If you would prefer to take the night off and keep it elevat—”

      “No,” I blurted, reeling myself back in. “No, I—I want to work. It’s not even that bad.”

      She seemed to consider and then nodded. “Alright. Just don’t overdo it. I haven’t gotten around to scanning in today’s deliveries, if you want to do that, I’ll get them on the shelves in the morning.”

      “Okay,” I replied, knowing full well that I would get all the deliveries scanned in and shelved before I left tonight. I needed this job, and I wasn’t about to shirk any of my duties, sprained ankle or not. The book shop wasn’t just my only source of income. There was an apartment above it. Occupied, but only until December.

      Then, when the guy moved out, I was hoping Jacqueline would let me rent it. It was what I’d been saving for. I’d have first month’s rent and a deposit ready to go. Who better to rent the space than your only employee, right? I hadn’t asked her yet, but only because I wanted to have the deposit ready to give her when I did.

      And now, after losing almost everything last night, that might take longer than I had planned. I sighed.

      “Is everything alright?” she asked, leaning over the counter to pull her purse and jacket from the coat rack.

      “Huh?” I blinked. “Oh. Yeah. Just a little tired.”

      “The coffee in the back room is still pretty fresh.”

      “Thanks, Jacqueline.”

      “Oh!” Jacqueline exclaimed, pulling a folded slip of paper from her purse. “I almost forgot. Devin was here earlier. Around the time your shift normally starts. I told him you were going to be a bit late and he said he couldn’t wait.”

      She held the note out to me.

      “He left this for you. Said he was worried your phone wasn’t working.”

      She lifted a brow when I didn’t immediately move to take it but made no further comment. Jacqueline knew my phone was working just fine. I’d sent her a message that I’d be a bit late today just a few hours ago.

      I gritted my teeth as I limped the three steps between us and gingerly took the paper from her slender fingers with a tight smile. “Thanks.”

      “Right,” she said, snapping back into motion. She tugged on her coat and belted it in the front. “Well, I’ve got about a million errands to run. Take it easy on that ankle, hey?”

      “I will.”

      “Good.”

      I crumpled the note in my fist as the door shut behind her, the sound of the bells loud in the quiet shop. I chucked the balled-up note onto the desk and slumped into the tall stool behind the counter as the bells jingled again, signaling the entry of the first customers of the evening.

      I pressed my palms into my eyes and yawned. It was going to be a very long night.

      

      I finished scanning the new stock into the system and had it all shelved and the entire store dusted and swept before seven, as usual. It was simple work, and even with a bum ankle, it wasn’t so hard.

      But I’d almost hoped the work would take me longer tonight, now I had two hours to sit here and contemplate my bleak existence. I should’ve been using the time to think about where the hell I was going to stay tonight. Or, you know, until December when the guy upstairs hopefully moved out.

      Sighing heavily, I continued going through the fall catalog from Random House. It was my job to keep the young adult section up to date on all the newest releases, and I took that responsibility very seriously. It showed in the surgency of teen clientele the store had gained since I started here last year.

      Unconsciously, my gaze slipped to the crumpled note atop Jacqueline’s desk behind the main counter. I clenched my jaw, trying to distract myself with options for places to stay.

      I could go back to the blind in the woods. Jared said it was destroyed, but how destroyed was destroyed? Was it salvageable? If I brought a tarp and some duct tape, could I make it work?

      My heart ached for the last place I had that reminded me of him. After the house sold and my aunt and uncle boxed up all his things, all I had left was that one photo and the old blind. Now I had neither.

      My chest ached.

      What else? I asked myself, trying to distract from the pain. Where else could you go?

      Not Viv’s or Layla’s. Then you’d have to explain that you’ve been lying to them for months. I was just glad that Layla had to watch her younger brothers and sisters on Thursdays—and Viv always went to visit her Nona at the senior’s home. Otherwise, they’d both be here demanding answers I didn’t know how to give. I groaned, dropping my head into my hands.

      This was all getting so out of hand.

      My gaze flitted back to the paper on the desk and before I could change my mind, I leaned over and snatched it up, huffing before I uncrumpled the page and flattened it against the counter with my palm.

      
        
        Allie, I’m sorry for what happened. Please stop ignoring me. You know it wasn’t really me. I wasn’t myself. You know me. You know I’d never hurt you. I love you.

        

      

      
        
        Devin

      

      

      My hands began to shake as I read the words over again. My fingers curled in, my stubby nails like talons as I tore the note to shreds, letting the anger chase away all the other ugly thoughts.

      You know I’d never hurt you…

      What a joke.

      My fingers absently went up to trace the line of tender flesh along my collar. It was almost healed. It barely hurt to touch now, but that didn’t erase the memory of how I’d gotten it. What he did.

      Little tremors raced up my spine and I took another sip of warm coffee to subdue the rise of anxious energy. The first flash came, and I winced.

      An image of Devin in the dark of the basement at his Dad’s house. In the middle of the night.

      I’d been asleep. Peacefully dreaming while he was going through my phone.

      I had no idea what awaited me when I awoke to the sound of his heavy breathing. Barely able to see save for the strange greenish glow of my cell phone like a halo framing his head.

      “Devin, what are you doing? Come back to sleep,” I’d murmured, my voice breathy with a yawn.

      I pulled myself out of the flashback, and a small whimper made my bottom lip quiver. I wiped the note confetti from the desk into the recycling bin, some of the pieces scattering to the floor in my haste.

      We only dated for three months, but I thought I’d loved him. He was handsome, in a devil may care sort of way. With a shock of dark hair and arresting green eyes. He was tall and lean. He thought my love for books and anime was silly and childish, but we both loved hockey and shared the same taste in music.

      I couldn’t even listen to those songs anymore. Preferring deafening silence to a single note of any song we once sang together.

      It was only three months. So then why did this hurt so much?

      I could still picture him. The new boy at Forest Grove high last year. He was all anyone could talk about for a while. In a town as small as ours, any newcomers were regarded with a sort of scrutinizing awe. How did they come to live in a place like this? What brought them here? Where were they from? The rumor mill churned out its own theories, but I knew somehow that none of them were correct.

      When I began to notice him watching me as I curiously watched him, I couldn’t believe that someone like me had caught his eye. Outgoing and handsome as he was, what could he possible want with a quiet girl like me?

      He was a mystery I wanted to unravel.

      Why couldn’t I have seen the that way lay beneath the surface wasn’t the treasure I’d been seeking, but a broken soul that relished inflicting pain on others?

      As I bowed my head, another flash came, and I gripped the edge of the counter to steady myself—to try to chase away the bad memories. But in the last week since it’d happened, I couldn’t seem to stop reliving it.

      “Why are you texting with Quinn? Is something going on between you two?” he’d asked, the question rousing me from sleep only enough to give him a playful shove and murmur for him to stop being ridiculous.

      Quinn was in my elective culinary class. We had been assigned to do a project together on Moroccan cuisine. We were texting about that. And I didn’t think it would be too hard to see that if Devin was actually reading the messages.

      “Go back to sleep,” I’d urged, completely unprepared for what would happen next.

      Devin grabbed my wrist painfully hard and yanked me to sitting, making my head spin as my eyes tried to open and adjust to the lack of light. Heart pounding and blood suddenly pumping.

      “What are you—”

      “Tell me,” Devin had hissed, his face illuminated in the cell phone light. My eyes strained from the green-tinted brightness. “Tell me the truth.”

      I yanked my arm free of his grasp, rubbing out the ache in my joint. “What the hell, Dev?” I’d snapped. “That hurt.”

      I was still trying to figure out what was happening, my sleep addled brain needing a minute to catch up, when the first blow knocked any sense from my mind, making the rational part of me retreat somewhere deep within. Huddled with her knees to her chest, trying and failing to understand what she’d done wrong. Why she hadn’t seen this coming?

      Who this man was. Because it wasn’t her Devin.

      It couldn’t be.

      I came out of the memory and ran for the front of the shop, flinging the door open to the stairway that led down into the storage area. The jingle of bells alerted me there was a customer entering the shop, but I didn’t stop. I stumbled down the last three steps and barely made it, limping, into the bathroom before my stomach heaved and its meager contents were swallowed up by the toilet.

      I dry heaved until there was absolutely nothing left.

      Until my sides were splitting and my head pounding.

      “Hello?” A voice echoed from upstairs.

      Shit. I needed to get myself together. I couldn’t puke every time I thought about what happened. I’d already lost almost ten pounds since last week. I couldn’t afford to start losing muscle, too.

      I needed to get over it. Rising, I rinsed out my mouth in the sink and lifted my chin. Set my jaw. It wasn’t that he hurt me. I could handle the pain. A good body check on the ice did more damage than what he did to me. It was the fact that I trusted him. That I loved him.

      …that I thought he loved me back…

      That was what made me sick.

      The memory of gentle caresses and warm embraces—of tender kisses stolen beneath the bleachers was at war with the new violent imagery that had taken up my brain space where the softer things used to be. I couldn’t reconcile one with the other. It was impossible. It was like Devin Wright was two completely different people. The mischievous, but kind guy I’d fallen for…and the animal who ripped my heart out.

      I hauled ass up the stairs and pasted on a more pleasant expression than the one I was wearing. “Sorry about that,” I said, rounding the corner without a trace of the weaker girl I’d left to desiccate at the bottom of the stairs.

      I went to the counter and began ringing in the man who was trying to hide the fact that he was purchasing an erotic novel by buying the newest John Grisham. I didn’t comment on his tastes. I never did. He would only say it was for his wife even though he wasn’t wearing a ring and then he wouldn’t come back in. I knew his type.

      Instead, I told him to have a nice day and enjoy his books. To come back again soon.

      I’d gotten through the bulk of the thick fall catalog for Simon and Schuster by the time the next customer came into the shop. I glanced up with a ready smile and a greeting on my tongue, but the words dissolved before I could speak them, and I was left with a sour taste coating my mouth.

      Devin sauntered into the shop, dipping his head low so he didn’t hit the bells atop the doorframe. When his eyes met mine, something in my body died and came alive all at once. I wanted to run.

      But I couldn’t move.

      I wanted to punch the stupid demure smirk from his lips.

      But then I wouldn’t be any better than he was.

      I swallowed hard and flipped the catalog closed with a thud.

      “Allie, just let me talk.” Devin stepped further into the store, approaching the counter with slow, measured steps as though I were the dangerous one. As if he was the one afraid.

      How fucking ludicrous.

      “No.”

      “Allie,” his eyes darkened, and there was a note of warning in his voice.

      Hastily I looked around, but as was usual for a weekday evening, there wasn’t anyone in the shop. And no one on the street outside, either.

      I rose from the stool and grimaced from the pain in my ankle, pulse quickening. “I think you should leave. I have nothing to say to you. And I don’t want to hear any—”

      “What happened?” Devin growled as he came around the counter to inspect my ankle. His green eyes suddenly bright and cutting. “What did you do?” He kneeled to inspect the bandages, reaching out to take hold of my calf.

      I shrank back, backing into Jacqueline’s desk. A metal stapler fell from the ledge and clattered to the hardwood, the loud noise sending a tremor racing up my back. “Y-you aren’t allowed back here, Dev. I could get fired.”

      He backed up a step and looked down at me with a tilt to his head. Looking at his thick brows and shadowed eyes, that wide chin, and sharp nose, I wondered how I ever found his severe features to be anything less than menacing.

      Devin Wright was handsome, yes. But it was there in his eyes—had been there all along and I just hadn’t seen it. He’d kept the ugly bits of himself concealed from me. From everyone.

      Now that I’d seen it, I couldn’t unsee it.

      Devin turned on me with an accusatory stare. “What’s going on with you, Allie?”

      What’s going on with me?

      He was the one who turned into a fucking monster. “Nothing,” I said, keeping the spite from my voice. When I’d tried to fight back last week, it’d only made it worse. When I told him to go to hell, he’d only hurt me more. This time I wasn’t going to give him any ammunition. “Nothing is wrong. I just hurt my ankle walking home from the bus.”

      His jaw twitched and something hot and angry flashed behind his eyes. My hand went to my stomach, feeling the threat of vomiting all over again coming back.

      “I really need to get back to work, Devin.”

      “Work? Is your work more important than us? Christ, Allie!” His face soured and I felt around on the desk behind my back until my fingers wrapped tightly around a pen. “I just came here to talk to you and you’re acting like…like you don’t even care.”

      He closed the last few steps between us and I flinched when he raised his hand.

      Devin didn’t like that.

      He glared down at me, gently brushing several strands of faded turquoise out of my face. My heart skipped a beat and I struggled to keep down the bile rising in the back of my throat. “I’m not going to hurt you,” Devin said with a scowl twisting his features. “How could you think I would hurt you?”

      My mind raced. I couldn’t help the furrow from forming in my brow. But you already did hurt me…

      What the fuck was he playing at?

      “But you di—”

      “That wasn’t me,” he interrupted, his eyes drawing down at the corners, some of the lines in his forehead smoothed. “You know it wasn’t.”

      Wasn’t it?

      I managed to squirm out of his grasp before he could lean his forehead against mine. I put two feet of space between us, my chest rising and falling faster than it had been a moment before.

      He needed to leave.

      I couldn’t deal with this right now. Not on top of everything else.

      Devin had shown me his true colors. The truth of him—of who he was deep down inside—had looked me dead in the eye that night, and I believed what I saw.

      He couldn’t take it back.

      “Get out,” I said, ready to try to hurt him if that’s what it came to. Just because I was taught not to use violence as an answer, didn’t mean I wouldn’t protect myself. I was surprised last time. I shut down. I didn’t know what to do. I was in shock.

      Not this time.

      “If you don’t leave, I will call the police and I will tell them what you did to me.” My voice didn’t waver even once and I gave myself a mental pat on the back, squeezing the pen behind my back until I thought I might snap the damned thing right in half before I even had a chance to use it.

      Devin’s eyes widened in fury, and under the fluorescent light above the counter, they almost seemed to glow. I shook my head and the illusion vanished. The bells on top of the door sounded just as Devin took a step toward me and my body tensed to strike him.

      “Wright,” a familiar voice cautioned from just inside the doorway. “I believe you were asked to leave.”

      Jared was wearing the same clothes he had been earlier, but he looked different. Angry. Even with Clay barking at him earlier he hadn’t seemed angry. His hands weren’t balled into fists like they were now. His nostrils weren’t flaring. There wasn’t a fire burning beneath his stare.

      Devin never took his eyes off me. “Mind your fucking business, Stone,” he hissed at Jared. “This is between me and Allie.”

      I tried to move a little further away, to get out from behind the counter and closer to Jared because somehow in that moment I was less afraid of a wolf-man than I was my eighteen-year-old ex-boyfriend.

      How fucked is that?

      Devin stopped me with a hand wrapped roughly around my upper arm. “Where do you think you’re going? I wasn’t done talk—”

      Reflexively, I stabbed the pointy end of the pen into the flesh of his hand. Not enough to do much more than draw tiny droplet of blood, but enough to make him loosen his hold, and for me to scramble out of his grasp and fall to the floor.

      Jared was there faster than humanly possible, and I had to remind myself that it was because he legit was not human. He was helping me to stand when Devin growled at both of us, stomping out from behind the counter.  “She’s mine,” he roared at Jared, his voice taking on a tone that made my stomach drop to my toes.

      His? Was he fucking kidding me?

      I didn’t know if it was because I had Jared at my back, or if the words themselves had just gotten me that enraged, but I snapped. I pulled away from Jared only enough to get in Devin’s face. “I am not yours! I belong to no one.”

      Devin stumbled back a step, his lips parting in wordless protest as he took me in like he was just seeing me for the first time. “Allie…”

      “Get the fuck out of here. Don’t come back,” Jared added, moving to stand next to me.

      Devin looked between Jared and I, a wrinkle in his brow. He looked like he might hit one of us. I could practically feel the fury rippling off of him in waves of heat, but he just made an angered sound in the back of his throat and turned his back to us.

      He slammed the door to the shop behind him, making the glass pane in the door shake.

      I slumped, suddenly unable to get my breath, and leaned heavily on the edge of the front counter. I breathed in deeply through my nose and pushed the air out through my mouth. My hands were shaking, and I desperately wanted them to stop. I wanted to shuck off this weaker Allie like a dead skin and be the stronger one I knew was there somewhere. But she’d been hiding for a long time, and I didn’t know how to get her back.

      “Hey,” Jared said, brushing a hand over my back. I recoiled from his touch at first, but then settled, letting his stillness help to soothe my nerves. “Can I…” he trailed off awkwardly. “Can I get you some water or something?”

      My throat was dry as a bone from breathing so hard, but I didn’t say that. I didn’t answer him at all. His touch was helping, and the truth was, I didn’t want him to move.

      After I got my breath back and my stomach stopped trying to propel itself up my throat, I felt my muscles go, and my body sagged in relief. “No. I’m fine. I mean—I’ll get it myself.”

      “It’s water, Allie. I know you can get it yourself, but it’s okay to need help sometimes.”

      I pressed my lips together.

      “Alright,” Jared breathed, removing his hand. “No water, then. When is your shift over?”

      Spinning, I cocked my head at him.

      Jared shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans and lifted his shoulders. “If it’s alright with you, I’d like to stay.”

      What?

      “Did you find a place to stay tonight?”

      I gulped, looking away. I’d actually been thinking I would stay here. There was a couch in the back of the shop. And if I left before dawn, there was a good chance no one would see me. But even I knew that was a bad idea.

      If someone did see me, it would be hard to make up an excuse to why I was leaving the bookshop at five AM when my shift didn’t start until 3:30 in the afternoon. I couldn’t afford to lose this job.

      I shook my head.

      Jared nodded. “Alright.”

      “Alright?”

      “Then you’ll come home with me.”

      I opened my mouth to protest.

      “Please,” he said, an earnestness gleaming in his amber eyes when he lifted them to mine. My chest tightened. “I know you have more questions. I’ll answer them all—if you want.” He kicked at a spot on the floor and I noticed he was watching the front window with a keen eye, making sure Devin wasn’t waiting outside. “And maybe you could answer a few more of mine?”

      I bit my lower lip, feeling awkward and hating it. My face hot and fingers numb from knotting them together. I didn’t know what to say.

      “Just…let me help you. Please.”

      “Why?” I asked, voicing the question I’d been afraid to ask before. “Why do you want to help me? You don’t even know me.”

      The hint of a smile pulled up the corner of Jared’s stupidly perfect mouth, showing off a slight dimple on his left cheek. Damn.

      “Because you’re a good person who doesn’t deserve all of the bad things that’ve happened to her,” he said, the tips of his ears staining pink.

      My breath caught and I couldn’t look at him anymore. Could hardly breathe.

      Because Jared was wrong.

      I deserved it all.
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      “Don’t take that road,” I all but shouted as Jared made to round the bend onto Lofty Pines Drive.

      The tires of his Jeep screeched as he righted the vehicle and continued straight. “Something against short cuts?” he asked, his voice pitched high from surprise.

      I shook my head. “No. I just—I don’t go that way.”

      Understanding settled in his eyes and I hated the pity I found in his stare. “Don’t look at me like that,” I told him.

      “Sorry, I forgot the graveyard was dow—”

      “It’s fine. Just drive, okay?”

      If you looked hard enough into the trees out the passenger side window, you could see it; the graveyard where my mother and father were buried. I didn’t look, of course, I never did. I kept my eyes straight ahead as we passed, wringing my fingers in my lap.

      I killed them.

      Both of them.

      But they weren’t the first lives I took. No. I took my first before I was even born.

      “You okay with pizza for dinner?” Jared asked, changing the subject.

      “There were a few packets of ramen in my bag. I can just have that and some berries from the mountain.”

      Jared snorted. “You can’t live on ramen and berries, Allie. Besides, I already ordered three large pizzas.”

      My eyes widened as I watched him in the darkened vehicle. In the close quarters I could smell his cedar and birch scent—and that undertone of something else, the thing I couldn’t place before, but that now I knew was an animal smell. Like fresh air and loamy earth. “What the hell are you going to do with three large pizzas?” I asked in disbelief.

      He shrugged. “I can eat one by myself usually. Clay can eat more than that. I figured you’d at least have a couple slices, so I got three. You aren’t going to let the extra slices go to waste, are you? I hate cold pizza.”

      My brows raised. “Who hates cold pizza?” I asked suspiciously. “Cold pizza is the best.”

      “Nah,” Jared said with the ghost of a smirk on his lips. “Shit’s nasty.”

      “Well, I won’t let it be wasted,” I said, rising to his bait and knowing it. I couldn’t remember the last time my belly felt full. Probably the time I spent the night at Viv’s, when her dad was out of town visiting her uncle. We’d had lasagna, and I think I ate more than Viv and her mom, combined. The idea of having not one slice of pizza, but several made my mouth water and my stomach growl audibly in the cab.

      Jared stifled a laugh and I chortled, pressing a hand to my abdomen to try to quell the loud noises, but that only made them louder.

      By the time my stomach stopped yelling at me, we were parked at the end of the bumpy dirt road in the small lot at the foot of a hiking trail not often used. In fact, I didn’t even think it was on a map.

      I gasped as I turned to get out of the Jeep, finding Jared there opening my door, his tan face popping up in the window shocked a short squeal from my lips. “Sorry,” he said, holding the door open and a hand out to help me step down from the jacked-up height. I took his hand, if only because I was afraid to twist my ankle more if I jumped to the ground without something to stabilize me. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      I reached back inside to grab my bag once my feet were on solid ground and turned to close the door, finding Jared watching me curiously.

      “What?” I asked, squinting up at him in the growing dark, shivering against the autumn chill.

      He shook his head. “It’s nothing. Here,” he said, holding out a hand for my bag. “Let me carry that. We should get moving before you freeze. I think your walking stick is still over by the trail.”

      He was right, and after I grudgingly handed over my bag, I hopped over to the wide pine and snatched the walking stick he’d fetched for me when he’d been a beast on all fours. I squinted down at the length of wood, pursing my lips. Was that really just last night?

      It felt like it’d been days since the mudslide, already.

      My breath clouded around my face when I huffed, and I made a mental note to go to the storage unit my aunt and uncle had rented and grab my jacket and a couple sweaters. I didn’t have much in there, and the bus ride and hike to get to the unit was grueling, but it was better than having to buy new stuff—even if it was from the thrift shop. I’d left a bunch of stuff in there when I’d decided to move to the hunting blind in the woods. Not only did I not have the space for anything extra, but anyone who stumbled upon the tent in the woods would be able to steal from it what they wanted. Not worth the risk.

      We went in the opposite direction of the trail, deeper into the wood to the east instead of the northwest—where my blind used to be. Once my ankle was healed, I planned to go and find it. Make sure there wasn’t anything else I could salvage. Make sure it really was beyond repair before I floundered to try to find some place else to stay.

      “I’ll get you some ice for that when we get back,” Jared said, eyeing my swollen ankle. “It looks worse than it was this morning.”

      I didn’t reply, my mind elsewhere. I couldn’t believe I’d agreed to come back here with him. Every step I took towards the hidden cabin in the woods felt like another nail being hammered into a coffin of my own making. What was I doing?

      Jared was hot as hell. The most sought-after piece of man flesh at Forest Grove High School.

      But he was also a goddamned wolf. And his friend, Clay was an even bigger wolf who wanted to eat me.

      I’d have been better off crashing in an alleyway.

