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For Katja, who wanted to know what Rylie’s mom has been doing since her short appearance in Six Moon Summer.
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ONE




RYLIE GRESHAM STARED at her cell phone and tried not to panic. She had just gotten a text message with three words—just three little words—and it struck cold fear straight to the depths of her heart.

She was pretty sure that there shouldn’t have been any words in the English language that could shake her at this point. After everything she had survived as Alpha of a werewolf pack, words were silly and harmless. And these weren’t meant to be threatening words, either.

But they were coming from her mother, Jessica Gresham-Kirshner: “Call me ASAP.”

It felt like the world was ending.

Summer realized that Rylie wasn’t walking beside her anymore. “What’s wrong?” she asked. With the morning sun glowing behind her back, her curls looked like they were on fire.

“Nothing,” Rylie said, dropping the phone into her purse. What a lie.

“Come on, we’re already late for the appointment.” Summer dragged Rylie through the glass double doors of The First Bank of Woodbridge. The contrast between the heat of the parking lot and the air conditioned coolness inside was like jumping into a pool of ice water. It smelled of coolant, recycled air, plastic, carpet, fresh paint, stucco—so many manmade things that Rylie normally tried to avoid in large doses.

“Sorry,” Rylie said, managing to give Summer a smile that she didn’t feel. “I was distracted.”

“Understandably.” Summer jerked a thumb at a sign on the door. 

A plain piece of white paper had been taped to the glass. Huge words were printed on it in a thick, angry-looking font: “WE REPORT PRETERNATURALS.” Below that, much smaller, it said: “Per the Office of Preternatural Affairs.” The sight of it made Rylie’s stomach flip.

“Actually, it wasn’t that,” she said. Although the sign definitely wasn’t helping with her mood, either.

Summer’s cheeks dimpled with an impish grin. One corner of her mouth lifted higher than the other—the Wilder smile. “Abel texting you?”

Rylie blushed. “I wish.”

A man in a gray suit met them in the lobby, extending a hand to shake. He was a heavy guy with a nice crew cut. Very professional-looking. Rylie didn’t think that he would have smiled at them if he had realized that his appointment was with a pair of young werewolves, but she didn’t plan on letting him learn the truth about his bank’s soon-to-be-former clients.

Rylie shook his hand.

“Mark Melville,” he said. “You’re Ms. Gresham?”

She nodded mutely. Between the text message, the sign on the door, and all of the foreign smells of the bank, her throat had become too closed to force any words out.

He led them to his office on the third floor. His desk was backed by a large window. There were no clouds in the sky behind him; the sun had burned them all away, leaving the city heat-scorched and the trees a dull shade of green. 

Mark waited until Rylie and Summer took the seats across from him before sitting, too.

“Are you sure you want to close this account?” Mark asked, rearranging the papers on his desk. There was a stack of paperwork three inches deep in front of his keyboard. Rylie had the sinking suspicion that she was going to have to sign every single page.

“We’re very sure,” Summer said firmly.

Mark frowned.

“It’s okay,” Rylie said. “She’s my…” She stumbled over the sentence, then said, “Summer’s my sister.”

That didn’t seem to alleviate Mark’s concern—probably because Summer and Rylie barely resembled each other. Rylie had fine blond hair all the way down her back and Germanic features; Summer was cocoa-skinned and dark-haired, with her father’s full lips. They didn’t look the same race, much less like they could have been produced by the same parents.

He wasn’t wrong to be suspicious. Rylie and Summer weren’t sisters. The truth was far stranger than that.

“We’d be happy to open a high interest rate savings account to hold your money until arrangements can be made with a financial planner,” Mark finally said. “We value your family’s business, Ms. Gresham. It would be our pleasure to help you manage your financial future.”

“Thanks, but I really just want all of that money in cash,” she said.

His frown deepened. “It’s a lot of cash. More than we usually hold in one bank location at any given time.”

“We warned you guys that we wanted to withdraw it last week,” Summer said. “You’ve got to have it by now.”

He kept going as if she hadn’t spoken. “From a financial standpoint, you’re losing a lot of money by closing this account. Once you take inflation into consideration, you’ll be losing a sizable sum of money every year. As your assigned personal financial services advisor, I would consider it irresponsible to let you to make an ill-informed decision.”

Rylie held her hand out. She was so done with this conversation. “Just give me a pen and tell me where to sign.”

He didn’t offer a pen to her.

“I have daughters your age,” Mark said. “If one of them tried to cash out on her trust fund—if I made the mistake of giving her the ability to cash out on her trust fund so young—I would hope that wiser minds would step in to give her sound advice. Just like I’m doing now.”

The look on his face wasn’t fatherly concern or anything else that benevolent. It was condescension. Maybe greed, too.

Rylie’s eyes flicked to the sign on his desk. Mark Melville, Financial Services. Pretty vague title there. Rylie was willing to bet he worked on commission. She would also bet that the intimidating suit, executive office, and stern frowns would be effective on most young women.

But Rylie and Summer weren’t “most young women.”

Summer planted her hands on the desk and leaned forward until her nose almost touched Mark’s. She was tall for a woman, well over six feet, but too cute to look threatening—until she let the cold glare of the wolf fill her eyes.

“We know exactly what we’re doing,” she said. “But thanks for the unsolicited advice.” Considering that her eyes had bled to chilly silver, she looked every inch a wild beast that didn’t belong in the cities of man. More like a wild animal that had somehow gotten into the bank and was prepared to maul every single employee on the floor.

Mark shriveled under her gaze. He dropped a pen into Rylie’s hand.

It took several minutes to get through all of the pages. She had to initial about a hundred different lines on every form, as well as signing her entire name in cursive at the bottom. Rylie Tara Gresham, over and over. She hadn’t used cursive since elementary school. It made her hand cramp.

A monetary figure had been printed across the top of the final form. It was the total sum of Rylie’s trust fund that they were withdrawing.

It was a lot bigger than her mom had told her—like, a couple extra zeroes bigger.

Rylie’s mouth dropped open. No wonder The First Bank of Woodbridge was freaking out about giving them that much money.

“It’s not too late to reconsider,” Mark said.

Every nerve in Rylie’s body told her to leave that money in the bank, where it would be