      “What’s wrong?” Jared asked, and I found myself wishing he was less intuitive. Wishing he would stop looking at me as though I was this foreign creature he wanted to study under the lens of a microscope. To pull me apart and find out what makes me tick.

      There were things I didn’t want him to know.

      I bowed my head. And some things no one knew…

      I wanted to keep it that way.

      “Do you think Clay is going to eat me?”

      Jared laughed, and the sound lightened a weight that’d been pressing on my chest. “No,” he said between fits of laughter. “No, he’s all bark. No bite. Trust me.”

      Trust him?

      Could I?

      I watched him under the cover of the darkening sky from beneath my lashes. He was smiling to himself as he walked.

      “Jared?” I tried again, forcing myself to ask him the question I was afraid to find the answer to. Because I found myself wanting to trust Jared Stone, but depending on his answer to this one question, I wasn’t sure if I could.

      “Hmm?”

      “You never answered me before,” I whispered, grunting as the terrain began to slope upwards and it became more difficult to navigate with the walking stick. “About how long you’ve been watching me…” I swallowed, my hand tightening on the smooth wood in my hand. “…and why you were watching me.”

      Jared’s posture changed, his spine growing rigid beneath his thin sweater. “I wasn’t watching you,” he began, his tone uncertain. “Well, I guess I was. Sort of.”

      He ran a hand over his tousled dirt blond hair and sighed. “I picked up your scent in the woods about two months ago—maybe a little more than that. I followed it and found you walking alone with a backpack and bear mace clutched in your hand. I was curious, so I followed you. I thought you might be lost. Or, I don’t know, maybe you were running away from something—or someone,” he said pointedly, and my chest squeezed at the mental image of Devin.

      “So, what? You were just making sure I was alright?”

      For some reason, I seriously doubted that.

      His adams apple bobbed. “At first, yes.”

      “And then after?”

      He looked uncomfortable as he shrugged. “I don’t want you to get the wrong idea, Allie. I’m not a creep. I wasn’t stalking you.”

      Kind of sounds like it…

      “But you were watching me?”

      “Sometimes,” he admitted after a beat of silence. “Not watching, really. Just checking. It started to become habit when you kept coming back every day. I usually go for a run in the evening before bed. So, I started running near where that hunting blind was. I checked to make sure you were inside—that the hatch was closed. Sometimes, I followed you when you walked from the bus stop.”

      I shuddered. The idea that someone had been following me made my skin crawl. I didn’t like this. Not one bit.

      “But I only did it to make sure you got there safely. That’s all. Then I would leave. I swear.”

      Jaw clenched tight, I nodded, wanting to believe him even though everything I’d known in this cruel world had trained me to always think the worst.

      “And then when you came to school with the bruises on your neck—” he cut himself off, fuming. “I knew it had to be him that did it. I followed you to make sure he didn’t follow you, and to scare him off if he tried.”

      My mouth went dry. What would he think if he’d seen the other bruises? The ones that were hidden beneath my clothes… those ones were worse.

      “Why didn’t you go to the police, Allie?”

      I flinched. “He was drunk. I don’t think he—”

      “Don’t do that,” Jared all but snapped, turning on me with passionate fury in his eyes. They’d begun to glow around the edges, and I stumbled backward, almost falling. My reminder to myself from earlier played back in my mind. Stay back when they shift. “Don’t make excuses for him. There’s no excuse for that. Ever.”

      I bit down, clenching my teeth to try to quell the urge to justify what I did, and the embarrassment because deep down, I know I should’ve told someone. If not the police, then Viv or Layla. Someone who could’ve helped me. Convinced me to do the right thing.

      But I didn’t want to be convinced. I didn’t want to believe what happened was real. I just wanted Devin to leave me alone and to move on. Say fuck dating and resign myself to being single forever.

      “Look, I’m grateful for your help. Really, I am. But can we not do this?”

      The fire in Jared’s eyes went out and he backed away a step, conscious that he’d frightened me. “I’m sorry. Sometimes when I’m angry—”

      “Yeah, I figured that out already,” I said with a sad smile. “When you’re angry your eyes glow. And when your eyes glow it means your uh…wolf side? wants out. Is that right?”

      I started walking again and Jared followed.

      “Pretty much, yeah. You catch on quick.”

      I wished I didn’t…

      The orange glow of firelit windows could be seen through the trees now, and I sighed heavily as we stepped out of the tree line and onto the hard-packed dirt of the yard. The lights were on, which meant that Clay must be inside.

      I paused before going up the steps and onto the deck, gathering some courage. A warm bed and a full belly were worth it, right? I could endure some glares and snide comments as long as Jared kept Clay’s wolf at bay, couldn’t I?

      “It’s going to be fine,” Jared said, reaching out a hand for me as I rested the walking stick against the rail. I took his warm hand and hopped up the steps. “I talked to him earlier.”

      But he hadn’t known I would be staying here earlier…

      Or had cornering me at the shop and prodding me into his Jeep been the plan all along?

      Bugger.

      “He’s not happy, but he’s never happy, so don’t take it personally.”

      Jared winked at me and opened the door.

      “Honey, we’re home!” He called into the warm cabin, making me want to swat him.

      “The fuck took so long?” Clay called from above and I craned my neck to see him at the top of the stairs, looking a tad less angry than the last time I’d seen him, but still menacing as fuck.

      Jared set my bag down by the front door and turned to his friend. “Ran into a small…problem,” Jared said, his gaze flicking up to meet Clay’s as though telling him something he couldn’t say aloud. “So, I stayed at the shop until she finished her shift.”

      Clay glared at Jared, his icy blue eyes flitting to me for the briefest second. “You deal with that problem?”

      “For now.”

      Clay rolled his shoulders back. “You let me know if anything else happens.”

      Were they talking about Devin? What the hell were they going to do about it? And what did Clayton Armstrong care if some douchebag guy was bothering me? He’d made it very clear he didn’t want me here.

      “You hungry?” Jared asked Clay, pulling off his boots. I noticed how they were completely undone. The laces loose and tongue flapping down. I cocked my head, remembering the tattered clothes on the lawn this morning. Did he wear them that way so he didn’t ruin them if he shifted? I bet it would hurt to get wolf-sized feet jammed up in size twelve shoes.

      Clay rubbed the back of his neck, and I noticed he was pointedly not looking at me. In fact, he was kind of ignoring that I was here at all. It was…weird. Did he need to smell the back of my hand first to make himself more comfortable? I stifled a snort at the thought.

      “Starving,” Clay said.

      “Good,” Jared said with a devious grin. “Because it’s your turn to go pick up the pizza.”
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      We didn’t talk much last night. I’d wanted to. Watching Clay and Jared inhale entire large pizzas by themselves in the span of ten minutes only made my mind swirl with even more questions. But with a full belly and the promise of a clean bed—Jared had washed all the sheets and blankets, because of course he had, I was starting to think the guy had no flaws—I wandered upstairs and passed out fully clothed.

      I bounded down the stairs, wearing yesterday’s jeans and a clean shirt and sweater from my pack. I’d need to go to the storage unit today if I was going to avoid wearing the same outfit to school two days in a row. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so rested, even though my dreams weren’t exactly filled with gumdrops and unicorns.

      While we ate, the prospect of sleeping in a house with two literal wolves had made me think I may not sleep at all, and agreeing to come back with Jared at all was a very very bad idea. But I’d been wrong.

      Other than Clay shooting me daggers while he ate, it wasn’t all that bad. And by the time I crawled into bed, I was too tired to care about much of anything. I whispered to myself that they were just overgrown dogs. Puppies. Yeah. They were massive puppies in super-hot human skin sacks. That’s not so scary, is it?

      Lying to myself only helped so much, though. I dreamed of wolves. And not the kind that came to the rescue of homeless girls in the forest. No, I dreamed of wolves skinned and left for dead against the warm earth—like the ones Dad and I found deep in the mountain when I was only eight. Their massive carcasses left behind by the hunters who stole their furs.

      I dreamed that the rest of that pack found us. My dad and I standing over the carcasses. The gun slung over my Dad’s shoulder—the one he only used for partridge and wild turkey because I cried if he killed anything else—making him look mighty guilty. The wolves circling. Snarling. Snapping their great teeth.

      I woke up just as the pack alpha lunged for Dad’s throat.

      Despite the bad dream, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept through the night without waking and that was a damn good night in my books.

      I wandered into the living room, admiring the massive stone hearth that reached floor to second story ceiling in front of the long brown leather sofa, matching armchairs, and low coffee table where we all ate last night.

      “Jared,” Clay called, coming around the corner from the kitchen with a steaming coffee mug in his hand. He paused when he saw me. “Oh,” he grumbled, his face darkening. “Thought you were Jared.”

      “I think he’s still in the shower,” I said, the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end as I bent to retrieve my cell phone from the coffee table. I’d forgotten it downstairs when I did my zombie-walk up to the guest room after gorging on half a large pizza.

      Clay sipped his coffee. “That thing went off about a million times last night,” he said accusingly, glaring at my cell phone.

      My face heated. “Shit. I’m sorry if it woke you—”

      “Maybe just remember to shut the ringer off if you’re going to stay here,” he said, glaring down the bridge of his nose at me as though I were two inches tall. “I’m a light sleeper.”

      Noted. “Yeah. I mean, I will. Sorry.”

      He rolled his eyes and turned back into the kitchen.

      “Hey,” I called to stop him, going out on a limb. “Is there any more of that coffee?”

      He eyed me, his lips pressing firmly together.

      I held my breath.

      “Yeah,” he said finally. “But you can get it yourself.”

      I didn’t tell him I wasn’t going to ask—that I wasn’t the sort of girl who needed to be fucking waited on hand and foot. He could just figure that out on his own. Steeling myself, I pressed forward, following him into the kitchen to grab a mug from the cupboard where I saw Jared grab a couple yesterday morning.

      Clay went over to the table and grabbed a carbon vented front disk protector off the surface. For the first time, I noticed how his hands were dark with the stain of engine grease. How the stains collected around his calloused fingers and in the cracks of his chapped skin.

      “What are you working on?” I attempted conversation, pouring myself a cup of coffee and taking a sip. The question was more to start a conversation than anything. I already knew what the part was and what it was for. Though, he didn’t have the bike specific mount kit with it, so I didn’t know what kind of dirt bike he planned to put it on. He looked like a Honda guy to me, though.

      I’d installed a similar part on my Yamaha a couple years back. But I stopped riding after Dad died. And my aunt and uncle didn’t think dirt biking was a normal activity for a then sixteen-year-old girl, so they sold it, along with all Dad’s shop tools. I didn’t let them sell his bike, though. It was in the storage unit along with all the rest of my things and their furniture.

      It was a Maico 620 and I intended to ride it someday. Whenever I could stomach the idea of riding without Dad.

      Clay eyed me up and down as though measuring my worth. I refrained from balking at his stare. “It’s for a Honda CRF 450 R.”

      Big fucking bike. But then, I supposed with his size, he’d need something that big. “Nice. Looks like you’re missing the mount kit, though.”

      His gaze only narrowed further.

      “Hey,” Jared said, entering the kitchen with his hair still damp from the shower. He glanced between Clay and I, his brow raising.

      Clay shot me one last curious glare before he shouldered past Jared and out into the yard. I saw him pass by a window across the cabin in the living room as he went around to the back of the cabin. I wondered if he had a shop somewhere back there. I’d only ever seen the front of the cabin. There hadn’t really been time to explore.

      Jared poured himself a coffee and filled the toaster on the counter with four slices of whole wheat. “Hope he wasn’t being too much of a dick,” he said, the words more a statement than a question.

      I shrugged. “I wouldn’t want some homeless person living in my house, either. I get it.”

      Jared’s brows lowered. “You aren’t homeless, Allie. You chose to live in that blind.”

      “How would you know?”

      “It was a guess. You just confirmed it.”

      I rolled my eyes at him.

      Jared tossed two pieces of toast on one plate, and the other two on another and passed me one. “Eat fast or we’ll be late.”

      Right. I still had to go to school. Though, on the bright side, at least I had a ride.

      My blood chilled as I took the proffered plate from Jared. I couldn’t show up to school in Jared freaking Stone’s Jeep. I’d never hear the end of it from Viv and Layla. I’d be the target of every glare—the butt of every joke.

      I could already hear the senior’s snide remarks in my head. Their disbelieving expressions as they rationalized to themselves why someone like me would be with someone like Jared. And Devin. Fuck…if Devin saw me with Jared again…I shuddered to think what he might do.

      Seemingly unperturbed, Jared took a seat at the table and opened up a jar of raspberry jam. He cocked his head at me when I didn’t move to sit down. “What? You don’t like jam? There’s peanut butter too if you want.”

      Unbelievable.

      

      Thank god by the time we pulled up to Forest Grove, the parking lot was all but empty, everyone rushing to make it inside for the bell that would ring in two minutes. I managed to put distance between Jared and I and make it into first period class before I would be marked late.

      The teacher for Forest Grove’s culinary arts class was super laid back, though. I doubted he would have marked me late, especially given I’d had to limp into the classroom. My ankle felt about a million times better, but the hike from the cabin to the lot where Jared’s Jeep was parked had made it start to ache again. I’d need to ice it really good tonight if I planned to be walking that distance daily to get into town.

      My skin bristled. Would I really stay with Jared and Clay that long? Jared was insistent that I didn’t need to go anywhere. That I could stay as long as I needed until I was able to find a place of my own. But, how long would that take? And what happened if one of them lost control around me? What if I went insane from all the questions wreaking havoc in my head?

      I watched the teacher pace in front of the chalkboard but didn’t hear him. I always hated this part of the day’s lesson. We always spent the first twenty minutes of class learning theory before he allowed us into the adjoining kitchen to start cooking.

      Quinn slid into the seat next to me quietly, not saying a word. I blinked, pulling my head out of the storm clouds and back down to earth.

      “Hey, Quinn,” I said, turning in my seat to face him as I resumed taking down notes about proper cooling methods. But my hand froze before I could write a single word.

      Even though he had his head bent, and the dark flop of brown hair covered most of his face, I could see the purplish-blue hue of an angry bruise on his jawline, and what looked to be a swollen eye.

      “Shit Quinn,” I whispered, careful to keep my voice low. I didn’t want to draw attention I could tell Quinn clearly didn’t want. “What the hell happened?”

      His jaw twitched.

      “Quinn?”

      My heart started to pound. A clammy sweat coated my palms.

      He wouldn’t have…

      “Why don’t you ask your boyfriend,” he said, finally turning to me. My stomach heaved as I took in his pummeled face. I didn’t miss how his eyebrow ring was missing, the line of dried blood telling me how Devin had ripped it from his head without Quinn needing to say anything.

      What. The. Fuck.

      I didn’t want to believe it.

      My mind rebelled. Hands clenching into fists in my lap.

      I thought I knew him.

      I thought he was good.

      How could I have been so wrong?

      “I—I’m so sorry, I didn’t know that—”

      “Save it, Allie.”

      Tears pricked in my eyes and I spent the rest of class going over what I would say to Devin in my head when I saw him in the hall today. Messing with me was one thing, but this was Quinn. Fun-loving, not-a-care-in-the-world Quinn. My cooking partner for this class who now couldn’t even look at me, let alone smile or crack jokes like he usually did.

      I was still fantasizing about hunting him down with my damned bow and putting a couple arrows in places that would hurt, but wouldn’t kill him, when I ran into Viv in the hallway.

      “There you are,” she said accusingly, pulling me out of the surge of students and into an alcove between lockers. Her short honey blonde hair made her look more severe than her slight features would otherwise allow. Her brown eyes took me in appraisingly. “I texted you last night, did you get it?”

      “I fell asleep super early,” I told her. “I was exhausted. Sorry, Viv.”

      She squinted at me. “Oh yeah?” she asked. “And I suppose you have an equally lame excuse for why you’re limping?”

      I shrugged. “Missed the last step on the bus and fell on my face,” I lied, rolling up my sleeves to show her all the scrapes there as further evidence.

      Viv tapped her finger to her chin. “You’re lying.”

      Why did she always have to know when I was lying? Was it that easy to tell? “I’m not,” I insisted, my spine straightening as the throng of students in the hallway began to thin out. If we didn’t hurry, we weren’t going to make it to the next class on time.

      Viv didn’t budge.

      On first meeting her, you’d think Viv was overbearing—and that’s because she was. You might also think she was kind of a bitch—which she also was. And I suspected those two things were the main reasons why she didn’t have many friends. But once you got over her filterless ranting, her overbearing nature, the third-degree questions and need to know everything that’s going on, she was the nicest, most loyal friend I thought I would ever have.

      “I’ll explain later?” I offered, not really intending to explain anything at all—just hoping to put her off the scent for a while until I could figure out how exactly to explain.

      I side-stepped her and rushed in the opposite direction.

      “Hey!” she called after me. “See you for lunch?”

      “You know it!” I called back, rushing around the corner to my locker before the second bell rang and I was late for AP History. Mr. Brown didn’t just mark you late for that class—he made you stay behind a minute for every minute you were late—effectively making you late for your next class, too.

      I already had a voicemail from Uncle Tim I was dutifully ignoring for now. The school still called them when I missed classes and he was probably wondering why I didn’t go yesterday. I didn’t want them getting another call today saying I was late. I didn’t want to give them any reason to suspect anything at all.

      They hadn’t bothered to contact Viv or her parents at all so far to make sure I was actually staying there—and I didn’t think they ever would so long as I stayed in line and didn’t cause them any hassle.

      I just had to last until the guy above the bookshop moved out and then I was home free. Even if they found out about the lie anytime after I turned eighteen, it wouldn’t matter. There wouldn’t be anything they could do about it then.

      I managed to make it to lunch without much incident. I crossed paths with Jared in the hallway once and kept my head down. I kept expecting to run into Devin, but I never did, not even between third period and lunch, when I always saw him at his locker. He must not have come today.

      On my way to lunch, I took out my cell phone and jammed the screen until I had his text conversation pulled up. Ignoring the zillion messages from him, I typed out one of my own.

      Allie: What the fuck is wrong with you? Quinn didn’t do anything to deserve that.

      My cell phone buzzed with his reply almost immediately and I pulled it angrily back out of my pocket. It slipped from my trembling fingers and skidded onto the floor between the lines of moving bodies on their way to lunch. I sucked in a breath and darted between people to grab it, but someone else was faster.

      A tan hand closed around the cell and I looked up to find Jared watching me with a worried furrow in his brow. I snatched the phone from him, my gaze shifting to make sure no one was watching us.

      “Thanks,” I chirped, trying to shoulder past him.

      He stopped me with a hand lightly on my shoulder and whispered my name. I shivered. “Are you avoiding me on purpose?” He asked the question so quietly; I was hopeful that no one heard. But if I didn’t keep moving someone would notice us talking and I didn’t want the drama that would surely come with being publicly involved with Jared Stone. Already, I heard Amanda Schmidt whisper under her breath to Stella Baker, her eyes sliding over me with a question in them.

      “I need to go meet my friends,” I rushed to say, unable to look him in the eye.

      “I was hoping you’d have lunch with me.”

      My eyes widened and I snapped my head up to see that he looked dead serious.

      “What?”

      He cocked his head. “I said I was hoping you’d have lu—”

      “No, I heard you,” I whispered, tucking my phone away. “But I told Viv and Layla I’d eat with them. See you later, kay?”

      I rushed off before he could reply, weaving through the front atrium and up the stairs into the cafeteria. I sighed as I entered, finding Viv and Layla at our usual spot in the far-left corner, just next to the small raised stage that didn’t make any sense to have in a cafeteria. It was literally never used, but it made our spot a little more private than the rest of the wide-open space.

      “Did you really come to school this morning with Jared?” Layla asked the second I sat down.

      Couldn’t anyone keep shit to themselves in this fucking town? I groaned and let my head fall to smack against the table.

      “Guess that means it’s true,” Viv teased, knocking her shoulder into mine. “Spill. Now.”

      “It’s nothing alright,” I muttered without lifting my head. “I missed the bus connection and he saw me walking.”

      “And he offered you a ride?” Layla asked, her voice giving away her shock.

      I lifted my head, trying my best to keep my expression neutral. “I was as shocked as you are. But I would’ve been late if I hadn’t accepted the ride.”

      It sucked having to lie to them. Each time I did, I felt the hollow pit in the bottom of my stomach yawn open a little more. Sucking a little bit more of my soul down into the dark. Soon, I wouldn’t have to lie I told myself.

      Soon.

      Viv studied me and I hoped to hell I was passing whatever weird lie-detector thing she had going on. After a minute, she gave a one-shoulder shrug and went back to her mac ‘n cheese. Layla, however, spun in her chair and watched as Jared walked into the cafeteria. I watched him, too, unable to help myself.

      When our eyes met, I hurriedly turned back to the table and stole the clementine off Viv’s tray and began peeling it.

      “There’s something off about him,” Layla mused as she brushed her long jet-black hair from her face and spun around. “I don’t know what it is. But I get a weird vibe from that guy. Like he’s radioactive or something.”

      I barely managed to keep my composure at her comment. She had no idea.

      “So, about Thompson’s party…” Vivian said, speaking around half a mouthful of cheesy noodles.

      And just like that, I got away with another lie.

      

      Walking to the bus stop after I locked up the shop for the night felt familiar, and if it wasn’t for the feeling of unease skating over the back of my neck like a warmth breath, I would have been skipping.

      I couldn’t help but keep glancing over my shoulder, afraid to find a wolf’s glowing eyes or Devin following me.

      I’d hauled ass to the bookshop after the final bell. Declining the ride offer from Jared. I told him I’d meet him where he usually parked his Jeep. There was a bus stop near there and I needed to replace Maggie’s umbrella, anyway.

      After a quick stop at the ATM to get Jared some cash for my new kicks, and another stop at the pharmacy to pick up a plain black umbrella, I had to sprint to the bus stop—which proved to be harder than anticipated with my ankle still causing me a stupid amount of grief.

      I pounded on the glass of the door a split second after Maggie closed it.

      “Miss Allie, you done gave me a heart attack,” she exclaimed, her warm brown eyes widening at the sight of me as she opened the door again. “Where’ve you been, child?”

      Out of breath from the run and weighted down with the tattered old textbooks I’d been given to temporarily replace the ones I irresponsibly misplaced, I stepped up the two steps and onto the bus. “Hey, Mags.”

      She eyed the umbrella in my hand, her gaze zeroing in on the price tag. Then her eyes trailed to my scraped-up hands, and down to my foot. “You got caught in that storm, didn’t you?”

      I handed her the umbrella and swiped my bus pass in the reader.

      There wasn’t really any point in lying to Mags at this point. She may not have known that I lived alone in the woods, but she knew I walked into them every evening when she dropped me off.

      “Yeah. Slipped in the mud and twisted my ankle really bad.” It was only a half lie.

      She pursed her lips, taking the proffered umbrella. “And just what happened to my umbrella?”

      “It—uh…it broke.”

      “Mmmmmmmhmm” said Mags, releasing the airbrake as she pulled away from the stop and onto main street. “Sit down, Miss Allie. I got a route to get to.”

      I did as she said, sitting where I usually did just behind where the blue seats reserved for commuters traveling with children or seniors. Neither rode the bus at this hour—in fact, I usually rode entirely alone—but I felt strange taking up one of those seats anyway. “You didn’t have to go and buy a new one, you know,” Mags said after a few more minutes.

      I saw her watching me from the rearview. “It was yours. Of course, I did.”

      Mags kept glancing up at me in the mirror for the rest of the ride, as though trying to figure out if she should say something. I beat her to it. “I’m getting off at Carpenter Creek today instead of my usual.”

      “Alright,” she said after a pause, and I could tell she was wondering why and knowing it wasn’t her place to ask.

      Maggie made the stop and opened the door, I paused as I walked by her. “I don’t know if I’ll be on the bus much anymore for a while,” I told her, watching her graying brows furrow. “I found a better place to stay.”

      Her shouldered visibly sagged. “Thank the lord for that,” she said with a laugh. “Child, I was about this close to taking you home with me.” She pinched her fingers together with about an inch of space between them to illustrate her point.

      I cocked my head at her, a chill gripping my chest.

      “A girl your age shouldn’t be out there in those woods all alone. I know it’s none of my business, but it ain’t right.”

      I snorted. I should’ve figured she would know. There wasn’t anything around my usual stop for miles except for a car-pool lot and she knew damn well I didn’t drive.

      “Thank you,” I told her earnestly. “For not telling anyone…and well…for everything else.”

      “You’re welcome. Take care now, hear?”

      I nodded. “I will.”

      It didn’t take long for me to find Jared leaning against his Jeep in the space he usually parked in at the mouth of the hiking trail. “There you are,” he said as I approached. “I was just about to go look for you.”

      My ankle had started to hurt again from the walk, and I winced as I made my way over to Jared. I was still feeling a little awkward after turning down his offer to have lunch today and could barely look at him. Which made what I was about to suggest a lot harder. “I guess we should exchange numbers,” I said sheepishly. “I mean, if I’m going to be staying with you for a little while, anyway.”

      I didn’t miss his slight grin. “Yeah,” he said, tugging a slim black phone from his back pocket. “Good idea. What’s yours?”

      I told him my number, my gaze flitting toward his face as it was bent over the glowing light of the cell, punching in the numbers as I said them. “There,” he said after he was finished, raising his head with a smile. “I just texted you.”

      I felt my bag vibrate. “Great,” I said, adjusting my pack. There was one more thing I needed to ask him, and the chill of the evening gave me the courage to do it. “Do you think you could give me a ride to the edge of town?”

      His brows furrowed.

      “To my aunt and uncle’s storage unit. I—I need to grab my jacket and winter stuff…and whatever is left of my clothes.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Of course. Do you want to go right now?”

      “If that’s okay?”

      Jared nodded and nudged his head toward the Jeep. “Hop in.”

      On the way to the unit, I returned my uncle’s phone call. It was awkward as fuck with Jared in the car, but I didn’t foresee another time to call, and if I didn’t return his call soon, he might try to call Viv or her mom. I couldn’t have that.

      Jared shifted in his seat as I lied to my uncle, telling him that I wasn’t at school the day before because I came down with a bad cold and that I was completely fine now and not to worry about it. Placated, Uncle Tim told me they were going to try to come home for Christmas in two months, but that the plan wasn’t concrete yet. I gulped. I didn’t really care to see them for Christmas, or anytime really.

      I didn’t even feel like I wanted to celebrate Christmas this year. Besides, I knew Uncle Tim was just saying that to give me false hope. If my aunt wanted to stay in Florida—which I knew she did—he would stay too.

      “Is this it?” Jared asked about an hour later, after I’d finished gathering up the last vestiges of my belongings from the packed storage unit. His eyebrow was raised as he glanced down at the small box in his arms. He was kind enough to offer to carry it back to the Jeep for me after I nearly dropped it with all my limping.

      I dropped my gaze and brushed my hair from my face. “Yeah,” I told him, looking around at the vacuum-sealed Hermes pillows, and the Tiffany lamps. The dusted jade Ethan Allen sofa set, and glittering gold coffee and end table set. Not to mention the bagged-up winter parkas and boots that were worth more than everything I owned in all the world. I mean, who the fuck needed a nine-hundred-dollar jacket, anyway?

      Jared seemed to be doing the same thing I was—looking around all the fine things gathering a fine layer of dust in storage, meanwhile, everything I owned in here could fit in the little box in his arms. “Is any of this stuff your dad’s?” Jared asked in a breath, his voice neutral even though the distaste was clear in his expression.

      I gestured to the massive Maico bike covered in a taupe sheet back behind a fancy ottoman and mahogany headboard. “That’s Dad’s,” I told him. “But my aunt and uncle don’t want me riding it, at least until I’m eighteen.”

      “That’s it?”

      I pursed my lips. “Yeah. That’s it.”

      They’d gotten rid of everything else when he’d passed. Saying there wasn’t space in storage, and they didn’t want to pay for another unit. My father hadn’t been able to leave me much, either. Ours being a single income household my entire life, his medical bills took every last cent before his illness finally took him. Leaving me with almost nothing.

      I’d wanted to look for a new picture of my dad to take with me, but with stacks of boxes piled ceiling high, I knew it would take too long. Besides, I couldn’t even be sure my aunt and uncle kept any…

      I hoped they had, though.

      The only photos I had of his now were the ones on my phone, and they were taken just before his passing. I didn’t want to remember him like that. I wanted to remember him healthy and happy and full of life.

      “You ready?” Jared asked gently, pulling me out of my head.

      “Hmm?” I murmured, swallowing hard and spinning on the spot, not realizing my eyes were damp with tears until Jared had already seen them. His jaw clenched. I sucked in a breath, easing the ache in my chest. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m ready. Let’s go.”

      Jared set down the box atop a gilded table and closed the small gap between us. I looked up at him, my heart suddenly aching for an entirely different reason. He wasn’t looking at me with pity like he did before. This time the emotion buried deep in his amber eyes was something more like understanding. Like…like he was sharing my grief.

      I parted my lips to say something, but his arms came around me. I stiffened at first, but then his cedar and birch scent filled my lungs and I sagged into his embrace, pressing my cheek against his warm chest. My chin quivered as I tried to erect a dam to stop the swell of emotion rising within.

      He rubbed wide circles into my back.

      I fisted my hands in the material of his soft t-shirt.

      The dam broke, and I let go, shaking as the first of the tears came.

      It was like he’d given me permission to feel the pain, and I hadn’t had that in a long time. Not ever, really.

      I couldn’t cry like this in front of my aunt and uncle.

      And I didn’t want Viv and Layla to worry about me, so I kept the pain at bay.

      They’d seen me cry once and only once—at his funeral. Then I had to be strong. I had to hold back my pain so I could get through going to school and to work. So I could get to my refuge in the woods each night without collapsing.

      I had to be strong. I didn’t have a choice.

      But for the first time, with a perfect stranger holding me—giving me permission to feel my pain, I let it out. It was like letting something go—a weight that I’d been carrying but unable to put down even for a second, finally hit the ground and I felt heavier and lighter all at the same time.

      I cried for what felt like only a few minutes, but when the tears finally dried and I began to pull away, I knew it’d been a lot longer. My shoulders were stiff and the wide circle of damp on Jared’s t-shirt spoke of more tears than I cared to admit. I sniffled, completely unable to look at him as I withdrew my arms, using my sleeves to get the worst of the wetness and snot from my face.

      A warm touch beneath my chin made me tilt my head up. I met Jared’s amber eyes with an angry red blush clawing up my neck. I was surprised to find that his own eyes were damp—my own chaotic emotion had drawn some of his own pain to surface. For the first time I wondered about Jared’s parents.

      He lived in that cabin with Clay. Neither ever mentioned their families. I’d never even seen Jared with his mom and dad. His uncle came to pick him up from school once, though. I only knew that because I was in the office when he came to call him out from class.

      What had happened to him? To his parents?

      “You don’t need to hide your pain from me, Allie. We all carry scars. Some people wear theirs like armor. Some hide beneath them. Neither works. You have to own your pain. Accept it. And maybe find someone who understands it to share it with, so the burden isn’t so heavy to bear.”

      My heart swelled in my chest and I had to blink away the new tears trying to form. “Thank you,” I whispered, truly meaning it.

      Jared brushed the hair away from my face, tucking it gently behind my ear before he stepped back and lifted the box from the table. He winked, trying and succeeding to lighten the mood. “Anytime Allie. Now come on. I don’t know about you but I’m starving.”

      “You’re always starving,” I muttered under my breath as I drew down the metal door and latched the lock.

      “I heard that.”

      I chuckled, stepping up into the warm Jeep and shutting the door behind me. Excited to get back to the cabin. The fear I’d felt the day before at the prospect of sleeping in a house full of wolves all but vanished. They may have beasts inside them, but that didn’t have to mean they were monsters…and I was starting to see that.
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      The rest of Thursday and Friday came and went without incident. Jared and I shared a late-night dinner of spaghetti with meat sauce that I’d offered to cook. We set a plate aside for Clay who was presumably still in the shop out back working on something.

      Friday felt almost…normal.

      I gossiped with Layla and Viv at lunch. Almost got trampled in the hallway. Quinn actually helped with the day’s task in culinary class, though he still wasn’t overly chatty—and I didn’t blame him. And lucky for me Devin didn’t seem to be at school again, which meant I didn’t have to deal with seeing his unsettling face in the crush of students between classes. A part of me wondered where he was, but the other part—the angry rational part told me it didn’t matter where the hell he was, just that he wasn’t at school.

      After his reply message yesterday, I didn’t know what to think. I’m not sure what I expected, but an apology was not it. After I’d asked him what the fuck was wrong with him and told him Quinn didn’t deserve to be treated like that his response was all of two lines.

      I don’t know.

      I’m sorry.

      What. The. fuck.

      But no new messages came in. Not that day at school, or during my shift at the bookshop. Not at all that evening while Jared and I sat on opposite ends of the living room and watched the new Star Wars TV series. I didn’t peg him for a sci-fi guy. But I didn’t think he pegged me for a sci-fi lover, either. We were both pleasantly surprised to find such a mundane commonality after all the chaos of the week.

      The fact that he also liked to mix Milk Duds into his popcorn only made him seem even more human. My dad taught me to do that when I was barely four years old. It was the best.

      We hadn’t talked much about the heavier stuff since Thursday. He hadn’t asked me about my breakdown at the storage unit, and I didn’t ask him any more questions about being a wolf. It wasn’t that I didn’t have the questions, it was just that it was kind of hard to work into a conversation.

      Hey Allie, want some more coffee?

      Yeah, Jared, another coffee would be great…oh and by the way, were you a wolf or a human first? Who else knows? Who’s Ryland and why would he be angry if he knew you had me here? How many of you are there? Are there other things I don’t know about?

      I shivered in the early morning chill as I stood outside on the front deck with my hands wrapped around my coffee mug, leeching the warmth from the porcelain. I wanted to know the answers to all those questions and about a million more, but I was afraid to ask.

      My perception of this world had already been shattered once this week and I’d survived it. I didn’t want to tempt fate by shattering it again. The pieces of me might not come back together properly if I pushed it too far too fast.

      I inhaled a deep breath of molting leaves and cold pine. The air was so clean at the cabin—like it had been at the blind when I left the window flaps open—if I closed my eyes I could almost pretend that I was still there, up on that platform between the trees, nothing but a canvas wall separating me from the surrounding universe.

      “Hey,” the brusque voice caught me by surprise, and I reeled back, sloshing my coffee over my arm, hot trails of it ran down my sleeve to my forearm.

      “God damn motherfucking shit balls,” I cursed, trying to flick off the scalding liquid as I breathed in hard through clenched teeth and did my best not to spill any more of it. I didn’t have time to make another pot before I had to leave for my early afternoon shift at the shop.

      When I finally looked up, blushing, it was into the stunned icy blue eyes of Clay as he came around the cabin and up onto the deck. “Didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, not seeming to care at all that I’d just spilled boiling coffee all over myself and effectively ruined my light gray sweater—probably the nicest article of clothing I owned.

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard a girl curse like that.”

      I tried to reign in my temper. It got easier as the burning sensation dissipated.

      “Well I’m not most girls. And most humans make noise when they walk. They don’t just fucking appear.”

      It was the truth. I should have heard him coming if he’d walked from the shop around back over the dirt and gravel drive, but I hadn’t heard a sound. “Well I’m not human,” he said in rebuttal, lifting a brow. “But you already knew that.”

      His blue eyes pulsed with an otherworldly glow, a warning. I stood my ground and didn’t flinch away from his hard stare. Jared’s words replayed in my mind. He’s all bark and no bite.

      Clay backed down after a moment, some of the ire in his expression melding into something more like indifference, but with a hint of something else. Respect.

      He’d challenged me. Tried to scare me with his stupid unfair wolfishness, and I hadn’t backed down. He cocked his head at me. “You aren’t what I thought you were.”

      I snorted, but didn’t answer, raising the mug to my lips for a sip as I looked away from him and out into the misty trees. My spine tingled as I felt his gaze sweep over me one last time before he vanished into the cabin without another word and I let loose a breath, unfurling my tense muscles.

      I zipped my sweater the rest of the way and I sat down on the top step of the porch, draining what was left of my coffee and then set the mug down and curled my arms into my chest, taking in the silence, or rather the peaceful sounds of the forest that passed as silence in an otherwise boisterously loud world.

      The gentle rustle of dry leaves. The whistling of wind through branches. The calls of songbirds in the gray light of early morning. It was my favorite part about being out here. The sound of nature’s silence.

      Clay ruined it the moment he stepped back outside, the screen door banging loudly closed behind him. I scooched to one side of the stairs so he could pass, trying not to flinch at his stomping approach. If he was any louder, he’d wake up Jared. And I had been trying really hard to be quiet this morning as I showered and made coffee to let him sleep in. Just because I couldn’t sleep last night and had to work today didn’t mean the whole house had to wake up with me.

      “So,” Clay said, and I craned my neck to see his jaw twitch as he spoke. “You know bikes?”

      “Most.”

      “Cars?”

      “The older models. I don’t touch any of that new computerized bullshit.”

      His lips twitched. Was that…

      Was that a smile?

      He nodded, but the motion seemed to be more for himself, as though he was agreeing with a thought thunk within the confines of his own mind. “Okay.”

      I squinted up at him. “Okay?”

      He nodded again. “Okay,” he repeated without elaborating and jumped down the four steps to the ground and began to walk off towards the back of the cabin. That was…weird.

      He’s so…I couldn’t think of the word just yet, but it was there on the tip of my tongue. Closed-off? No, that wasn’t it. Hostile? Yes, but that wasn’t it either.

      I didn’t really know what the hell Clayton Armstrong was, but he was really something. Not just the bad boy who graduated a few years back that supposedly took on an entire football team once in a straight-up brawl on the field. Not just the guy who broke the hearts of at least five girls during his high-school career. Or the guy who allegedly blackmailed a teacher and told off Principal Dane to his face on his last day of school. There was more to him. And I didn’t think it was all bad.

      No one was all bad.

      Not even me.

      No matter what my mind tried to tell me when I fell asleep at night. I didn’t only cause pain and devastation everywhere I went. Not always. If I could make a guy like Clay smile even for an instant, I couldn’t be completely bad. I wasn’t rotted inside like the version of myself I saw in my nightmares. Those were silly manifestations of my own thoughts.

      At least, that’s what the therapist my dad had me see for two months before he passed told me. He’d paid her a pretty penny to see me every Wednesday evening after school during those months. He wanted me to be properly prepared he said. To be able to handle his death.

      Handle it, like grieving his loss was the same as cleaning spilled milk or acing an exam. Like getting stitches to close a deep cut. It was when he suggested the therapist that I knew he wouldn’t survive. And not because he didn’t have a good chance of it. No. Because he didn’t want to.

      Because he was tired of fighting.

      I guess everyone gets tired sometimes.

      “And just who might you be?”

      If I had had any more coffee to spill, I would’ve as I jolted at the sudden appearance of an older woman at the edge of the trees and knocked over the empty mug. “Uh…”

      I struggled to find the words for an excuse. But found nothing.

      The woman at the edge of the woods looked so out of place among the dark wood and gray mist. She had long brown hair that was mostly gray now, swept to the side in a loose braid down her front. She wore a simple thin white dress that almost looked like a nightgown with a deep jade green shawl over top of it. She was carrying a wicker basket covered in a red cloth.

      I noticed as she drew near that she was sort of hobbling, and her feet were bare. The age spots around her dull blue eyes spoke of an age far beyond what I’d initially thought.

      “Grams?” Clay said as he came crashing back around the cabin. He looked between me and the older woman. He gestured roughly for me to go inside and I rose as quietly as I could to excuse myself. “Grams what are you—”

      “I was just about to introduce myself to your friend,” the older woman said as she reached the bottom step of the porch.

      She’s blind, I thought to myself as I watched her speak to Clay—looking in his general direction, but not directly at him. Not meeting his gaze. The dullness in the blue of her eyes wasn’t from age at all. What the hell was a blind old lady doing walking around with a freaking basket in the forest? She could be mauled by a bear, or trip and break her hip.

      I’d been about to turn back to the cabin when Clay’s jaw clenched and he stopped me with a look, jabbing his head in the direction of the woman he calls Grams. I wondered if she was his actual grandmother and where the hell she came from. Clay seemed exasperated, rubbing a wide hand over the scruff on his face.

      “Grams, this is Allie.”

      Clay’s gaze prodded me forward to meet the woman and not knowing what to do, I gulped and stepped down onto the dirt lawn—reaching out my hand to her.

      I quickly dropped my hand an instant later, feeling like an idiot for offering a handshake to a blind woman. God, I could be so dense sometimes. “Um. Hi. I’m Allie. Allie Grace.”

      The woman bent to set down her basket on the bottom stair of the porch and stepped forward, reaching her slight wrinkled hands forward. I nervously eyed Clay, unsure what to make of the woman who came from the trees. He looked thoroughly amused at my discomfort.

      I glared at him and turned back just as the woman set her cool hands on my arms just near the elbows. I did my best not to flinch away as she drew my hands forward to hold in hers. Her milky gaze found mine, and for a heartbeat it was like she could see me after all. Her stare was piercing. “So much pain,” she said so quietly I almost didn’t hear her. Wasn’t really sure if I had.

      “Pardon?”

      She frowned and bowed her head, examining my palm. “Strange.”

      “What is it Grams?” Clay asked, looking at me with an accusatory stare.

      The woman ran her index finger along a line on my palm, making me begin to doubt whether she was actually blind at all. “You were two once.”

      “What?” Clay cocked his head, confused.

      But I wasn’t. I didn’t know how she knew, but I understood her perfectly. I knew exactly what she meant. A shiver ran up my spine and my lungs squeezed painfully. I ripped my hands away from her and bent to retrieve my mug. “It was nice to meet you,” I said, maybe a little too hastily and made to run inside and grab my bag, not wanting to stay here another minute longer than I had to.

      I was going to be late for work.

      I needed to go.

      “Here,” the woman said, stopping me. I clenched my fists. She bent to retrieve the basket and stuck her hand beneath the red fabric to retrieve two cookies. They smelled of oranges and cranberries. My mouth watered. “Take some cookies.” Her smile was bright and made it impossible to be upset with her. Her gaze was blank again and her eyes stared at a spot just over my right shoulder. “I didn’t mean to overstep. Please. Have some.”

      I took the proffered cookies, careful not to touch her this time and muttered a hasty thank you before I retreated inside, falling against the door to catch my breath the moment it closed.

      “Allie?” Jared said from the bottom of the stairs. His dirty blond hair was sleep tousled and his eyes were droopy at the corners. His shirtless torso stole my breath and his baggy plaid pajama pants hung on his hips showed off the dips of the deep ‘v’ shape that disappeared beneath his waistline.

      I choked on my response, wanting to avert my eyes, but knowing that would only make it more awkward.

      “You alright?”

      I rushed to conceal me expression, pushing off from the door to grab my bag. “Yeah. I’m fine. There’s a…an old lady outside with a basket of cookies.”

      His gaze snapped to the window next to the door. “Hazel?”

      “Is that her name? I—I didn’t catch it.”

      I tucked the cookies into my pack with shaking fingers. “I have to get to work. I’m going to miss the bus.”

      “The bus?” Jared squinted at me, perplexed. “Don’t rush. I’ll drive you.”

      I shook my head. “No!” I said hastily and then rushed to correct the tone of my voice. “I mean, no, that’s alright. You can’t be driving me everywhere.”

      I slung the pack over my shoulder and turned back to the door.

      “Allie, I have to go to town, anyway. It’s no big deal, if you just give me five—”

      “You don’t need—”

      “I want to,” he interrupted, his voice harder than it had been a moment before. Hard enough to make me pause and turn to see him shaking his head at me. “You are so frustrating,” he said smirking.

      I crinkled my brow at him.

      “Would you just give me five minutes?”

      I licked my lips and loosened the grip on my pack, setting my jaw. “Fine.” I ground out. “I guess if you have to go to town anyway—”

      “Good.” He nodded and turned to bound back up the stairs.

      “Thank you,” I hollered up to him as an afterthought. I mean, I hadn’t asked for the ride. Hadn’t really even wanted it, but with my ankle still a bit tender and only fifteen minutes standing between me and the bus stop, I was already liable to miss it.

      Just then Clay pushed through the door and it bumped into me from behind, hitting me hard on the shoulder. “Fuck!”

      Clay glared at me as he entered, and I shuffled out of his way as the giant brute filled the entryway. The basket was clenched in his hand. Where it looked large and heavy in the arms of the woman named Hazel, it looked like a toy in Clay’s. Like a giant with a toddler’s toy between his two fingers.

      I bit back a laugh at the esthetic.

      Clay shouldered past me and into the kitchen, discarding the basket atop the table before he set to making more coffee, getting the engine grease still coating his fingers all over the silver knob of the cupboard.

      “Is she not staying?” I asked, pushing back the sheer curtain of the window beside the door to peer outside. I didn’t see the old woman anywhere. Had she already left?

      Had she really only come to bring some baked goods?

      How strange.

      Clay never answered me, his brows were pinched as he viciously scooped massive mountainous spoonsful of coffee into an askew coffee filter.

      “If you don’t fix that filter, you’ll have grounds in your coffee.”

      He turned on me with a snarl, his blue eyes aglow.

      This time, despite myself, I did flinch.

      “Did I ask for your opinion?” He snapped.

      “Wow dude,” Jared said, coming back downstairs. The sight of him and his calm demeanor soothed the suddenly erratic beating of my heart in my chest. “Who shat in your corn flakes this morning? Chill.” He turned to me. “Sorry, Allie.”

      Clay muttered something but I didn’t catch it.

      “What did you just say?” Jared snapped at Clay and I thought I saw his face pale.

      Clay didn’t answer him, and I was about done with this whole conversation. “Um, if you’re ready, I have to get to work…” I trailed off, eager to leave the aura of rage in the room.

      Jared snapped out of whatever had shaken him and moved with me to the door. “Oh,” I said as I pulled on my new shoes, figuring I might as well tell Jared in front of Clay so he would know, too. It might make him less agitated to know I wasn’t coming home tonight. “I almost forgot to tell you; I’m going to a party tonight with Viv so I’m going to stay at her house.”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Clay pause for an instant before jabbing the button to brew.

      Good, he’d heard me.

      “Oh,” Jared said, and I could tell he was trying to sound indifferent.

      “Which party?” Clay asked, and Jared and I were both taken aback by the question.

      I shared a look with him, hesitating before I answered Clay. I cleared my throat. “Um…it’s Thompson’s.”

      Clay nodded, but his lips were pursed in distaste. I knew that he knew Thompson’s older brother who’d moved away for college, but they weren’t friends. Or at least, I didn’t think they were.

      “Sounds fun,” Jared said offhandedly, stuffing his hands into the pockets of the jean jacket he’d just finished pulling on. “Think I could tag along?”

      My lips parted, but no sound came out. “Um…”

      I couldn’t show up to a party with Jared Stone. No freaking way. But looking into his soft amber eyes, something in my chest pulled and my traitorous lips were already forming the words… “Sure.” And then more strangled, “Sounds good.”
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      I was bouncing in anticipation my entire shift.

      It’s not a date, I told myself for the fourteenth time since Jared dropped me off.

      He just wanted to come to the party. He went to parties sometimes.

      Not often, but sometimes. He would probably meet his friends there. He wouldn’t even really be hanging out with me. We would just be at the same party. No biggie.

      So then why couldn’t I relax? Why did what other people thought if they saw us together bother me so much? Was it just because I was so bent on flying under the radar and coasting to graduation without any more incidents? Or was there something else to it?

      I finished sweeping and set the broom and dustpan in the nook behind the door leading down to the basement. All the lights down there were already off. There wasn’t anything left to do, so I grabbed my jacket and bag and waited out the last five minutes before the official closing time. I’d already locked away the cash box in the safe downstairs fifteen minutes ago. Hardly anyone ever came in this late and if they did, they usually paid with debit.

      Not many cash sales nowadays. Which was good because if there was one thing I sucked royally at; it was math. If I didn’t punch in the exact amount of money, I’d taken from a customer to get the calculated change, I’d be standing there for five minutes counting out pennies.

      The instant the clock struck 6:00pm, my phone pinged, and I stepped outside and locked the door behind me. Headlights wiped their off-white light across the windows, and I turned to see Viv pulling up in her moms Volkswagen beetle. The thing was more hers than her mother’s these days. With her working from her home now, Viv was pretty much the only one who put miles on that thing.

      She rolled down the window as I approached. “How much for an hour?” she said and waggled her eyebrows, skimming my frumpy attire with a predatory gaze.

      I opened the door and hopped in. “I’m way out of your price range buddy,” I joked back. “But I’ll let you take me home, anyway.” I winked at her.

      “Missed you, bitch,” Viv said and put the beetle into drive. “I feel like we haven’t done this in weeks.”

      I snorted.

      I didn’t say so, but she felt that way because it had been weeks. Over a month, actually. We used to hang out every weekend, but now with my supposed move into my aunt and uncle’s condo in the city, we hung out outside of school less and less. If Viv or Layla asked to come over, I’d make up an excuse. My aunt and uncle have company, or they’re remodeling the bathroom. Eventually, she stopped asking.

      And Viv only invited me over when her dad was out of town, which wasn’t nearly often enough.

      “It’s been a while,” I agreed.

      Viv scanned my attire as we pulled onto a side street toward the south end of town where Layla lived. I figured we were going to pick her up on the way to Viv’s so we could all get ready together like we used to. A weight settled on top of my chest as though a fat elephant had taken a seat there once I remembered why we didn’t do this so often anymore.

      It was because I was lying to them.

      “Please tell me you have something else to wear in that bag. Is that coffee on your sleeve?”

      “No,” I’d left my other clothes in the dryer at Jared’s cabin. I had to wash them every few days if I wanted to wear clean clothes every day. “Why?”

      “We really need to update your wardrobe. I feel like you have the same three outfits you wear, like, every day. Did you grow or something?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. Lots of stuff doesn’t fit anymore.”

      “Then maybe you’ll fit into some of my stuff,” she said. “I have a box of shit that I grew out of last year. You can have it if you want.”

      My eyes lit at the idea of an entire box of clothes all to myself.

      Viv bumped my shoulder. “Jeeze Allie Cat, they’re just clothes. You didn’t win the lottery or anything.”

      “Right,” I said lamely. “You just know how much I hate shopping. You’d really be saving me.”

      It was easier to lie when I mixed in some truth. I really did hate to shop, and she really was saving me. She just didn’t know the extent of it.

      Even if her clothes were a bit too big because she was a freaking giant, or if I thought the way she dressed sometimes was a little too revealing for my taste…an entire box of clothes would mean more money I could save to get the little apartment above the bookshop and that was a massive win in my books.

      “It’s yours. We can go through it when we get to my place,” she said, waving off my thanks as we pulled into Layla’s driveway and she laid on the horn.

      Layla came out a few seconds later as though she’d already been waiting by the door and knowing her it was possible she had. Any excuse to get out of her chaotic single-story house and she was running out the door. With seven brothers and sisters, all of them save for one younger than her, it was hard to find a single private minute any time she was home.

      At least she didn’t have to babysit for her parents tonight. I couldn’t even count how many times she had to cancel plans or swindled us into helping her with her siblings on the weekends last year.

      Both her parents worked two jobs apiece to support their massive family. I don’t know how they did it, but they did, and with smiles on their faces, too. They loved their kids more than life itself, evidenced by the fact that neither actually lived any semblance of a life outside of their children and work.

      “Hey,” Layla said, jumping into the backseat. “Drive before my mom changes her mind and decides to take the shift her boss just offered her.”

      As we pulled out, sure enough, I watched the door crack open and Mrs. Esposito poke her head out. I quickly averted my gaze before our eyes could meet and Viv turned up the music as she swiveled the beetle out onto the road and pulled away.

      “Is she going to make you go back?” I turned to ask Layla, wondering if trying to escape was even worth it.

      Layla grinned at me mischievously and flounced her dark hair back over her shoulder. “Can’t,” she said with a little shrug. “I accidentally left my phone at home.”

      Viv snorted, pounding her palm against the steering wheel as she whooped loudly and wiggled to the beat of the pop song blaring out of the speakers.

      “Oops,” Layla said innocently, and I rolled my eyes at her.

      I could only imagine the earful Layla would get from her mom tomorrow, but at least she had tonight.

      At least she had a mom to begin with.

      No one was there to worry for me. To make sure I got home safely. Not anymore.

      “Loosen up, would you?” Layla said between belting lines of the repetitive chorus, swatting me on the arm. “You act like you’ve never lied to get out of the house on a Saturday night.”

      I laughed, trying to loosen up. I didn’t think I had ever had to lie to get out of the house, actually. Dad was easy going when he was around, and my aunt and uncle didn’t care when I came home as long as I wasn’t loud when I came in and woke them up. But Viv was right…and I knew she was only trying to cheer me up.

      And honestly? It was working.

      I had an actual roof over my head. Access to fresh running water. The ability to sleep past the six am bus because I didn’t have to rush to shower at school before the other students started arriving. I hadn’t had to eat ramen in days. I had a ride pretty much everywhere.

      The situation wasn’t ideal, but even I had to admit, it was far better than what I had, even if I had to share it with two wolves. One who seemed bent on helping me whether I liked it or not, and one who still looked like he wanted to eat me for lunch. But hey, beggars can’t be choosers, right?

      I turned up the music as an Imagine Dragons song came on, determined to have a good time with my best friends tonight. I hollered over the music. “So, what are we drinking tonight?”

      Layla and Viv answered at the same time, shouting over the music to be heard, “Tequila!”
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      To be clear, I hated tequila.

      It tasted bad no matter how much salt and lime you ingested with it. It left a horrid taste on your tongue and felt like it was burning your insides when you swallowed it. But Layla’s parents kept a massive store of the stuff in the basement under lock and key. And Layla, being the sneaky ninja she’s always been, knew exactly where that key was kept, and exactly which bottles to take that wouldn’t ever be noticed.

      So, tequila it is.

      I grimaced as I downed my second shot, shaking as I made a face. “Ugh.”

      “You aren’t allowed to drink tequila in front of anyone but us,” Layla said, watching me with apprehensive wide doe eyes. “I’ve never seen anyone make a scarier face than the one you just made.”

      “Layla!” I said, chucking a t-shirt at her from the box of clothes Viv had plopped in front of me two hours before. I was now dressed in jeans that fit snuggly around the waist, but that were just an inch or two too long. They were brand name and nicer than anything I owned even though they had a tiny oil stain on the butt that Viv couldn’t get passed, but that I hardly noticed. With it, I was wearing a shirt from the box that Layla insisted I had to wear.

      It wasn’t really my style, but even I had to admit that it looked good. Viv hadn’t even ever worn it, it still had the tags on and wasn’t really her thing, either. It was low-ish cut in the front and accentuated my small breast. It was a deep navy fabric printed with the constellations on it that looked killer with my freshly dyed turquoise hair. With the deep coal I let Layla put on my eyes and the deep plum color Viv lent me for my lips. I looked like the night. Like the aurora borealis or deep deep space.

      I always ended up overdoing it when I was out with them. It was nice to be girly sometimes even though I felt more myself in looser fitting jeans, simple t-shirts, and hoodies. Sometimes I forgot that I could be the pretty Allie and it was nice to see that she was still there after all the ugly I’d gone through.

      “We should probably go outside soon,” Viv said, finishing styling her short blond hair with the little jar of wax on her desk. “The uber will be here soon.”

      “Allie, I’m going to shove this in your bag,” Layla said as she opened the top of my pack to slide the bottle of tequila inside.

      “Lay—”

      Layla silenced me with a raised hand, and I froze, afraid she’d found something incriminating in my bag that I didn’t remember putting there. Except, she wouldn’t be able to tell I’d been lying to them and living out in the woods just because I had some extra clothes and a bar of soap in there. I was being paranoid, and I knew it, but when she drew out my cell phone with wide eyes, I worried for an entirely different reason.

      Where I lived wasn’t the only thing I’d been lying to them about.

      Shit.

      Was it Devin?

      Or…shit…

      “Allie…” Layla breathed, pausing for dramatic effect to get the attention of Viv, too.

      I shrank into myself.

      “Why is Jared Stone wondering when you’re heading to Thompson’s?”

      Viv dropped the jar of wax back onto the desk and whirled with an overly dramatic intake of breath. “I knew it,” she said in an accusing tone.

      I tried an innocent smile, but I was sure it looked more like I was constipated or baring my teeth. “I—”

      “Spill. Now.”

      I was careful to dance around the truth. He just offered me a ride, I told them. And we got to talking a bit. He stopped by the shop the other day too and told Devin off for me. I told them he wasn’t what I thought he was. Not the standoffish super-hot guy who acts like he doesn’t have time for anyone but himself and his closest friends.

      “He’s actually…really nice. Maybe too nice,” I told them, wishing I could hide my expression that I knew would be telling them all the things my voice did not.

      I liked him.

      I liked Jared Stone.

      Not in the way they were thinking, or at least I didn’t think so, but I did like him. In fact, after bingeing the new Star Wars TV show with him the other night in companionable silence, I thought maybe we could actually be friends.

      It would be annoying at first, with the all-girl Jared fan-club patrolling the halls, ready to lap up even the tiniest morsel of gossip related to him at any given moment. I would be the butt of many a joke and scrutinized for being the only girl he cared to spend any time with, but I was starting to think maybe I could deal with that.

      It wouldn’t last forever. Eventually they would see that Jared wasn’t into me that way and I would go back to being the invisible girl I wanted to be…just one friend richer.

      “Nice?” Layla accused. “He’s nice? The guy is a total recluse. I think he’s hiding something. He’s too pretty…like—oh! Like those serial killers you see in old newspapers—the ones where people are so shocked that someone who seemed so nice and so well put together could do something so awful. Like that.”

      I rolled my eyes to the ceiling. “Layla, I really don’t think he’s a serial killer.”

      He’s part giant wolf, but I stopped seeing him as being dangerous over the past few days. I was starting to forget how terrifying his wolf form really was. In my memory, the vision of him had morphed from huge dog that could eat me in a few bites to something far less threatening.

      “Well, either way, I don’t trust him.”

      I pursed my lips and nodded.

      “You’re not into him, are you?” Viv asked, her face puckered.

      I shook my head. “No. I mean he’s really good looking—anyone can see that, but I’m not attracted to him like that.”

      Not even I fully believed that lie..

      I cleared my throat. “He’s just a nice guy who I have some things in common with and who offered me a ride—that’s it. Besides, I’m still working through shit with Devin.”

      I could barely rein in the disgust from coloring my tone.

      Viv began to pull on some socks and tapped her phone to check and see where the Uber was. “You think you’ll work it out with him?”

      “No,” I said, maybe too quickly. “No, I’m done with him. He turned out to be a royal dickhead.”

      Viv’s thick blonde brows drew together and down, there was worry in her gaze. “What do you mean? I know he accused you of cheating—which is super fucking stupid and a total dick move—but that’s all that happened, right?”

      I didn’t answer right away, and Viv didn’t budge, her gaze cold and calculating, daring me to lie to her.

      My throat felt tight and my lips parted to tell her the truth. To tell her what Devin did to me and how I didn’t want them to worry. How I didn’t want to make a huge deal out of it. Devin’s father was a judge. I knew if they forced me to go to the police, he would never be charged. His father wouldn’t ever allow his precious boy to be slandered in that way.

      “I—” I started, but was saved by the dinging of Viv’s phone as it notified her the uber had arrived and was parked outside.

      Viv still didn’t move, her eyes searching mine for an answer I wasn’t yet ready to share. I dropped my head. “Yeah. That’s all that happened.”

      “Come on,” Layla said, her voice a little more tense than it had been a moment before. “We should go before the uber takes off and we have to wait an hour for the next one.”

      Viv watched me quietly as we all rushed to put on our boots and jackets and scarfs and run out the door. After we called a goodbye to her mom who lifted her hand in a lazy Xanax wave in reply and shut the front door behind us, Layla ran to stop the uber from driving away and Viv turned to me. I could tell she was reading the truth in my heavy stare.

      Her face pinched.

      “If that bastard comes near you again, you call me,” she said. “I’ll teach him to mess with my best friend.”

      I reached down and squeezed her fingers in my hand. “Thanks, Viv.”

      “Of course, Allie Cat,” Viv said with a warm smile and wink. “We’re family.”
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      Thompson’s place was just at the edge of town. His house backed onto a quiet wood which made it the perfect place for house parties. The nearest neighbor was three blocks away and was a partially deaf older man who went to bed at eight. No one to call the cops. And the cops had little reason to drive down a dead-end road without a call.

      The uber let us off near the old man’s house a few blocks away. It was Thompson’s only rule when he had a party. If you’re getting a ride, you don’t get it right to the house. People in the small town of Forest Grove could be nosey.

      The uber who drove us was a girl named Jess’ uncle’s best friend, Jack. Even though it was unlikely he would rat us out, especially since I saw the creep checking out my minimal cleavage in the rearview, it was possible he could tell someone about the party who would.

      We hopped out and took a breath of the crisp air after being stuffed in the cab for too long with the stale smell of tequila on our breaths and the faint odor of cigarettes clinging to the fabric seats.

      The last time Layla, Viv, and I had been to a party together it was the height of summer and people were shooting water guns full of raspberry vodka into other people’s mouths. The pool in Thompson’s backyard was warm and filled with half-naked bodies. That wasn’t the reason we came tonight.

      It was cold as fuck.

      And as we hustled down the road under the glow of the uber’s retreating headlights, I could see my breath clouding in the air. The thrumming bass drew us nearer like a moth to a flame. The prospect of a warm house full of bodies spurring us faster.

      I tugged out my phone and thumbed a quick reply to Jared. I’d meant to do it in the cab, but I’d forgotten.

      Allie: We just got to Thompson’s.

      Jared’s reply came in almost immediately.

      Jared: Almost there.

      I peered down the street for the headlights of his Jeep coming up the road but didn’t see any car approaching.

      The music grew louder, accompanied by the indignant whine of someone who probably just had beer spilled on them. I felt for them. No one liked to wake up the next morning smelling of stale beer. Barf.

      “Looks like the party started without us,” Viv called back over the music as we picked across a once pristine lawn now littered with cigarette butts, empty beer cans, and what looked like the remnants of a stuffed unicorn…I raised my brow at that one.

      My new converse shoes stuck to something sticky on the wooden steps leading up to the open door and the crush of bodies milling around inside the large house.

      Viv’s height and broad shoulders came in handy in a crowd. She always went first to clear a path for Layla and I to trail behind in her wake. Her size coupled with her very loud attitude usually did the trick. If you didn’t see her and move, she would bark at you to get the fuck out of the way without batting an eye.

      I loved her for it.

      I shivered as my body adjusted to the temperature difference, my cheeks flushing as I tore off my jacket, almost tripping over someone’s discarded boot on the hardwood in the hall.

      It seemed like the entire eleventh and twelfth grade classes were here. I coughed as we walked through a haze of pot smoke near the back of the house. It wasn’t much worse than the general cloying reek of hair product and dollar-store aftershave. Viv saw someone from her lacrosse team and vanished into the kitchen, rushing to whisper a hasty be right back before she vanished.

      I turned to Layla and gestured to the only empty nook I could see in the house. A wide window ledge looking out into the back yard that stood directly across from the wide, dim stairwell leading down to the basement. The clinking of pool balls and the sound of a TV blaring could be heard below. “Drink?”

      “Please,” she said, her body tensing as she craned her neck to get a look around the corner of the wall and up the stairs that were positioned directly above the ones leading down. “Pour me one?” she asked, raising her voice above the thumping music. “I’m just going to run to the  washroom. Be right back.”

      I nodded, tugging off my pack to set it down on the window’s ledge. I dug around for the bottle of tequila, wondering if it would be safe to leave the bag for a second while I dipped into the kitchen for a couple of plastic cups to pour the tequila in.

      “Viv,” I hollered into the kitchen, stepping back from the bag to get a look inside. I was about to shout again when a loud curse behind me made me whirl around in time to see a fist connect with a face and for a guy I didn’t know to stumble backwards, knocking me hard in the middle of my chest. I fell back, my feet leaving the floor as I lost my balance. Gasping, my eyes widened as I plummeted backwards down the stairs.

      Except, I didn’t hit the hard edges of stairs. Didn’t break my neck as I tumbled backward into the basement. The breath was knocked from my lungs as I connected with warm, hard flesh instead. His arms caught me, righting me back on shaking feet. My knees quaked.

      Engine grease and spice filled my nose.

      “Break it up,” Clay growled, pulling the one guy off the other as though they were half as big as they were. As the guy who had clearly been the instigator leveled his glassy stare at Clay, his eyes widened.

      “Clayton?”

      Clay jabbed two fingers hard into the guy’s chest as I bent with shaky fingers to help the other smaller guy stand up, his eye already swelling shut. “You could’ve fucking killed her,” he was practically frothing at the mouth. “If I hadn’t been watching, she could have a broken neck!”

      I opened my mouth to say something. To stop him. But I was still in shock. What was Clay doing here?

      He never went to these kinds of things anymore.

      Had he just…

      Had he just caught me?

      “Fuck off, man” the guy I recognized to be a senior named Jason spat back at Clay.

      Clay rolled his shoulders back and I saw a flicker of something cross his face. His fists clenched at his side, the big knuckles stark white against the olive tone of his hands. Shit. A spark of blue glow was beginning to ring his iris’.

      In a knee-jerk reaction, I stepped between Clay and Jason, placing my hands firmly on Clay’s chest even though Jason was the one who was swinging only a moment before. I knew who the real threat here was. If Clay lost control, Jason would have more than a black eye.

      “Calm down,” I whispered to Clay, breathless and with my heart thrumming wildly in my ears. “I’m fine.”

      Clay glared down at me with a set jaw, the slightest glow that’d been starting in his eyes was already fading, and I doubted anyone noticed it. Just a trick of the light, they would think. Clay jabbed a finger over his shoulder at Jason one more time, turning his haughty stare back at the drunken idiot who’s desire to pick a fight almost had some serious collateral damage. “Leave,” he all but roared.

      Jason’s expression hardened.

      “Let’s go man,” one of his buddies said, grabbing Jason by the shoulder. “This party fucking blows anyway.”

      When Jason didn’t move to depart with his friend right away, Clay gripped me by the shoulder and gently, but forcefully, shoved me from his path, his big barrel chest rising as he stared with murderous intent down at Jason. “Get the fuck out. Now.”

      Something within Jason seemed to recognize the predator standing before him. Seemed to recognize that he was the prey. His lips parted and he fell back a step as though seeing Clay for the first time. Then he shook it off. “Yeah, whatever man. This shit’s lame, anyway.”

      Jason turned and fled with his friend and I sagged against the windowsill where the other guy with the black eye was wincing at the ice-filled rag a girl was pressing to his eye. The girl kneeling in front of him holding it to his face was grimacing as she looked at the garish swelling and small cuts around his eyebrow.

      “What’s your name?” he asked her.

      “Myra,” she said with a pained smile.

      “Want to go upstairs?” He blushed. “It’s quieter there and we can rinse off the blood in the bathroom.”

      She smirked and nodded, rising with a little difficulty from the ledge. The guy thanked Clay quietly as he passed. “Don’t know what that guy’s problem was.”

      Clay grunted as a response and then turned back to me, his shoulders still tense and raised. His body still tightly coiled and ready for a fight. “You alright?”

      His icy blue eyes had softened, and he was staring at me intently, waiting for my response. He was so unlike Jared. Where Jared seemed unsure and was always gentle—thoughtful—Clay was all hard edges. A straight shooter if I ever saw one. He held my gaze with a fire in his eyes as though if I told him I wasn’t alright he would go hunt down the guy that almost knocked me down the stairs and throw him down them instead.

      “I’m good,” I said and he visibly relaxed, nodding.

      I barely heard his response as the song switched to one that seemed even louder, as if that were even possible. “Good.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked him after a beat of silence between us, and when he showed no signs of leaving.

      Clay paused and I saw his gaze fix on something behind me out the window. “Could you just…find someplace else to sit?” he said, though his tone told me it wasn’t a question. He was telling me I needed to move. That sitting across from a stairwell in a house full of drunk teenagers wasn’t safe.

      But that also meant that Clay—the guy who almost chewed my head off a few nights ago, the one who told me the cabin wasn’t a shelter for the homeless and that he didn’t want me there—cared about me enough to not want me to fall and hurt myself.

      That was progress.

      I couldn’t help the small smile that climbed onto my lips.

      “Don’t look so smug,” Clay said, the ire I’d grown used to back in his stare. “You could have been seriously hurt.”

      “But I wasn’t,” I said.

      He rolled his eyes at me. Just then Viv appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, “What happened?” she demanded. “Someone just told me you got shoved down the stairs.”

      She searched me for injury, and I shook my head. “Nearly, but Clay—”

      I turned to gesture to him; to give him the credit for saving me, but he wasn’t there. I stood on tiptoe to see over the crowd, but he was gone. That was when I noticed the sliding door several paces down the wall was slightly ajar, letting the cool air of the night into the house. I turned to the window just in time to see him vanish into the tree line.

      “What?” Viv asked, her brows lowering. Her eyes were unfocused, and I knew she’d likely had a few shots with her lacrosse buddies in the kitchen while the whole ordeal played out.

      “Never mind,” I said instead of explaining. “I’m good.”

      She squeezed my shoulder, letting loose a very exaggerated sigh. “Good, because I just saw Devin come inside.”

      I stiffened. He wasn’t supposed to be here. Why was he here? Could she have mistaken someone else for him?

      “He looked pissed. He was asking Thompson if he’d seen you.”

      Shit.

      “Thanks, Viv,” I said, rushing to sling my pack over my shoulder again, but leaving the tequila behind on the sill. “Layla just went to the bathroom. Said she’d be right back. If you see him, can you tell him I left. I don’t want to deal with that tonight.”

      A little whining voice in my mind bleated this was supposed to be fun.

      This was supposed to be like old times.

      Viv just nodded. “Okay, where are you going?”

      “Just out back,” I told her, squinting out the window into the trees to see if Clay was still there. Hopefully Devin wouldn’t think to look outside for me. And hopefully if he did, Clay was still around.

      I couldn’t fathom why, but I felt like if I was in trouble and Clay was there, regardless of what he thought about me, he wouldn’t let Devin hurt me.

      He may be a brute and total ass. But the reason he’d fought an entire football team that summer a few years back was because one of the guys thought it would be funny to get a girl named Stacy drunk and fool around with her. Except from what I heard, it wasn’t only the one guy, but the whole football team who’d planned to have their way with a drunken female student a couple years younger than most of the players.

      I didn’t know if that was true, and I doubted Clay did either, but that didn’t stop him from knocking out three guys and sending two more to get stitches. He was suspended for two weeks and nearly flunked that year because of it.

      I slipped out the sliding door without saying goodbye to Viv just as I spotted Devin coming through the doorway to the kitchen. I jumped back from the door before he could see me and took off at a sprint into the shadows of the trees.

      “Clay,” I whispered harshly into the woods.

      There came no response and I listened for the sound of his footfalls, or his wolf’s hot, heavy breaths from the brush, but there was nothing. He was already gone.

      I shivered.

      Once I was fully under the tree’s canopy and the dappled moonlight was blocked enough to conceal me in the embrace of prickling pines and withering elms, I took a steadying breath.

      I could hardly see a thing through the window, but I tried to make out the shapes of Viv and Devin standing together as he questioned her. If it was Layla he was grilling I’d have been a bit more worried, but Viv could take care of herself. I had no doubt that if Devin even made a move to hurt her, she’d have him on the ground faster than he could blink.

      She wasn’t held back by the same constraints I was. She wouldn’t be thrown into a state of hurt and shock if he raised a hand to her. She wouldn’t vanish into herself, diminishing into a back corner of her mind while her body quaked like an empty husk in a strong wind.

      “Allie?”

      I screamed, whirling around at the sudden sound.

      His hand came over my mouth, muffling the last of the scream. His lightly calloused hand was warm against my mouth and my eyes took in his glowing amber ones in the dark. He was shirtless but had a pair of jeans riding low on his hips. A belt, a pair of flat converse shoes almost identical to mine, and wrinkled t-shirt lay against the cold earth by his feet.

      He seemed to be studying me almost as intently as I studied him. Taking in the low cut of my navy top beneath the unzipped jacket and the tight-fitting jeans with hunger in his stare.

      The bang of a door flying open back at the house made me jump and Jared’s hand was jostled away from my face. I looked between him and the house where Devin was frantically scanning the forest, his eyes bright and shifting.

      It took me all of a heartbeat to realize how this looked.

      I knew Jared had run here in wolf form. That was why he was carrying clothes with him. That was why his jeans were barely on and his warm, solid chest was bare.

      But that wasn’t what others would see…

      Jared glared at the place where Devin stood in the doorway, his upper lip curling back into a snarl. “What did he do to you?” Jared hissed.

      I shoved his chest back and he barely moved, but his glare broke and he focused his gaze on me, confused. “Go,” I urged him, breathless as I heard Devin’s descent down the steps and onto the lawn. “Go!” I whisper shouted a little louder, trying to get through to him.

      Jared was barefoot, with his jean all but falling from his hips. He was shirtless and his clothes were in a pile on the ground. He was with a girl in the woods, and the girl had screamed.

      It didn’t matter what I said now to defend him. I knew what it looked like and Jared’s eyes widened as he finally figured out why I was urging him to fucking move.

      “I won’t leave you with him, it isn’t safe.”

      “No fucking shit,” I managed, still shoving his stupid hard chest without being able to move him more than an inch at a goddamned time. Damn, it was like trying to shove a man-sized block of cement. “Get the fuck out of here, Jared.”

      “No.”

      “I’ll get inside. I won’t stay out here alone with him, now go,” I urged him as I saw Devin stalking toward the trees, his head lifting as though he caught the scent of me on the air. A group of a few people followed behind him, wondering what all the fuss was about. “Look, he isn’t alone. Go around to the front and meet me inside,” I added, thinking maybe the suggestion might make him move if nothing else did.

      Jared tore his gaze away from Devin and his jaw flared as he clenched his teeth. “If he hurts you, I’ll kill him.”

      Jared backed away and shifted in the blink of an eye. One second he was man, the next he was wolf. Somewhere in there he’d managed to pull down his pants and avoid shredding them to denim ribbons and I somehow managed to be both relieved and a little disappointed I hadn’t caught it. The enormous white wolf flashed its amber eyes at me before it lifted the pile of clothing into its mouth and sprinted away into the dark, like a white streak of lightning through an inky sky.

      But I was still reeling from what he’d said to wrap my mind around the fact that this time I’d actually watched as a man became a wolf. In the same breath. In the same heartbeat. If he hurts you, I’ll kill him.

      It was what my father had said to me when I had my first date. Bobby and I were only fifteen. He was taking me to see a movie at the park.

      My eyes stung at the memory.

      It seemed so unlike Jared to say something so insidious. It was something I would expect to come from the foul mouth of Clay, not the sweet, sensitive Jared. But when he’d said those words, there had been no trace of doubt in his gaze. He’d meant it. And I believed him.

      My pulse was still pounding when Devin found me standing there dumbstruck with my breath clouding the air in front of my face.

      “Allie.”

      I flinched away from his touch and stumbled back, shaking off the gloss of incredulity and almost falling in my haste to get away from him. “Don’t touch me,” I managed before I bumped into someone else.

      Her name was Mandy—she was super drunk, but I knew her, she was in my Philosophy class. “Are you, like, okay?” she trilled in her high-pitched nasally voice. “Devin said he heard you screaming.”

      I didn’t know how the hell he could have heard me. I distinctly remembered closing the door behind me and the music in there was too loud to hear the person next to you, never mind what was going on fifty feet away outside.

      Someone must have opened the damned window.

      Fuck, Allie, why did you have to scream?

      “Babe, look at me,” Devin said, reaching for me again with a crease between his brows and a worried depth in his gaze. Fake. All of it was fake. He didn’t fucking care about what happened to me. He couldn’t. Not after what he did to me, himself. “Did someone hurt you?”

      Did someone hurt me?

      He had to be fucking with me.

      Maybe it was the tequila still lingering in my bloodstream, or maybe it was the fact that I wasn’t alone out here with him, already a group was forming near the back door of the house and I could see Layla and Viv hustling out onto the back lawn.

      But no matter what sparked it, what I was feeling was pure rage and I couldn’t contain it any longer. The fucking audacity.

      “Did someone hurt me?” I repeated the question back to him, urging him to see his colossal mistake in asking me such a rhetorical question.

      Devin’s eyes flashed at me in warning, his gaze darkened.

      I didn’t care.

      “Yeah,” I spat, twisting out of Mandy’s clammy grasp. “You did, asshole.”

      My chest ached at the admission and something in my heart snapped. “You did,” I whispered again, and my voice broke.

      The warning in Devin’s eyes vanished and his face fell. The devilish Devin I’d seen him a moment before gone and replaced by the one I knew. “I…”

      “Save it.”

      He stepped forward. “I’m so sorry, Allie, I—”

      “Just leave me alone,” I managed through the bleary haze of tears coating my eyes, rushing to meet Viv and Layla halfway across the lawn.

      Viv folded me under her wing and Layla wrapped an arm around my other side, the pair of them effectively shielding me from the prying eyes of the drunken students watching from all sides.

      “Fucking prick!” Viv snarled back at Devin over her shoulder and I flinched, imagining how many eyes would be turning on him with accusing stares.

      I couldn’t help myself, just before we reached the door, I turned, catching a glimpse of Devin standing with his face pinched and hands like talons at his sides.

      He wasn’t looking at me, though, he was looking back into the trees, to where I could just make out the gleaming white of Jared’s converse sneakers discarded against the brackish leaves on the ground.
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      I told Thompson I was sorry for making a scene on our way out the door. I also told him that if he saw Jared to tell him I was leaving with Viv and Layla. I was about done with the stupid party. I could explain to Jared later.

      I hadn’t even had a single drink and yet somehow, I still managed to ruin the whole night.

      It was law in my life; that every good thing had to be paid for by at least one bad thing. It was like I wasn’t allowed to be too happy. Not able to be relieved for any length of time. The beef karma had with me would be everlasting. To be paid in installments over the course of my existence.

      It was only fair, since I’d taken life, I had to pay for it with great big awful chunks of my own. I’d accepted this a long time ago.

      “You’re sure nothing happened?” Layla asked for the second time as she rubbed warmth into my arms in the backseat of the uber. “Someone said Devin heard you screaming.”

      I shook my head. “I just freaked myself out,” I lied. “I thought I saw something in the woods.”

      “It’s wolves,” the driver chimed in. It wasn’t the same one as earlier. This one I didn’t know. His eyes flitted to meet mine in the rearview. He was old with silver eyebrows and crinkled brown eyes.

      “Wolves?” Viv asked with a raised brow from the front seat, her tone doubtful.

      “I saw one out there last summer. Giant sucker,” the driver said, his tone now defensive, knowing he was being mocked. “I saw it. I know what I saw. Best you young girls stick indoors.”

      “Right,” Viv replied to him, drawing out the word. “We’ll definitely watch out for those giant wolves.”

      She twirled her finger against her temple when he wasn’t looking, and Layla stifled a giggle. I, however, was paying attention. I was about to ask the guy where he’s seen the wolf—what color it was—when Viv’s hand snaked into the backseat and patted my lap. “You sure that’s all it was?”

      I nodded, unable to utter another lie tonight. I just wanted to go to sleep.

      The driver pulled up in front of Viv’s house and I heard a loud groan that made me squint out the window to see what she was so upset by.

      Her dad’s truck was there. And by the look of the smashed rear left taillight, he’d driven it home drunk.

      “You can sleep on my couch?” Layla offered with a shrug. None of us ever talked about Viv’s asshat of a sperm-donor, we didn’t have to. It was universally acknowledged that he was a dick no one wanted to be around if they didn’t have to. We didn’t need to hash out the details.

      “Can I come too?” Viv whined as the front door creaked open and her father staggered out onto the front step.

      “Hey, get out of my driveway,” Mr. Cole yelled, shaking a fist at our uber.

      “It’s me, dad!” Viv called.

      “Vivian?”

      A pause.

      “The hell you been? Get in before I let all the hot air out,” he hollered, taking another swig of his beer as he swayed back into the house.

      Viv bowed her head. “I better go before he gets pissy. There’s no stopping him once he starts ranting. You going to be okay at Layla’s?” she asked me, the spark in her eyes suddenly diminished.

      “Yeah. Of course.”

      “That may not be necessary…” Layla trailed off as her and I stepped out of the uber and the driver sped away from the house with the crazy drunk guy. I followed Layla’s gaze and found a white Jeep was pulling to a stop on the opposite side of the street. The window rolled down and Jared’s face appeared as he leaned over toward the window.

      “Want a ride home?” He called, and my heart lifted at the sight of him, and at the prospect of not having to wake up with Layla’s seven younger brothers and sisters crawling all over me on my Sunday morning off work.

      “Did he follow us here?” Layla whispered harshly. She squeezed my hand, holding me back where he couldn’t see. “And is he actually going to give you a ride all the way back to the city right now? It’s after midnight.”

      I batted her hand away playfully. “I told Thompson to tell him I was spending the night at Viv’s, remember?” I purposefully ignored the second part of her question.

      But even the first part wasn’t entirely true. I had only said I was spending the night with Layla and Viv. I hadn’t told him which house we would be sleeping at. And I definitely didn’t tell him where Viv lived. But it was a small town and wouldn’t be so difficult to figure out. Viv and her family had always lived in the small bungalow on Glenwood Drive.

      “Just a sec!” I called to Jared, who nodded before turning back to the front and rolling up the window.

      “You really don’t like him, do you?” I asked Layla, tilting my head to better see her expression under the single street lamp set ten yards away on Viv’s street.

      “Do you?” she asked me.

      I fumbled for a response, glancing back at the idling Jeep.

      “Oh my god, you do!”

      “I—”

      “I say go for it,” Viv chimed in, already making her way to the ajar front door of her house so her dad didn’t have a reason to come back out and embarrass her even more in front of her friends. “He’s hot.”

      “Vivian!”

      She turned and ran up the last two steps, hollering back, “Later bitches,” before she vanished inside.

      “Come on,” I told Layla, jerking my head toward the Jeep. “I’ll ask him to give you a ride home, too.”

      Layla didn’t live far from Viv, but I didn’t want her walking alone, not tonight.

      I could already tell she was about to refuse, so I rushed to add. “It’s freezing out here and I’m not going to let you walk.” I took her hand and dragged her over to the Jeep and opened the door to the backseat.

      She was positively rigid, but when I told Jared he needed to give her a ride home too and he didn’t bat an eye, she reluctantly hopped into the cab.

      I jumped in the front seat and rubbed my hands together, trying to get some warmth back into my prickling fingertips.

      Jared cranked the heat and positioned the heaters to point at me. I shivered as hot air rushed over my icy hands and began to thaw my bones.

      “Thanks,” I muttered as he pulled away from the side of the road.

      He didn’t respond, instead tilting his head back to Layla. “You still live on Brown?”

      Layla cleared her throat. “Um…yeah. 34 Brown near the corner of Stanley.”

      She didn’t seem to be surprised that he knew where she lived, and I wondered why. I looked between her and Jared, thinking I could sense something off between them, but not sure exactly what it was I was sensing.

      Jared took Stanley down to Brown and turned left onto her street. The air in the Jeep was stale and quiet as we drove. In an attempt to make conversation, I swallowed past the hard lump in my throat and lamely said, “Well that was an interesting night.”

      “Yeah,” Jared replied.

      “Mhmm,” Layla murmured, then she inhaled sharply, and I saw her shift in my peripherals. “So,” she began, drawing out the word and I thought I knew what she was going to say, but I wasn’t fast enough to stop her. “What exactly are your intentions with my friend?”

      “Lala!” I barked, whirling to give her a pointed glare. Her old nickname had just slipped out of habit.

      Jared’s hands tightened on the wheel. I was too worried to look at the expression on his face. “Uh…” he said. “Well I—”

      “Oh, look, we’re here,” I said interrupting him as we pulled up to Layla’s house. The moment the Jeep stopped, I unfastened my seatbelt and climbed out, ripping Layla’s door open—ready to drag her from the vehicle if I had to. “Time for you to go home, mom.”

      Layla got out without a fuss, but not before she turned back to Jared and said ominously, “I’ll be watching you.”

      I made a strangled sound in the back of my throat and dragged her the rest of the way out of the Jeep and slammed the door. “Can you be any more embarrassing?” I said in a high-pitched tone as I walked her up to her door.

      “It’s not too late you know. My couch is just inside. You can stay—”

      I groaned. I’d almost rather stay here now if only to avoid the awkward ride back to the cabin. But… “No. I should go home. The buses don’t run tomorrow. But thanks for making sure I have a super awkward ride.”

      She shrugged innocently, brushing her long dark hair back from her doe eyes. “Your welcome.”

      I tipped my head back in frustration, but when she came in for a hug, I hugged her back. I wanted to tell her that Jared wasn’t the enemy—that if she got a bad feeling about someone, it should’ve been Devin. But I couldn’t tell her that. She would blame herself for not paying closer attention. Her and Viv both would.

      “Night,” she said just as a light turned on inside the dark house. I really hoped it wasn’t our fault that one of her siblings had woken up.

      Layla sighed. “I should get in and get whoever that is back to bed before they wake up mom and dad.”

      I nodded. “See you Monday.”

      She eyed the Jeep one last time before she stepped inside. “Text me when you get home?”

      I shook my head at her but nodded. “I will.”

      Like a total creep, she put two fingers up to her eyes and then pointed them at Jared in a silent reminder that she would be watching. I shoved her hand down and pushed her inside, hoping Jared hadn’t been looking.

      She giggled as I pulled the door closed and I blushed like a maniac on my way back to the Jeep.
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      Jared was smirking when I tucked myself back into his Jeep.

      He kept glancing at me as we started the drive to the edge of town and the invisible trail he seemed to have memorized that lead to the cabin in the woods.

      “So,” he began, and I knew where he was going—what he would ask.

      Suddenly, the idea of asking him the questions that’d been burning in my mind for the past few days didn’t seem so daunting. Having that conversation was a hell of a lot better than having the one he was about to try to have.

      I didn’t need him asking me why Layla would ask him what his intentions were. Or why Viv told me to go for it. Even though the window was rolled up at that point, I had no doubt that his canine ears had heard her.

      “So, I’ve been thinking about it,” I eeked out in a pitchy voice, cutting him off before he could continue with no remorse. “And I do have some questions for you.” I reached for the half-empty bottle of water in the cup holder between us. “Do you mind?” I asked him.

      He pouted his bottom lip and shrugged. “No. Go ahead.”

      I took a swig of his water to clear my throat.

      “So, shoot,” he said after a moment. “What is it you want to know.”

      Thankful that he’d dropped the former topic, I racked my brain for all the questions I’d been gathering there since I’d first realized he was a wolf. I came up empty handed.

      “Uh…”

      I watched Jared’s brow raise from my periphery and scrambled for something. Anything. The moon outside caught my gaze. It was big and round in the sky, lighting the way along the back-country road we were driving. It had to be almost full. Maybe only days away.

      I gulped. “Do you have to turn during a full moon?”

      Jared shifted in his seat and I watched his jaw clench. Shit. Was that the wrong thing to ask?

      “Y—you don’t have to answer—”

      He shook his head almost imperceptibly, never taking his eyes from the road. “No, it’s alright. The simple answer to that is yes.”

      “And the complicated answer?”

      He seemed to consider something before responding, deciding how to best explain something. I waited with my fingers clasped tightly in my lap, chewing my bottom lip. “Your myths and legends and fairytales. They are all steeped in truths. But it’s like…it’s been diluted. The bag has been used too many times. And then people add their own flavor to it. Cream and sugar. Vanilla syrup…”

      “You’re losing me,” I said. It wasn’t that I didn’t understand the analogy. I did, but I wished he would just tell me without beating around the bush.

      He ran a hand over his tousled hair. “We aren’t werewolves like the ones you see on TV. Silver does jack shit to us. We aren’t mindless beasts. We weren’t even always shapeshifters.”

      My curious self, the one who loved a good story and spent the bulk of her days reading at work and in the hours after dusk came out of her hidey hole. I was sitting up straighter, my mind sharper, readying itself to take in what Jared would tell me without anxiety. If I thought of it like a story—like fiction, maybe I could understand it better. Accept it.

      “Go on,” I urged him, worrying a frayed string at the edge of my hand-me-down top.

      Jared sighed. “We were once known as Endurans. We were our own race before our people were cursed, and before our homeland was destroyed.”

      “Your homeland?”

      “Emeris,” he said. “The immortal lands.”

      Okay…

      “And where is that?”

      I may have nearly flunked geography, but I knew Emeris wasn’t on any map I’d ever seen.

      He licked his lips. “No one really knows anymore except for the elders. We’ve been here over a thousand years. All I know is that the Immortal lands are and always have been concealed from mortals. They wouldn’t be on any map or known to any human.”

      My mouth was dry again and I guzzled the rest of Jared’s water, positioning myself in my seat so I could see him better. “So, you’re telling me that there is a whole other continent out there somewhere? One that people—normal people like me—can’t see?”

      I saw him flinch a little and I realized my mistake. “I didn’t mean—”

      “No, that’s okay. I’m not normal. It shouldn’t bother me for it to be pointed out.”

      Except clearly it did.

      “But yes,” he continued. “There are two actually. Emeris and Fae lands of Meloran.”

      I gaped at him.

      “F-Faeries?” I managed after a heartbeat. “Fucking faeries?”

      He snorted. “Yeah. They just call themselves Fae mostly.”

      I was still gaping. I didn’t think I would ever be able to pick my jaw up from my lap again. I fucking loved faeries! I mean…the myths about them. Stories about them. The legends and all that. Somewhere deep down inside myself, I’d always thought those kinds of things were real, I realized.

      I mean, how could there be so many stories from all sorts of different places all about the same thing if there wasn’t at least some truth to the myths? But I didn’t expect to ever be proven right. It was fantasy. A fairy-tale…no pun intended. It wasn’t supposed to be real.

      “You okay?”

      I nodded rapidly, making a strangled, “mhmmm” noise that ended up sounding like I was in pain. With my brain on fire, I managed to remember another of the questions I’d wanted an answer to. He’d just answered it in part, but…

      “Are there…other things?”

      He paused.

      “Jared?”

      He turned his gaze to me as he pulled the Jeep off the main road and onto the bumpy drive that led to the parking lot where he would leave his Jeep and we would continue on foot to the cabin.

      “Jared!” I was dying to know now. Why wasn’t he answering me?

      His adams apple bobbed. “I could get in a shit ton of trouble telling you this, Allie, but yes, there are other things.”

      “Like?”

      He put the Jeep in park and shut it off. He stepped outside and I rushed to unlatch my seatbelt, fumbling in my rush to get out of the car. “Isn’t that enough for one night?” he asked, his expression pained as he hopped out and shut the door.

      Oh hell no.

      “Hey!” I all but shouted, finally getting myself untangled from the seatbelt and out of the cab. I stomped around the vehicle and grabbed him by the shirt. “You don’t get off that easy. You just told me other—other beings exist. I can’t just let that shit go, Jared.”

      Every book about every being I’d ever read about flashed behind my eyes. Oh my god, angels? Were angels real? What about demons?

      I shuddered.

      “Okay, okay,” Jared said, prying my hand from his shirt, except once he had my claws retracted, he didn’t let go right away, and I shuddered for a completely different reason as he brushed his thumb over my knuckles. “There are also Vocari—what human know as Vampires.”

      Shit. I held onto his hand and he brought his other hand up to cup on the other side of mine, leaning down to breathe warm air into my palm to thaw my icy fingers. “Okay. Vampires. Cool.”

      He tilted his head. “Not really.”

      “Okay. Not cool. Noted.”

      “And there are witches.”

      My eyes lit up. “Also, not very cool.”

      I extinguished the excitement from my expression. “Oh?”

      “They’re the ones who did this to us. To the Enduran people and the Vocari a thousand years ago.”

      Jared drew my other hand up to join the one he still held and rubbed warmth back into that one, too. Cautiously, I studied his silhouette in the shadows of the night. His warm amber eyes set into that unnaturally symmetrical face. The high cheekbones and pouty lips. The line of his jaw and the subtle bits of gold in his hair. He didn’t even look human—not when you looked this closely.

      He seemed almost…ethereal. Too good looking to really fit in with us mere mortals.

      And he was holding my hands. Looking into my eyes with a quizzical interest, as though trying to read how I was handling all of what he’d told me. As though I was as equally enthralling to him as he was to me.

      “We should get going before you freeze. It’s really cold tonight.”

      I nodded, unable to tear my gaze away from him.

      “Jared,” I stopped him as he lowered my hands.

      His eyes searched mine. “Yeah, Allie?” He stepped back in closer and I tipped my head up to see his expression. Something flipped low and hard in my belly. He was looking at me like he had in the woods outside of Thompson’s party. Hungrily. Like a wolf.

      Except, it didn’t scare me. Not anymore.

      I blinked and a weight pressed into my chest, bringing me back to earth. I stepped back and gave a half-hearted chuckle. Fuck…what had I even been about to say?

      “Never mind,” I said with a forced smile. “You’re right. It’s freezing out here. We should go.”

      He held out his elbow to me and I looped my arm through his. Even with the moon, it was hard to see under the canopy of the forest in the dark. I usually ended up tripping at least a dozen times before we made it to the cabin.

      “Thanks,” I muttered, matching his pace as we walked arm in arm into the trees. The ominous hooting of an owl in the distance made a shiver run down my spine. A twig snapping several yards away had my mind shooting to images of Dracula and the Wicked Witch of the West. I imagined fanged faces emerging from the dark.

      Aw fuck…I just had to know. Now I couldn’t exactly unknow…

      Good going, Allie.

      Jared patted my arm, pulling me closer to him. “Don’t worry,” he said with a devilish grin as he dipped his head low to whisper in my ear, his breath caressing my cheek. “You’re safe with me.”
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      Jared cursed.

      I almost gave myself whiplash snapping my head around to see why he’d suddenly stopped only fifty feet away from the cabin.

      I could just see it through the tall pines as close together as the teeth in a comb. The orange glow of light and warmth had me practically aching to get inside after the long walk from the Jeep.

      “What?”

      He hushed me sharply.

      My heart started hammering and all the thoughts of monsters in the night I’d been working so hard to suppress came rushing back. What was it? Why did he look so distressed?

      He was positively rigid. His irises had flooded with a fiery amber glow and his nostrils were flaring.

      “Jared?” I croaked, hoping he was messing with me. “If you’re messing with me, I swear—”

      “I’m not.”

      My throat closed.

      I scanned the darkened woods.

      “It’s Ryland,” he said after giving the air a good long sniff. “But why is he here?”

      “W-Who’s Ryland?”

      It was another of the questions I’d neglected to get an answer for, but I still remembered what Clay had said that first morning. If Ryland finds out…

      He won’t, Jared had replied.

      Why did I get the feeling that this Ryland person being here was a very very bad thing?

      His eyes hardened and his lips pressed into a firm line. “He’s pack alpha.”

      He’s what?

      Jared tugged me away to the east, so we were skirting around to the back of the cabin. I tripped in my haste to keep up with his long strides. “Where are you taking me?”

      “To the shop. I can hide you in there.”

      Hide me?

      “Jared,” I pulled back on his hold around my wrist. “Jared, stop,” I hissed when he didn’t let go.

      He turned on me with his teeth bared, and I didn’t miss how his canines seemed to have grown longer and larger in the last two seconds. Or how his pupils had dilated.

      I couldn’t help the talon of fear tearing through my chest. I managed to break free of his hold and fell back a step, trying to keep my breaths under control.

      “Allie, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

      “You can’t hide me,” I told him, glossing over the fact that the sight of him partially wolfy had just freaked the shit out of me. I didn’t want him to think I was afraid of him, even though a very small part of me was still more than a bit apprehensive about spending the bulk of my time among wolves. “If you could smell Ryland from fifty feet away, don’t you think he’s going to be able to smell me if I’m just around back?”

      He blinked, taken aback. “You’re right,” he said, exhaling loudly in frustration. “Fuck. You’re right. What was I thinking?”

      Giving myself a little mental pat on the back, I stood up a little taller. “Look, he can’t know that I know about you, right?” I asked, taking a stab in the dark, trying to keep my voice very very low.

      Jared nodded.

      “Okay, then I don’t know,” I said, shrugging. “I’m just…a friend. A friend who had a rough night at a party who needed a place to go.”

      He didn’t answer right away, staring at me with mild shock.

      “Will that work?”

      Jared opened his mouth, then closed it, and eventually opened it again as he scratched at a spot at the base of his neck and his brows drew together. “Yeah, actually. It might. But the whole cabin already has your scent. We’ll have to say you’ve been staying a while. You’ll just have to play dumb about any of the…things you shouldn’t know. I’ll deal with Ryland.”

      I smiled.

      Jared smiled back and reached out his hand to me, sighing as the last bit of glow in his eyes was snuffed out and his body had stopped trembling with what I assumed was his urge to shift. “Come on,” he said as I slid my hand into his. “It’s time for you to meet my uncle.”

      

      The door banging open as we entered shattered any bit of confidence I’d managed to construct on the slow walk up onto the porch and into the cabin. I flinched and immediately regretted my choice, wanting to tuck tail and run back outside.

      The feeling was even more intense as two sets of eyes zeroed in on me from the living room.

      Holy. Fucking. Shit.

      If I thought Clay was big, he had nothing on Ryland.

      The man sitting opposite Clay in the living room cocked his head at me and I didn’t miss how his jaw ground together and his deep brown eyes flashed with a dangerous glint in the light of the fire crackling in the stone hearth to his left.

      He was massive. His shoulder span was nearly as wide as the enormous leather recliner he was sitting in. His posture was rigid as he leaned forward with his elbows resting on his thick knees. Ryland’s face could’ve been called handsome, if it weren’t for the jagged scar running down one side of his face. It split his thick chestnut brow in two and puckered the flesh on his cheek.

      He had thin lips and a strong chin—made to look wider and rougher by the week-old scruff coating in varying shades of browns and golds.

      “Uncle Ryland,” Jared said by way of greeting, not so much as though he was surprised to see him but edged in a question as though to ask why he was there.

      “Jared,” Ryland replied in an equally questioning tone, his voice seemed to carry its own form of breathy echo and I could feel it deep in my chest.

      Immediately, I decided I didn’t like him.

      I didn’t know why. It wasn’t that he just looked big and scary. There was something else about him that just felt wrong even though I couldn’t place it.

      Funny enough, it was the same feeling I got around Devin all those months ago, before he charmed me into dating him and that feeling eventually dulled.

      It clicked in mind that it was the feeling of recognizing someone further up the food chain than yourself. Like looking into the eyes of a lion while knowing you’re nothing more than a field mouse.

      “And who’s your friend?”

      I licked my lips, trying to find my voice and my spine. “I’m Allie,” I said before Jared could speak for me. Gulping down a breath, I moved from Jared’s side into the living room. Clay’s jaw twitched as I passed, but he managed to refrain from looking at me as I planted myself in front of Ryland. I stuck out my hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      Ryland glanced at Jared and then back at me before he folded my hand between the two of his. They were large and warm and calloused and swallowed mine up easily. I suppressed a shudder when he smiled up at me. It wasn’t a kind smile.

      Nor was it welcoming.

      More of a grimace.

      I tugged my hand out from his and turned.

      Clay rose from his seat and I held my breath. I wondered what Clay had already said to Ryland about me. Surely, he wouldn’t have told him everything?

      “I was just telling Ryland that you’ve been staying with us for a couple days,” he said gruffly, his eyes flashing in warning.

      It was like there was a block in my throat. I couldn’t swallow. I coughed instead.

      “Right. Yeah. Your—um—nephew said I could crash here until…well, until I move into my new place above where I work.”

      My stomach roiled as I realized I didn’t know what Clay had told him. I prayed he hadn’t said anything about why I was there, or at the very least that our stories didn’t conflict. I might have just ruined everything with my big mouth.

      The thought of being kicked out of the cabin out into the cold set my teeth on edge and made my chest ache. I didn’t realize how comfortable I’d gotten here. So comfortable, apparently, that the thought of leaving made me physically ache. I realized, even though being here was insane, I didn’t want to leave.

      Even if I did, where the hell would I go?

      Ryland’s gaze never wavered as he watched me. “Is that so?” he asked with a saccharine sweetness.

      Jared had joined us in the living room now and was nonchalantly putting himself between his uncle and me. I didn’t know if I should be worried or not, but I didn’t like the tight set of his jaw, or the way his hands were splayed at his sides as though anticipating an attack.

      “Why don’t you go take a shower and get to bed,” Jared said in a monotone voice. “It’s late. I bet you’re tired.”

      Even though he was staring at his uncle, I knew the words were meant for me.

      I cleared my throat and nodded, doing my best to procure one last innocent smile for Jared’s uncle. “Okay,” I muttered and then added, “I-It was nice to meet you in person, sir. Goodnight,” before I rushed around the furniture and past a silently brooding Clay, up the stairs and down the hall. I paused just shy of going into the bathroom. I opened the door and then closed it again, but didn’t go in, silently settling myself against the wall, straining to hear.

      The moment the door closed, their conversation began again, but now it was in hushed tones and dangerous whispers. I couldn’t quite hear what they were saying, and I stooped low into a crouch and skirted along the edge of the wall a bit closer to the top of the stairs. I listened with bated breath, not wanting Jared and Clay to get into trouble for helping me.

      And he wasn’t just their uncle. Jared had said he was their pack alpha. I would be the first to admit how little I knew about their kind—the Enduran race. But if they were anything like regular wolves, then the pack alpha was sort of like the boss, right?

      They had to listen to him. Do what he said, or else…

      Or else, what? I wasn’t sure what sort of punishment could be in store for them if he told them I needed to leave, and they didn’t abide by his orders. Which was why I was listening.

      If Ryland told them I couldn’t stay, they no matter how much Jared insisted, I would leave. I wouldn’t have them getting into a literal dog fight over me.

      Ryland’s voice rose above a whisper, his tone calmly authoritative. “What were you thinking bringing her here?”

      I tensed.

      “She had no place else to go,” Jared replied.

      “That’s not your problem,” Ryland snapped back, his voice raising into a scathing hiss. “You know the rules. No one was to know of this place. This is our place. And now you’ve tainted it with mortal presence.”

      There was no response from Clay or Jared for a minute, then a groan as someone sat back down. “She won’t be here forever.” Clay said, surprising me. He wasn’t exactly defending me, but the fact that he spoke up at all was reassuring.

      “Has anyone else been here?” Ryland asked.

      “No,” Jared replied.

      “Good.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      There came no immediate reply and the floorboard beneath my knee creaked. I held my breath, screaming inside.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “I’m going to fix your mistake,” Ryland said, and I allowed myself to breathe. They hadn’t heard. And if they had, they attributed it to fluxing wood in the cold.

      There was a strange scuffling sound and a grunt. My heart stopped. “Make sure she’s here at mid-day tomorrow. I’ll call in the favor.”

      With his voice strained as though there was a boot on his throat, Jared replied in a hiss, “You don’t need to—”

      “That’s an order,” his uncle all but shouted, and the sound of his echoing voice burrowed itself into the marrow of my bones. A cool sweat broke out along the back of my neck, raising the small hairs there and setting every inch of me on high alert.

      Why did he want me to be here at high noon? What was he going to do to me?

      Oh my god.

      Oh my god.

      I retreated on my hands and knees, trying to quiet my breaths as I silently turned the doorknob tucked myself into the bathroom, careful not to make a sound as I closed the door behind me.

      Downstairs, I heard the front door slam and I scrambled to my feet to look out the bathroom window, watching as Ryland stalked out onto the dirt lawn. My breath clouded the glass and my fingers shook as I clutched the sill to steady myself.

      He turned back, his head snapping up as though he already knew exactly where I was—that I would be watching. His glowing orange eyes met mine and I gasped, throwing myself away from the window. My foot caught on the bathmat and I tripped backwards, falling hard into the edge of the tub with an oomf, the breath violently expelled from my lungs.

      A loud knocking came at the door and I scrambled back, thoroughly shaken.

      “Allie?” Jared’s voice came through the thin wooden door. “Allie, are you okay?”

      It took me a second to get my breath back, my chest tight and burning from the lack of air. “Yeah,” I said. “Just tripped. I’m fine.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No,” I rushed to say, my mind still whirring. “I’m good.”

      I looked at the door as though I could see Jared through the wood panel. I could imagine him standing there on the other side, at war with himself. Needing to follow the order of his uncle, but also wanting to save me from whatever fate the man had devised. With bated breath I waited for him to make up his mind, my heart in my throat.

      “When you’re finished,” he said finally. “I need to talk to you.”

      I bowed my head. “I’m really tired,” I lied. “Can we talk in the morning?”

      A pause.

      “Yeah, Allie. Of course.”

      “’Night, Jared.”

      “Goodnight. See you in the morning.”

      My eyes stung and it felt like someone had shoved a bucket of razor blades down my throat. I held back until I heard his footsteps move away from the door to allow the first of the tears to fall. Jared wouldn’t be seeing me in the morning.

      I’d already be gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      I waited until I was certain they were both asleep. It took a lot longer than I thought it would. They stayed up conversing in rough whispers for hours before I heard their heavy footsteps ascend the stairs and enter their bedrooms.

      Funny, I’d been here for days now and I still had yet to see much of the house. I hadn’t seen the inside of either of their rooms. And other than the laundry area, I hadn’t explored much downstairs, even though there were several other doors leading to god knew where.

      And I hadn’t seen Clay’s shop, either.

      I debated going to have a peek inside before I left but thought better of it. I needed to get away as quickly and quietly as I could. Knowing my luck, if I tried to go into his shop, I’d end up knocking over a bin full of ratchets or falling into a bike he’d just finished decaling.

      No. It wasn’t worth the risk.

      I finished shoving the last of my things from the bathroom into my bag and moved into the spare room I’d been using as a bedroom since I arrived.

      Could that really only have been days before? It seemed like so much had happened in such a short time. It could have been weeks instead—even a month.

      I steeled myself as I shoved the phone charger Jared had loaned me into the pack. I’d find a way to pay him back for it, or I’d buy a new one and give this one back when I saw him at school.

      I gritted my teeth together. I’d hardly thought this through.

      Of course, I’d still have to see Jared at school. He could still try to convince me to come back. And then there was the chance that whatever Ryland had planned for me wouldn’t be stopped or even staved off just because I’d decided to leave of my own volition.

      But it was worth a shot, wasn’t it? Maybe once I’d gone—once I’d been removed from the equation Jared and Clay would be off the hook. Ryland would change his mind about whatever he had planned, and we could all just go back to our lives.

      Maybe.

      It was better than doing nothing.

      Ever since I heard what Ryland said down in the living room when he thought I wasn’t listening, I’d been eager to get the fuck out of dodge. My first instinct was to run. Which was strange for me.

      I was a fighter. I’d wanted to run when dad was sick, but I hadn’t. I’d wanted to give in and go crawling back to my aunt uncle—or to tell Viv and Layla the truth and beg them to take me in after my first few weeks in the blind out in the woods. But I didn’t.

      I fought.

      I kept fighting.

      I didn’t give up.

      But this…

      This was different. I didn’t know what would happen to Jared and Clay if they decided not to allow Ryland to do whatever it was he had planned for me, and I had this sneaking feeling that they wouldn’t. That Jared at least wouldn’t stand by while Ryland…

      While Ryland what…?

      Bit me?

      Would he really do that?

      Surely, he wouldn’t kill me.

      Then what?

      I remembered Jared telling me about witches and vampires and fae and wondered what sort of powers they had—or if they had any powers at all. If there were witches, then I had to assume there were spells.

      Was that it then? Did he plan to call in a favor with a witch? To put a spell on me?

      My stomach flipped and I shouldered my heavy pack and crept from the room, creeping on my sock feet past Jared’s room first, and then Clay’s, where I could hear him snoring softly through the door. His door was open just a crack and unable to help myself, I paused, squinting through the slice of open air between the two chunks of wood.

      The angle was just right for me to see him atop a double bed, laying on his back with his mouth slightly ajar—in nothing but a pair of loose boxers. The moonlight streaming in from the window to his right painted his strong features in shades of brilliant white and darkest gray. Making him look as though he could be hewn from stone.

      He didn’t look peaceful, not even in sleep. There was a crease in his brow and where his arm rested atop his stomach, I could see that his hand was slightly fisted, as though he anticipated an attack.

      I wondered what he could be dreaming about.

      Before I could wonder any more, a creak from behind me stole my attention and a sharp gasp escaped my lips. I whirled around, but there wasn’t anyone there. It was enough to make me get moving, though, rushing now to put distance between myself and the wolves who’d taken me in.

      I allowed myself a momentary pause when I finally made it outside and down the porch steps, onto the dirt yard. I turned to look back at the slumbering cabin crouching against the tall pines rising to brush the navy sky. The night was still, and the only sounds were the long chirps of crickets in the grass and the ominous rustle of leaves.

      Closing my eyes, I tore myself away and set off. I didn’t look back again. I couldn’t—afraid that if I did, I would lose my nerve entirely and end up going back inside.

      I walked numbly over the dead leaves and bed of pine needles; head bent as I ran through my limited options for places to go. The moon-dappled canopy above created flickering shadows on the ground, keeping me on edge. At least the big, round moon made it easier to see. Gratefully, I didn’t need to use my phone torch to be able to avoid the rounded tree roots curling up from underground, or the pinecones and branches scattered like discarded toys over the rough earth.

      The fresh dewy smell of the forest in the hours before dawn kept my head clear as I walked, still unsure of my direction. I was used to the sounds of the forest at night, but now they carried with them an edge they hadn’t before.

      Was the scrabble of animal claws on frayed tree bark actually a beast lingering in the shadows? Was the hum of insects actually the buzzing of magic from a witch’s spell? I shivered and it wasn’t because of the cold.

      I’d been right. Now that I knew, I couldn’t unknow. And fuck if I wished I could. Digging in my pack, I procured the sole bottle of water I’d brought with me and took a small sip, not wanting to guzzle it all and leave myself without any to drink in case I wound up staying in the woods tonight.

      I realized the direction I was going when the landscape began to change. Trees leaned drunkenly against one another, and others lay fallen against the earth. Uprooted tree bases showed their unmentionables above ground. And the ground itself was not the carpet of nettles and moss and leaves it was ten feet before. It was dirt, loose, and squishy underfoot.

      This was the edge of the mudslide. Which meant that dad’s blind—or where it once sat was just up ahead. Except I knew it wouldn’t be there, instead of moving northwest to where it should be, I moved south, following the flow of churned earth down the mountain to where it would have been carried.

      I’d been wanting to go back—to see that there was truly nothing else to be salvaged. I wanted to see the state of the blind myself. Jared had said it was completely destroyed. But was it still salvageable? If it was, it would save me the massive headache of figuring out where to go.

      The sickly stink of rotting wood in a nearby marshy patch made my nose wrinkle as I stepped around it and peered through two steepled trees ahead. The unmistakable snap of fabric in the cool autumn breeze drew me nearer.

      As I passed through the natural arch, I saw it, instantly deflating.

      Jared had been right.

      The old hunting blind was vertical, sticking up like a sore thumb from the earth where half of it was entirely buried. It leaned against a wide birch tree, coils of white bark fraying this way and that.

      The canvas wasn’t just torn now, either, it was in tatters like frayed ribbons flapping in the wind.

      Well fuck.

      Readjusting my pack, I sighed, going to have a quick look to make sure nothing else could be salvaged. The contents of the blind were entirely missing when I kneeled against the damp ground to peer beneath the flaps. I thought I could see the edge of one my old textbooks sticking up from the ground, but it wouldn’t be worth the trouble of digging up. It would be too damaged to use now.

      I’d been hoping at least my camp stove had survived. I could get another one relatively cheap, but a breakfast of warm oatmeal would have been nicer than the single banana and half a loaf of bread I’d pilfered from Jared’s place.

      The snap of a branch behind me made me whirl around, my heart jumping into my throat. I scanned the area but found nothing. I looked over the ground but saw only the unmistakable press of enormous paw prints in the upturned dirt.

      They had to be Jared’s from when he’d come back to get my things. But as I leaned in closer to inspect the nearest one, tracing the edge with my finger, I realized they looked much fresher than a few days old.

      Had he come back here again?

      My lungs seized. Or were they another wolf’s? Rylands?

      I jolted back to my feet and swallowed, glancing around frantically now.

      I couldn’t stay in the woods tonight. What was I thinking?

      With a shake of my head, I turned south, intending to go straight to the main road and make my way into town. I’d go to the bookshop. I could sleep for a couple hours and then leave before daybreak.

      “I knew you’d come back here.”

      My body went rigid. A cold feeling of dread slithered up my spine, forcing the hairs on the back of neck to standing. My lips parted in a silent gasp.

      It couldn’t be.

      Unable to conceal the tremor in my fingertips, I shoved my hand deep into my pocket and kept the other one tightly clasped around the strap of my pack as I turned. “Devin?” I asked incredulously, praying I was dreaming, or hallucinating, or anything other than the truth. “What are you doing out here?”

      The other question I didn’t ask was whispered in the back of my mind. And how did you know I’d been here?

      I’d never told him about the hunting blind in the woods. He thought I went back to Portland every night after work just like everyone else, hadn’t he?

      His green eyes were shadowed in the dark, and beneath the heavy leather coat he wore, I could see that he was shirtless. I backed up a step, noticing too how he was barefoot.

      There was a connection forming at the edges of my mind, but it wasn’t fully formed yet. I couldn’t quite piece it together, but I could feel it in my bones.

      There was something very wrong here.

      “Did you really think I didn’t know?”

      My breaths were coming faster now. I wished he would step into the light so I could see him—his expression. As he was now, cloaked in shadow, he seemed even more menacing than that night weeks before.

      “Know what?” I asked foolishly, knowing exactly what he was getting at, but not wanting to admit to the lie. He didn’t like it when I lied to him—or more accurately, when he thought I was lying to him.

      With inhuman speed, Devin cleared the space between us in the span of a single breath. My jacket was fisted in his hand, pulling me to him, forcing my head up to look into his furious gaze. “Don’t lie to me,” he growled.

      “Devin, stop,” I managed. “Y-You’re hurting me.”

      His knuckles were digging into my chest and it was beginning to be difficult to breathe. I fisted my own hand, ready to swing. “Please, let go.”

      He did, and I unclenched my fist, my broken breaths sawing in and out through chattering teeth.

      He straightened his jacket and pushed back his dark hair. “I didn’t mean—” he started but stopped himself. “You just…you just make me so angry sometimes.”

      Yeah, I fucking noticed, I wanted to say. I have the bruises to prove it.

      I could feel the beginning of that fluttering sensation in my chest. The cold lick of anxiety like an ice cube down my neck. I grit my teeth and forced lungs full of air into my chest to quell the feeling. If I started hyperventilating right now, it would only make matters worse.

      I was alone in the woods with Devin Wright. My ex. The guy who only weeks ago had wrapped his hands around my neck and squeezed, the one who’s knuckles rapped against my chest, leaving stippled purple bruises in their wake.

      “But that’s okay,” he went on, his eyes unfocused as he spoke, gesturing wildly with his hands in a way that made me flinch back every time he raised them. “It’s okay because you’re my mate. Once the bond is made, you’ll belong to me forever.”

      I shrank back, my eyes widening. “What are you talking about?”

      Devin stepped in again and I readied myself to swing and run. If I thought angry Devin was scary, crazy-talking Devin was even more terrifying. “You aren’t making any sense.”

      Devin snarled. “You smell like him,” he barked. “When you’re mine, you’ll only bare my scent. You won’t even look at another—”

      I swung, decking him hard in the nose. He stumbled back and I saw the arc of red spray as blood poured from his face. My daddy taught me how to punch, but he forgot to mention how much it fucking hurt.

      With my fist smarting, I tore off into the trees, discarding my pack without a second thought to gain the speed I would need to outrun a six-foot-four Devin.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I ducked under a low-hanging branch, moving through a spider’s web and grimacing as I slid in the mud. I almost fell but caught myself at the last second.

      A bellowing roar behind me made my entire body scream, the burst of adrenaline setting fire to my nerve endings as my legs pumped harder, faster, zigzagging downhill.

      My hair whipped around my face, blinding me as I craned my neck to look back. He wasn’t there.

      No. no. NO.

      I took a giant lungful of air, readying myself to scream as loud and as long as I could. But the tears stinging at the corners of my eyes were there because I knew no matter how loud I screamed, this far out of town—this far up the mountain, no one would be able to hear me.

      Loud snorting breaths from behind and the unmistakable sound of thumping footfalls were the last things I heard before a hard object bashed into the back of my skull and the lights in my world went out.
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      My hand slid over damp, bumpy stone. The jangle of metal was loud in my ears as I moved. I winced as I attempted to lift my head from the hard, cold surface beneath it. The ache in the back of my skull radiating out over the entire surface of my scalp in a thudding, stabbing migraine.

      The scents of stagnant air and musky animal fur clogged my nostrils, mixed with the unmistakable tang of body odor that I was afraid was my own. A moan eeked out of my mouth before I could contain it and I reached a hand up to clutch the front of my skull in an attempt to stop the pounding pain. But my hand came up short, jerked to a stop only a few inches from my forehead. The bite of unyielding metal against my wrist made me snap into wakefulness.

      I scrambled to sit up, disoriented with enormous black blobs crowding in at the edges of my vision. The world tipped up and the floor fell away as a wave of vertigo claimed me, forcing me to fall back onto the cold stone, gagging as a wave of nausea twisted my stomach.

      My stomach heaved, but it had nothing to expel. My sides ached at the pressure until it was finally lifted and the dry heaving stopped, leaving me to shake uncontrollably against the stone.

      There was little light in the space, but it was enough to see by as my vision cleared. A single kerosene lantern sat ten feet away atop a crate. Beside that was my pack, open and spilled onto the stone.

      A slim black device laid next to the lantern and my spirits soared as I recognized my phone. I pulled myself up but stopped short as the metal bit into my wrist once more.

      I lifted my arm, inspecting the rusted manacle, and the chain that vanished behind me into the shadows. I tugged it but was met with resistance. My pulse skittered into an erratic pattern and I shut my eyes for a second, gulping down air to keep my cool.

      Okay, Allie. You’re chained to a wall. Don’t freak out.

      Do not freak out.

      Except I was already losing it.

      When I opened my eyes again, I noticed there were mouse droppings scattered over the stone, and the flickering light threw shadows over the space. It was a room. Or maybe a cave?

      Focus. You need to focus. Where are you?

      It was like it was carved out of the rock on purpose, the corners too precise, the floor too smooth. A man-made cave, then?

      Water dripped from some unseen crack in the ceiling and suddenly I was dying of thirst.

      How long had I been in here?

      What happ—

      It came back in a burst of clarity.

      The woods. Devin.

      He…he’d knocked me out.

      He must have taken me here. Chained me up.

      I tugged harder on the chain, rising slowly to stave off the dizziness as I pulled myself along the chain to the wall. It was made of stone, too, lending credit to my theory that this was some sort of cave. I found where the thick chain was fixed to the wall at around chest level with a strong metal loop that was drilled deep into the stone. Using both hands, I pulled on it, but wasn’t able to make it so much as budge.

      I felt around the wall as my eyes adjusted to the dim, finding one, two, three other chains discarded near the base of the stone wall. Another at the same level as the one around my wrist. And two more nearer to the floor.

      What the hell is this place?

      A shrill ringing made me yelp and I spun to find my cell phone illuminated where it sat on the crate. It buzzed over the surface, moving slightly as the call came in.

      Oh my god.

      Wherever I was, there was cell service. I rushed to answer the call but tripped against the stone when my wrist was snapped back, the air knocked from my lungs as I hit the ground.

      The crate was too far away. I reached with everything I had, gasping for unrestricted breath, but it was still several feet from my fingertips.

      My phone buzzed insistently, the loud ringing echoing back to me from the stone walls. A lick of fury chased the anxiety from my veins, and I spun, positioning myself with my wrist pulled against the chain as far as it would go, and my legs inched toward the crate. I stuck out my right leg and the toe of my shoe just scraped along the edge of the crate. I pulled harder on the chain and lifted my body, giving it the last few inches of length I needed to nudge the phone. Grunting, I managed to shove it inch by inch to the edge of the crate, and then to the floor.

      I grinned, pressing on it with the sole of my show and scraping it over the stones as I pulled it to where I could reach with my free hand. With clumsy fingers, I flipped it over and saw the caller ID flashing with a name.

      Jared.

      I could have kissed the screen, tears bloomed in my eyes as I answered the call.

      His voice came through distorted, and I saw that I only had one bar, and even that was wavering. “Allie?”

      “J-Jared,” I cried, “I need—”

      A door that’d been concealed in shadow across the room banged open and I screamed as the shape of a man swept into the cell and the phone was torn from my grasp, a sharp explosion of pain and mottled stars in my vision alerted me to the fact that I’d been struck.

      “Stupid bitch!”

      The voice belonged to Devin, that much was certain, but it was laced with an animal growl that twisted the words until they sounded less than human.

      I tasted blood on my tongue and spat onto the rock, holding myself up with weak arms.

      I shed a tear for the lost opportunity. If I’d just spoken faster, I could have told him I was in a cave somewhere. He might’ve been able to find me. He’d at least have known I was in danger. He could’ve alerted the police.

      Idiot.

      “Where am I?”

      “What have you done?” he bellowed.

      I craned my neck to look at him, shrinking back from his tone and utterly unprepared for what I saw.

      Green glowing orbs watched me with crazed fury. His face was half set in shadow and half alight with the orange glow of flame. His hands were talons at his sides and his body heaved with each hard breath he took—nostrils flaring.

      A glimmer of white betrayed his elongating canines.

      Breathlessly, I searched for the other signs with a hard ball in my throat. The thickening of the hair on his hands, the lengthening of his fingernails.

      He couldn’t be.

      No.

      Jared would’ve told me. Surely he’d have known.

      “You could have ruined everything!” he shouted, making to strike me again, but I lifted my arms to block the blow and he stopped himself, seeming to hold his breath. “Why Allie…” he trailed off, his voice breathy now. Subdued.

      “Why did you have to make this so difficult for us?”

      He fell back to sit on the edge of the crate and buried his face in his hands, when he looked up at me again the glow was gone from his eyes, and his canines were back to a regular human length.

      Once he had himself under control, he let down his hands and pulled my phone from the floor, illuminating the screen as he tapped it and began to type out a message.

      “What are you doing?” I blurted before I could stop myself.

      His head snapped up and glared at me. I pushed myself back over the damp stone, my hands moving over loose bits of rock and mouse droppings until I had my back pressed firmly against the wall furthest from him.

      “I’m fixing your mistake,” he replied tersely, jabbing his thumbs into my phone screen. One last hard tap and he hit the side button to turn it back off. “There.”

      I didn’t have to ask him to know what he’d done—what he likely had been doing since he first brought me here however long ago. He was keeping up appearances. Replying to the texts I’d probably gotten from Viv and Layla by now. We always chatted via text on Sunday and they would want to know how my night turned out with Jared.

      Would they know it wasn’t me who was answering them?

      Devin chuckled darkly. “Jared’s going to get the fourth-degree tomorrow. Fucker deserves far worse for trying to steal what’s mine.”

      “What did you do?” I breathed.

      He leaned in and tilted his head so I had a fully unobstructed view of his face in the lamplight. I pressed myself into the wall.

      I’d broken his nose, hadn’t I?

      I’d seen it split. Seen the blood spray from his nostrils.

      But as I watched him carefully from my place against the wall, I noted there wasn’t even a  scratch on him. Not even a drop of dried blood.

      Apparently, they healed very fast. Noted.

      “I can’t believe you were staying with him,” Devin snarled in disdain. “Of all people, Allie. Why him?”

      I was afraid to answer. I didn’t want to provoke his wrath. I decided to lie, instead. “H-He offered, that’s all. I didn’t have any place else to go.”

      Seemingly placated by my response, he pursed his lips and tilted his head, sighing. “It doesn’t matter now, anyway…”

      My heart was battering at my ribcage. I thought for certain he would be able to hear it in the echoing space. It was all I could hear in the intermittent silence.

      The drip of water from some unseen source above and the constant, hurried thudding of my pulse shoving blood through my veins seemed loud in my own head.

      “Devin,” I pressed, trying to maintain a façade of calm even though a million other emotions were clawing for their chance to be heard. Pain. Anger. Fear. Hurt. The list was endless.

      I could show none of them. I could show nothing that would provoke the demon slumbering beneath the surface of Devin’s flesh. If he lost it in here, I’d never make it out.

      “Hmm?” he replied absently, pressing his thumb and index finger into his eye sockets.

      I swallowed hard and dug my fingernails into the stone to steady myself. “What am I doing here?”

      He didn’t answer, only released his hand and gazed up at me from his perch between his knees curiously.

      “What are you going to do to me?”

      Devin clucked his tongue and sat up straighter. “He really didn’t tell you about me, did he?”

      A lance of hurt made my shoulders curl inward. “No,” I replied. Jared hadn’t told me about Devin, and now I knew that he did know. Why didn’t he tell me? Did I not have a right to know he was a wolf inside, too? It was easy to see it now, and I wasn’t sure how I hadn’t before.

      There were so many times. So many times where I’d felt as though I was being watched and I’d shucked off the feeling. Now I knew it wasn’t paranoia. Devin had known I was living out in the blind in the woods. He followed me there.

      Like Jared had.

      Except, unlike Jared, Devin had dangerous intentions…and Jared only watched me to stop Devin from seeing those intentions through.

      Why didn’t you tell me, Jared?

      “Too bad…” Devin trailed off, flicking something from his fingers onto the stone floor. “I would’ve loved to have him hung for that.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. Have him hung? Was he saying that if Jared had told me about Devin, he’d have been…what? Killed?

      What the fuck was this world we were living in?

      It wasn’t what I thought it was…

      “Guess I’ll just have to do it myself.”

      I sprang forward in a knee-jerk reaction. “You won’t touch him!”

      Hard breaths were escaping from between my clenched and bared teeth as I pulled on the metal binds, surprising myself with my reaction.

      Devin’s expression soured. In a flash, he was on his feet, his face a breath from my own, but I didn’t flinch this time. I stared right back into his glowing green eyes with a defiance I didn’t know I possessed.

      “You. Are. Mine.”

      I spat in his face, realizing a millisecond too late that it was a colossal mistake. A flurry of movement from the corner of my eye was the only warning before the back of his hand connected with my cheek, sending my head jerking to the left. An explosion of stars burst in my eyes and the metallic tang of blood on my tongue made me want to gag.

      “Fuck you!” I shouted, but the words came out discordant and broken. “I will never belong to you.”

      Strong hands came around my shoulders with a bruising grip and shoved me back until my spine connected with the stone wall. I exhaled sharply and slumped to the floor when he released me, blinking rapidly to clear the wave of dizziness.

      Devin was heaving with the effort of keeping himself contained. It reminded me of that night. How he’d kept clenching and unclenching his fists, breathing heavily as he shook his head over and over.

      Like he couldn’t make up his mind whether he wanted to kiss me or kill me.

      It was the uncertainty that made it the most terrifying. In one moment, I felt like it was over, that I could trust that he wouldn’t hurt me again, and then in the next second, the beast could return, and he would descend upon me with a renewed fury.

      Had his eyes been glowing that night and I just didn’t notice?

      Because they were glowing now.

      Bright and vibrant in the dim. The clearest shade of green I’d ever seen.

      “You are mine, Allie. I’ve known it from the first time I saw you. Right after your father died. He was weak, you know. So weak it was pathetic.”

      I struggled to rise, lashing out with my legs to try to kick him. How dare he! I muttered a string of curses under my breath, whimpering against the stone.

      “But you…”

      He licked his lips, and suddenly his eyes were alight. “You were so strong, Allie. You took his death in stride. You never let anyone see your pain, but I saw it. I saw you. The real you. I saw you working every day to make your own way. I saw you when you lied to your selfish aunt and uncle so they wouldn’t have to feel guilty for leaving you. I followed you when you moved out into your father’s old blind in the woods. And bit my tongue when you lied to everyone you knew about it…even me.” He was shaking his head now, his hand coming up to rub his chin as he inhaled deep, expanding his chest. His eyes gleamed.

      “Can’t you feel it?” he asked me after a momentary lull, kneeling several feet away so he was at eye-level with me. “We’re fated mates, Allie. And once you’ve completed your first shift, we’ll be together. Forever.”

      I clutched my stomach, afraid I might hurl.

      “I-I don’t understand…”

      Devin reached out to me and with no place left to move away, I turned my face into the stone. His fingers gently stroked the side of my face unmarred by his knuckles. I shuddered and my stomach heaved at the contact. “You will,” he said softly and then his fingers vanished, and I sensed him moving away. I opened my eyes again cautiously, wishing more than anything else that he would leave. Just leave me in the dark and cold alone to rot away.

      I’d prefer that than to live a life of servitude as his…as his what? His mate?

      I didn’t know what the fuck that meant, but I didn’t think I wanted to.

      He pointed up toward the ceiling. “This is a moon room,” he said, and his expression was placid, almost kind. It was scarier than when he looked angry.

      “You see…when a changed wolf first shifts, their animal urges can be…uncontrollable. People can get hurt. Or worse, they could capture us on video. The witches don’t like that. It creates a big mess for them to clean up.”

      With no other option, I shifted to lay my aching head back against the wall and wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly colder than I think I’d ever been in my entire life. I listened even though I wished I could stuff my ears full of cotton and not hear any of it.

      “So, my people—our people—created these. For the first year or so of moon-triggered shifts, we’ll keep you in here. Until you can control yourself. That circle up there,” he said, eyes peering above where he stood. I craned my neck to follow his gaze and found I could just make out the smallest crevice in the rock, forming a near perfect circle. It was damp and therefor darker than the rest of the stone ceiling. Water dropped from one side to splash against Devin’s face. He wiped away the moisture, unperturbed. “It opens to allow the moonlight inside. You’ll shift with or without it touching you, but it’s faster this way.”

      Devin pocketed my cell phone and I stifled a whimper. He went to the hidden doorway across the room and procured a plastic bag, moving in close to set it down next to me.

      “And then we’ll start our own pack. Ryland thought he could kick me out without retribution…he was wrong. We’ll build our own force.” Devin shook as he began to pace, and I watched his fists curl until the knuckles turned white. “A force bigger and stronger than his. He’ll see his mistake in forsaking me.” His leg reared back, and he kicked the crate hard, sending it sailing into the wall. The kerosene lantern careened into the air, but as the wooden box blew apart into small wood fragments, some of them hitting me in the shins and forearms, the lantern didn’t break.

      Devin caught it before it could. He set it down with shaking fingers.

      His outburst could’ve just cost us both our lives. If the kerosene had spilled and the flame had been exposed, we’d be burning right now. As it was, I only had a few more scrapes and cuts to add to my growing collection.

      He turned numbly to the door, scooping up my pack and its spilled contents and shouldering it. “I’ll be back,” he said in a monotone voice. “Eat. Drink.”

      I eyed the plastic bag, realizing it had the mark of a grocery store on it, but it wasn’t one I knew. It wasn’t a store in Forest Grove. My heart sank. Where the hell had he taken me?

      “The full moon is in two days,” he said, vanishing into the shadows on the other end of the space. “That is when I’ll awaken your wolf.”
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      I awoke with a sting in my cheek and aching bones, but the migraine I’d had prior to falling asleep had gone.

      It was a small mercy, but one I couldn’t be grateful for since when my eyes adjusted, I found myself still inside the cave-like space. Without the presence of light, it was impossible to tell what time of day or night it was, let alone if I should be awake or sleeping.

      The meager meal of sliced fruit in a plastic cup and a box of crackers Devin had left for me lay open a foot away where a mouse feasted on the corner of a discarded bit of cracker, its beady eyes watching me as its body shook.

      My first instinct was to shoo it away, but who was I kidding? It wasn’t like I could stomach any more than a few tiny morsels I’d already managed to get down and keep down before I eventually passed out. “Someone might as well eat it,” I whispered to the tiny rodent instead. I reached over and grabbed another few crackers from the open bag.

      The mouse began to scurry away but paused before it vanished from view. I held out the crackers to it. “Here,” I told it. “Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you.”

      The little critter hesitated, running this way and that on a zigzagging path that eventually led it back to the discarded cracker. It resumed eating the small piece that was left and then came for more, inching slowly closer.

      “Go on,” I told it, a small smile tugging at my lips made the bruises on my cheek sting. The little mouse drew forward and took the proffered crackers. It stared at me as still as the bits of wood and stone around it, and then it skittered away with its bounty.

      I stared at the spot it’d vacated, the smile slipping from my lips in favor of a frown. I didn’t know how long I’d been asleep, but it wasn’t the first time I’d passed out since Devin left, which made me wonder if it’d somehow already been two days.

      My stomach growled and ached painfully, and my bladder felt about ready to burst. I’d had to relieve myself twice already, afraid I’d burst if I hadn’t. But the acrid stench of my urine was gone, which meant Devin must’ve come in at some point to clean it away while I slept.

      I eyed the crackers and fruit suspiciously and then saw another mouse—different from the one who I’d just shared my meal with. It was smaller, it’s color a darker gray. And it was dead.

      Laying only a handful of feet away from the bounty of food it’d clearly been feasting on.

      “Shit,” I cursed, wanting to cry and barf and scream all at the same time.

      I felt around my clothes. Beneath my dirty and torn jacket, I was still wearing the jeans and long sleeve shirt I’d had on when I left Jared’s cabin. My bra was still in place beneath my shirt. My zipper was done up—the button buttoned.

      He’d drugged me—that was why I kept passing out. There was something in the food. Had he injected the fruit? Sprinkled sleeping pill dust over the crackers? There’d been a funny taste in my mouth after I’d eaten, I remembered that, but I’d attributed it to the blood still in my mouth and not having brushed my teeth in a couple days.

      I’d been wrong. Whatever the drug was, it’d killed that mouse…and it would kill the other one I’d just fed. My chest burned.

      Sorry little guy…

      I groaned in fury, kicking at the wall. I could feel it now, the grogginess. My body felt heavy and sagging. My mind foggy and swaying.

      I held my head between my hands and tried to clear it, taking in deep breaths.

      At least he hadn’t touched me.

      He hadn’t, right?

      My body didn’t feel violated. My clothes were still in place and there was no pain down there.

      I needed to get my wits back before I passed out again. Shoving my fingers deep down my throat, I upturned what little sustenance I had left in my body. I reached for the last dregs of water left in the large one-liter bottle that’d been in the bag to wash out my mouth, but paused. Noticing for the first time a strange shimmer in the water.

      I chucked the bottle across the room and it hit the opposite wall with a noisy plastic crunch before rolling to the floor and spilling what was left its contents over the stone. He’d drugged everything.

      The fucking bastard.

      In my rage, my vision wavered between blurred and crystalline sharpness as I seethed alone in the dark. Something small, slim, and metal caught my eye next to where the dead mouse was laying motionless amid the debris from the wooden crate Devin had shattered against the wall in his rage.

      It was a nail. A slightly bent, slightly rusted nail, but the sharp tip of it sparked an idea. I lifted the manacle on my wrist and inspected the keyhole with shaking fingers. I’d never picked a lock before, but this one was old and wide. Surely it wouldn’t be so difficult. With a renewed fervor, I clambered over to the nail and snatched it up, dropping it twice before I was able to settle my nerve-racked body enough to hold it steady.

      Fuck. I needed to get control of myself. The dull knife of anxiety was creeping over me, made stronger by the fact that my body was weak. It was always worse when I hadn’t eaten right. Wasn’t hydrated.

      Forcing myself to vomit up what little I had eaten probably only made it worse, but I prayed it had the effect of turning up any leftover drugs that hadn’t already been absorbed into my bloodstream.

      I just needed to focus. To get out. Then I could stuff my face with all the huckleberries I wanted—after I was done running the fuck away from here. Wherever here was.

      I couldn’t think about that now. I couldn’t focus on what I would do once I was free or what other trial might face me once I got through that door. I needed to take the first step. Exit.

      Then figure out the rest.

      Fitting the end of the nail into the rusted opening was like trying to thread a needle with my vision swimming so badly. But eventually, I got it in. I wet my mouth, shirked off my jacket, pressing my back against the cold stone. The chill seeped into my skin and had the desired effect, lending me the momentary alertness I needed to do this.

      From what I knew of locks—very little I had to admit—there was a tumbler thing inside that needed to be pushed up and rotated out of the way for the lock to come undone. I didn’t even know if this was true for all locks, or if, like the movies, you needed two slim pieces of metal to pick a lock properly.

      Grunting as I pressed upward into the narrow channel of the lock, I heard a little click and nearly cried with relief, dropping the nail.

      Except when I pulled on the manacle, it didn’t come free. Instead a small bit of something fell from the keyhole.

      My fingers were trembling too badly for me to be able to pick it up, but on closer inspection, I saw that it was a small bit of metal.

      Please don’t tell me I just broke the damned lock…

      I threw my head back and let the hopeless moan I’d been trying to hold back escape. It rose in tempo and volume all on its own, the fury chasing out the weakness.

      Fuck him, I thought to myself. Fuck him!

      That fucking bastard wanted me to sit here, loopy and out of it on drugs until he came for me. Was I really going to give him what he wanted? Was I really going to make it this fucking easy?

      My father’s voice answered the question for me in my mind, as though he was sitting in the makeshift jail cell with me.

      Hell, no.

      You pick your ass up, Allie Grace, and you keep going.

      I nodded to myself, wondering offhandedly if this was the onset of hysteria.

      I didn’t bother with the nail this time. I didn’t know how to pick a lock. It was a stupid idea. But there was something else I could do.

      I cursed myself for not having thought of it sooner. There were a couple centimeters of space between my wrist and the manacle. If I pulled as hard as I could on my arm and tried to slip my hand through the circlet of metal, it was close—the bind was clearly made for a larger wrist. But no matter how hard I pulled, I couldn’t quite get it off, not even when I greased the thing with water, and later, when I’d tried saliva instead.

      I tenderly pushed against the spot where my thumb connected to the base of my hand, wincing at the tender flesh just below, where the manacle had been rubbing in my sleep. If it didn’t have the bump of my thumb joint to go over…

      My stomach roiled.

      Was I really going to do this?

      This time it was Viv in my mind. Fuck yes, you’re going to do this, she hissed in that lovingly neurotic way only she had.

      Viv would do it. Hell, she would have already thought of it and done it and escaped.

      So, then why was I hesitating?

      Goddamnit.

      Before I could change my mind or really think it through, I snatched up an errant piece of broken crate and slid it between my teeth. Then pushed the manacle as far down my forearm as I could and bent my thumb inward, pressing the palm of my opposite hand flat against it to hold it in place.

      I could feel the joint straining already. All it would take is one good thrust with all my body weight and it’d be done.

      I closed my eyes and bit down.

      …and did what had to be done.
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      My hand slipped free of the manacle with only a slight tug, but the pressure of the metal against my newly broken digit almost made me scream. I clutched my hand to my chest for a moment to catch my breath and spat out the bit of wood, letting it clatter to the floor.

      Time to move.

      Taking in a lung full of air through my nostrils, I rose from the floor and took two steps, nearly falling over as another wave of vertigo swept over me. I caught myself before I could fall and shook my head sharply, turning back to scoop up my jacket and put it on. It took longer than I would’ve liked to get my injured hand down into the sleeve.

      Okay, I reassured myself. You did the hard part, Allie. It’s done. Now you need to get out. Then…you need to run.

      I didn’t quite know how in the hell I was going to do that. I was weak and tired and aching all over. Dehydrated and twitching with anxiety.

      But you can do this, Allie Grace, my father reminded me like he had so many times before when I’d wanted to give up. He was the one who molded me into the fighter I am today. And I would make him proud.

      It took a moment to steady myself, to gain my footing and my head, then I was moving. I crossed the cell on clumsy feet and drew the lantern nearer so I could see the door. The wick was nearly all burned up now—only a small tail remained jutting out into the oil beneath the flame. We used to have one of these lamps—me and dad—when we stayed in the blind. I knew from then that the wicks generally lasted about eight or so hours.

      Which had to mean that Devin had been coming at least that often to replace the wick because to my knowledge I hadn’t been left in the dark. Each time I awoke, the lamp had been lit. Judging by what remained of the wick, there was an hour left of burn time, and I prayed that meant I had at least an hour to escape before Devin would return.

      The door wasn’t really a door at all, I found, just an archway that had the illusion of looking as though it were sealed off. The air beyond was just as dark as it had been inside, there was no discernible breeze. But as I drew in great gulps of air in my panic, I realized it was fresher than it was deeper into the cell where I was being kept.

      There had to be a way out through here.

      I used the wall to help steady myself, regretting leaving the lamp behind in the cell when the inky dark grew so thick, I couldn’t even see my cold breaths in the air anymore.

      But after several more paces and following the wall around a bend and up three jagged steps, the stone corridor plateaued, and light could be seen at the end of a long upward sloping tunnel.

      Tears pricked at my eyes as I hurried faster upwards, almost to a jog now. The light was coming from a slit in the stone, and when I was close enough, I saw that it was definitely an opening. I pressed against the wall with my shoulder, but the heavy door barely budged.

      I felt around it with my hands. It was…stone. The opening had been mostly covered over by a stone door. I felt the edges, top and bottom. It had been rolled into place concealing the opening of the cavern.

      Fuck.

      I knew I couldn’t move it alone. Even though it only came to my chest in height and didn’t seem to be particularly thick, it was still solid rock and probably weighed at least two-hundred pounds, if not more.

      But…maybe I could roll it. The gap in the stone was just big enough for me to slip my fingers in and get a good grip, but with only one hand I could use to do the job, it wouldn’t work. And after several pulls with everything I had in me, gritting my teeth and growling at the exertion, I knew it was no use.

      When you couldn’t lift the hunting blind off your ankle, you found a way. You can find a way to do this, too, I told myself. The false sense of security I kept trying to give myself was starting to disintegrate. If I couldn’t open this and Devin found me freed from his chains, what would he do to me?

      I had a flicker of an idea—maybe I could go back, pretend I was still chained up and then when he came for me…

      When he came for me…what?

      I couldn’t take him down. I knew that now. He was half wolf. Stronger than I could ever hope to be. But with the element of surprise, maybe I could incapacitate him. Maybe I could kill—

      I stopped the thought before it could take hold.

      No. I couldn’t do that. Not even after what he did to me. I couldn’t end someone else’s life. Fuck!

      Gritting my teeth, with my hand throbbing as I moved, I settled myself down on the floor, pressing my back flat against the wall to the left of the door. Rough stone jabbed into my back, but I paid it no mind. It was the least of my worries. I could deal with a few more bruises if I could just get out.

      Pressing both my feet against the tiny lip of the door, I used the wall to help push my legs, straining muscle and sinew and tendon as I bared my teeth and pushed with everything I had.

      The door rolled an inch. I took a breath and pushed again, stifling my urge to cry out from the strain. It rolled again, another two inches. I kept pushing, and soon, its own momentum propelled it until it connected with some other stone outside, the loud crack deafening in the silence of the night, reverberating through the deep navy of early night and the forest below the ledge I was peering over.

      It was a mountain. Not a large one, the downward inclination wasn’t incredibly steep, and only about ten feet away, small trees grew out from the dirt covered stone sloping all the way down to the forest floor about forty feet below.

      I didn’t recognize it, I realized, but I was high up and had never seen my forest from this angle. I squinted into the horizon above the trees, still trying to catch my breath, and saw the glow of a city’s lights in the distance. I was so turned around I had no idea which way was north, but if those lights were Forest Grove, and I prayed they were, then that was the way I was headed.

      As I scrambled out of the mouth of the cave and onto the ledge, the crunch of plastic made me squeal and I nearly fell off in my haste to back away. It was a plastic water bottle, much like the one Devin had left for me except as I twisted the cap, I realized the seal was still intact. With stiff fingers, and using my underarm to hold the bottle steady, I untwisted the cap and spilled almost half the water over the rock at my feet in my haste.

      Cursing, I righted the bottle and gulped it down greedily, finishing its entire contents in three long swallows. It was icy cold and hurt my teeth, but I didn’t care. I could feel it carving a cool path down my esophagus and through my belly. It was fucking glorious.

      In hindsight, I should have conserved it, but as I tossed the bottle back to where I’d found it against the exterior of rock, I found I couldn’t bring myself to give a shit.

      The sting of crisp autumn air on my cheeks and the feel of the moonlight against my closed eyelids was absolute bliss. I did it.

      And mercifully, it seemed, Devin had yet to return. I half expected him to jump at me from the shadows, or for him to have been sitting out here smugly waiting as I struggled to roll away the stone door. But he wasn’t. And I was free.

      I managed to maneuver myself from the ledge and down onto uneven rock, glancing back at the black hole I’d just emerged from with a gulp. No time to waste. I hurried as quickly and quietly as I could down the slope, only slowing once I had the cover of trees.

      My vision blurred and fell against the rough bark of a tree, scraping my palm. I bowed my head for a breath and stumbled to the next tree, falling against it harder than I had the last one. It was like gravity was stronger here. My weight twice as heavy as it was normally. The magnetic pull of the earth trying to drag me down was a physical force and I had to grit my teeth to press on. I had to get far away if I was going to truly escape.

      Jared scented Ryland outside his cabin from fifty feet away. If he’d been trying, I was willing to bet he’d have scented him sooner, and that was in his human form. It would be easier as a wolf, wouldn’t it?

      There was no time for a break. I couldn’t afford the luxury of pause.

      Devin would be on his way back to the moon room to turn me any time now. My head whipped up to the sky. I’d slept twice. The moon was fat and round in the caress of wispy gray clouds in the sky. It seemed bigger than usual. The stars around it brighter.

      It was full. There was no doubting it.

      If Devin found me, he was going to turn me.

      Or try to…my mind corrected. Jared said that not everyone completed the change. There was a chance that it wouldn’t work even if Devin did find me and…what? Bite me? Was it that simple?

      And if you don’t change?

      Then what do you think he’ll do to you? If he can’t have you how will he react?

      I cursed in a whispered string of profanity as I pressed on, seething with rage, and shaking from cold and fear.

      I just needed to get to town. Just get to town and then you’ll be safe. You can call the police. You can find Jared and tell him what happened. Surely if the police couldn’t apprehend him, a pack of other wolves would be able to hunt him down? There had to be rules against this sort of thing, right?

      Even in fucked up paranormal land?

      The sound of trickling water caught my attention and I followed it to a small creek hemmed in by low hanging brush and stumpy trees. I sagged to my knees in the dirt and lifted a handful of icy water to my lips, taking a drink before wiping the rest of it over my sweat-beaded brow. I repeated the motion three more times before I felt the sharp edge of alertness return enough to rise once more.

      But before I could, I dipped my hand deeper into the water, reaching all the way down to the muddy creek bed. I dug my fingernails into the cold, wet earth and drew out a handful of algae filled mud. I ran my hand over my forehead first, shivering as the mud slid over my skin as though it were a grainy ice cube. I did my cheeks next, then my neck, regretting that choice as small drips of mud found their way between my breasts.

      I scooped up more and coated the outside of my jacket in streaks of reddish brown. Then the front of my jeans and with a mournful pout, my new converse sneakers.

      The mud should help to conceal my scent, I rationalized to myself, regretting my decision as a biting breeze passed over me, clinging to the wet mud and shooting pins and needles into my skin.

      “This better fucking work,” I muttered to myself, setting off in the direction of the city lights with a set jaw and renewed determination.
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      About thirty minutes later, I was drifting in and out. I kept blinking hard as I tried to keep up a brisk pace, but barely managed a slogging one, and each time I blinked, I had this strange feeling as though more time had passed than I realized.

      Surveying my surroundings every so often only made me feel more disoriented. I couldn’t even be certain I was going in the right direction anymore. My throat was raw and sore from the cold. My feet were aching, the pain in my heels starting to overtake even the throbbing ache in my hand that I kept clutched to my chest, elevated to stave off the worst of the pain.

      I had to be getting close by now.

      Just a little further, I urged myself, imagining the warm hearth in Clay and Jared’s living room. My cozy bed. Viv and Layla pulling me into a warm hug, so glad to find that I’m alright.

      Except…they didn’t even know I was missing.

      If Devin had succeeded in keeping up appearances—no one did.

      My face pinched as my chest tightened and I rested for a moment against the peeling bark of a thin birch tree, finding the soft texture and scent so incredibly soothing that I found myself wanting to curl up at its base and sleep. I was so so tired.

      Just a little break. Five minutes. I just needed five minutes and then I can keep going.

      It was a lie. I knew even as I pressed my back against the base of the tree and settled my bottom against the damp ground that I wouldn’t be getting back up. At least, not much more than five minutes.

      But you have to…

      I tipped my head back to rest against the tree and looked up at the sky between the branches of the forest’s canopy. It was so beautiful. The forest was so peaceful. If I closed my eyes, I could just drift—

      An eerie tremble rolled up my spine and I straightened, bringing my head off the bark with slow, measured movements. I wasn’t even breathing.

      The forest had been peaceful. Filled with sounds I’d grown used to falling asleep to over the past months. The rustle of leaves. The skitter of small animals in the underbrush. The crickets and other insects.

      There was none of that. It was spine-tinglingly silent. Not even the wind dared interrupt the miasmal sense of foreboding that slithered over my mud caked body like a serpent scenting its prey with its forked tongue flicking before scaled lips and shining black eyes.

      But the eyes I saw in the wood were not beady. And they were not black.

      They were brightest emerald. And they were trained on me with an unwavering focus.

      The wolf strode from the shadows with a hunter’s grace, its massive paws silent against the mossy carpet of the forest. Its canine lips were curled back over shining white teeth. Its hot tongue snaked out from its jaws as it neared, a low growl reverberating out from its muscled chest.

      This wolf was not Jared. And it was not Clay.

      I whimpered, pressing my back into the tree. My hands clenched fistfuls of crackling brown leaves as I braced for an attack.

      I had the presence of mind to want to feel around for a weapon on the ground, but I couldn’t peel my gaze from the beast stalking ever closer. I was afraid that if I did, he would lunge.

      “P-Please,” I croaked. “Don’t.”

      He was only a few feet away now, his deep gray and brown fur rippling as he blew steam from his nostrils and planted his front paws firmly against the earth.

      The wolf that was Devin lifted its head to the sky, its wide green eyes reflecting the full moon against their glassy surface. When those green eyes fixed themselves back on me, it was with an apology and I knew what he was trying to say without the need for a human voice box.

      It’s time.

      I screamed.

      I screamed loud and hard, shocking myself with the volume I was able to manage even though the sound was raw, and scratching and my chest twinged from the pressure.

      The scream was cut off midway when Devin lunged. His eyes were sharp and wild. His jaw agape. I threw my body to the side and rolled. A wolfish yelp told me he’d hit the tree and I was up and running, fueled by pure unfiltered adrenaline.

      My vision was no longer dull. My body no longer ached. I felt nothing except for the wind in my hair and the passage of my feet over earth, my heart bleating out a thudding rhythm in my ears. For three blissful seconds, it was like I was flying—until I wasn’t.

      I was pushed forward and sailed five feet before I landed on my chest, splayed like a goddamned starfish in the dirt. Devin was on me before I could blink, and pain exploded through my shoulder. His jaws clamped down and warm liquid ran over my skin as I cried out, trying unsuccessfully to buck him off me.

      All the while inside I was screaming.

      No. No. No.

      Please god no.

      My eyes stung with the welling of hot fat tears as I silently pleaded, not for the pain to stop, but for whatever was in his stupid magical wolf saliva to not work.

      There came a savage snarl to my right a split second before Devin’s weight was shifted off of me. Without the pressure of him on me, my lungs rushed to fill with air, inhaling a mouthful of dirt and debris. I coughed, scrambling to get myself on my feet. My hand went up to staunch the blood flow from my shoulder.

      The jacket was slick with blood and I pulled my injured hand threw the sleeve so I could remove it from that arm and get a better look. My shirt was torn and wet and I ripped it more, needing to see the damage, as though if I were able to see the bite mark itself, I would somehow know if I was going to shift.

      My tiny, gasping breaths halted as I assessed the wound. It was so gross I had to stifle the urge to be ill. But the torn and puckered skin, the welling of blood, and smattering of dirt made it look mundane. It could have been a dog bite. It was nothing. It would heal.

      I was going to be alright—

      The strangled keening of an animal had me coming back to myself, finding the source of the cries just as a howl shattered the air somewhere behind me. I pressed myself against a tree, breathing heavily.

      A wolf—a shifter—had his jaws around Devin’s throat, squeezing as it held him down with a strong paw. It was bigger than Devin. Bigger even than Clay’s black wolf. This one was matte gray with black markings around its hate-filled orange eyes. I knew without seeing his human form—it was Ryland. Jared and Clay’s pack alpha.

      I whirled, emitting a startled chirp as a blur of black barreled into the small clearing, growling at Devin’s wolf and then at Ryland, restless as it drug its claws over the ground, turning up dirt. At first, I thought the wolf was wanting to protect Devin, but when it lunged to take a bite out of him itself, I realized it just wanted the chance to tear Devin apart.

      Its great black head caught the moonlight and I saw its icy blue eyes. Clay—my heart gave a little start.

      A white wolf sped into the clearing as though a bow loosed from an arrow, surveying Ryland as he pushed Devin’s canine head into the earth and bit down harder on the scruff of his neck with unrelenting jaws. Then taking in Clay with a low whine. And then…its amber eyes. One shining with the glow of a sunset, and the other with a fleck of green in the lower left corner.

      “Jared?” I choked and the wolf sped to me, skidding in the dirt as it stopped, whining high in its throat as it pressed its big furry head into my belly, almost knocking me over. I buried my bloodstained hand into his fur, dropping to my knees to pull his head further into my chest. I tried to loosen my fist in his fur, but couldn’t, and he didn’t seem to mind. His cold nose nudged a spot under my neck, as though trying to lift my head.

      I lifted it to look into pain-filled eyes, wide and searching.

      “I-I’m alright,” I told him. It wasn’t exactly the truth. But I was alive, and that was a win in my books.

      Jared sniffed my throat and I felt his canine body go rigid beneath my fingers. Reflexively, my hand fell away and he broke free of my embrace, sniffing a trail along my breastbone and up to my collarbone, and eventually, to the wound in my shoulder.

      He barked, his hackles rising as he jumped a foot backwards, his amber gaze sweeping over me in horror.

      My jaw tightened. I was about to reassure him that the bite didn’t have any effect when three other wolves flew past us from behind, moving to inspect the scene. My pulse pounded in my ears. They were all shifters. They had to be. They were too big to be normal wolves.

      Two of them watched me curiously, making low noises in their throats, while the other took over for Ryland, wrapping his jaw around Devin’s throat so Ryland could retract his.

      Devin yipped and then went still under the pressure of the larger wolf atop him, giving in to the dominance of the other wolf. For a fleeting second, I wished the wolf atop him would just tighten its jaws a little more.

      No, not just tighten his jaw…I wished he would tear the fucker’s throat out and leave him to bleed out over the drying moss.

      I gasped a little at the malice of the thought and tried to shake off the feeling, finding my vision had begun to blur again.

      Ryland stalked over to where Jared still stood rigidly in front of me. Clay was still snarling and looking back at Devin every few seconds, but he followed Ryland until the three wolves had formed a line in front of me.

      “Th-Thanks,” I murmured, not knowing if they were able to understand me in this form. I thought they could, though. “I need—”

      I curled over, clutching my stomach as a stabbing sensation stole my breath away. I moaned, curling my fingernails into the earth as the aching spread. Colorful spots dotted my vision and I heard Jared whine.

      Squinting, I looked up at him. He was trying to come closer, to help me, or maybe to comfort me, but Ryland stopped him with an outstretched paw and a short growl.

      Clay’s wolf watched me with a stony expression, as though he was watching something he’d rather not see, but that he had no power to stop.

      I looked past them to the other three wolves. All were watching me. I cried out as another wave of pain like a thousand knives tearing me apart from the inside out washed over me. My eyes blurred with tears, and my body heaved with a great tremor and a sudden wash of intense nausea and burning heat.

      My chest felt like it was on fire. The back of my neck burned. The heat raced through me like my veins were filled with gasoline instead of blood and I shuddered, falling to the ground to curl up into a ball.

      “P-Please,” I begged through the searing agony, not even sure what I was asking for. My head was spinning, or maybe it was the earth that was spinning. Whatever the fuck it was, I needed it to stop. I couldn’t take it.

      The pain stopped for one blissful second and I slitted my eyes open to see the wound on my shoulder had healed. Not fully, but the bleeding had stopped, the tears in my flesh had closed. All that remained was the puckered ridges of four large holes and two smaller ones. As if the bite had happened months ago, instead of minutes.

      A slap of pressure and sizzling pain like a punch to my chest made me flip onto my back. The moon stared down at me from her perch in the black sky and my eyes widened as though I was seeing her for the first time.

      The air had a sudden crystalline quality. I could see every speck of dust like tiny shining specs of gold and silver in the moonlight. I could hear the scurrying of a critter that had to be half a mile away. The trees groaning in the bend of the wind felt louder than it ever had before.

      My heart in my chest felt larger, it’s beating harder, louder, and faster than was humanly possible.

      A scream tore from my throat as the first bone snapped. The rest followed in a symphony of torment. My screams warped. Changed. And before I had time to consider the inhuman quality of my own voice, the pain stopped in a blinding flash of pure white over my eyes and I scrabbled to my feet, a soft whining sound coming from somewhere close by.

      I spun, searching for the sound, but it wasn’t anyone else. The sound had come from me. My great sides heaved to draw in a breath. Breath that clouded in front of my jet-black snout. My heart was still thudding like the beating of war drums in the deep. But now it beat within the chest of an animal.

      I bowed my head, moving back as I whined, until I backed into a tree and yelped, scampering away as though scorched by its cool bark on my flank. It happened.

      Holy fucking shit.

      Oh god.

      Oh no.

      How do I turn back?

      Disjointedly, I realized I could still have rational thought. I was still here, I just had very little control over my animal urges. The whining sound was still pressing out through my jaws, but I wasn’t aware that I was doing it, and I was powerless to stop it.

      I saw my clothes laid in tattered ribbons over the dried leaves and had the gripping sense of being naked. I flinched back, realizing how ridiculous the feeling was since I was covered in a coat of thick fur.

      With my sharper canine eyes, I took in my surroundings. When my jerking gaze fell on Devin, still pressed hard into the ground, my wolf lunged. A terrifying growl thundered out of my chest, viciously savage even to my own ears.

      One of the other wolves blocked me, knocking me back to land hard on my side until I managed to get my footing back under me. I growled at him.

      Devin whined, and I looked at him again, this time seeing just how pathetic he looked subdued by the other wolf. His green eyes met mine and I felt nothing but an overwhelming fury that my wolf had to work to contain with nasally snarls and chuffs, knowing I would only be rebuffed if I tried to attack again.

      But my wolf was difficult to contain. As though she was a completely separate entity, she prowled and pacing, eager for the taste of his blood on her tongue.

      The creak and snap of a twig behind me drew my attention away from Devin and my wolf reared back in anticipation of an attack.

      Two wolves, one white and one black drew forward while the other larger gray wolf remained sitting sentinel behind. I knew they were Jared and Clay, but they were something else, too.

      A roaring voice not unlike my own echoed in my skull. Mine, she said as she watched them approach somberly, with measured steps as though approaching a beast much larger than I was.

      I met Jared’s amber eyes and the breath whooshed from my lungs as though sucked out by a cosmic vacuum, and I tipped my head back and howled long and loud into the night as my heart expanded in my chest until I thought it would burst from the pressure.

      Jared’s howl rose to meet mine, the duet creating a haunting harmony of sound that filtered down deep into my ear canals and reverberated through every nerve ending in my body.

      When I lowered my head, my skin bristled, sending my fur rippling over my body as something I could not name settled into the marrow of my bones.

      Jared moved in closer, and though I wanted to retreat, I found I couldn’t. My wolf wouldn’t budge. And when Jared pressed his head against mine, rubbing it as though in an animal embrace, my wolf shivered at the sensation and something warm spread through her belly. Mine, she growled again.

      Mate. Jared’s unmistakable voice flooded my thoughts and I perked up, searching his eyes. Mate, he spoke again in my head.

      Mate, my wolf responded, as though agreeing.

      Movement from the edge of my periphery sent a chill skating down my spine.

      Mate, a separate voice entered my thoughts. This one gruff and deep with a reverberating timbre that pressed down on me like a physical weight. When I lifted my gaze to Clay and our eyes locked, I whimpered, feeling the same breathlessness as my body awakened to him.

      Unable to help myself, no matter how hard I tried to fight it, head bowed, and teeth bared, the howl tore out of me. It ripped from my chest, even louder than before, twisted with the anguished sounds of my resistance.

      But as Clay’s howl diminished with mine, there was no doubting the settling of something else in my bones. Jared bent his head and upper torso low, growling furiously at Clay. Clay only watched him with a steely indifference and made no move to return Jared’s challenge.

      Ryland and the other wolves were watching from the shadows, and it was like I could hear their thoughts.

      Impossible.

      Not right.

      Two tails?

      But when Clay, ignoring Jared’s snarling from only a few feet away, moved in, I buckled under his stare. His bright blue eyes glittered dangerously, and he bent his head to me, as though unwillingly bowing to a queen.

      No. I don’t want this.

      I don’t want any of this.

      I managed to get a modicum of control back and though my inner wolf was chanting Mate! Mate! Mate! The part of me that was irrevocably still Allie took hold of the reins.

      My strong hind legs launched me over Clay’s bowing form. Past Jared’s coiled beast. And away into the night.

      No one followed, and I let the gravity of what’d happened finally sink in. I cried out inside and my wolf let out inhuman sounds that matched what I felt within…until I pushed it all away, unable to think about it anymore. Not yet. Not right now. I didn’t want to ever think about it. Didn’t want it to be real.

      I focused instead on my light footfalls. The cold air in my lungs. The burn of my pumping muscle.

      The wind whipped past my lithe body as I raced over the earth. It filled my ears and funneled through channels of my fur.

      If I told myself all of it was a dream. That I was still Allie and still my own, I could almost pretend I was flying. It was the tiniest thread of bliss in a tapestry woven of dread.

      It was enough…for now. To keep going until I figured out how to live as something less than human.

      

      
        
        Follow Allie’s story in SHIFTED SOUL, the wolves of Forest Grove book two!

        Get it here: http://mybook.to/shiftedsoul
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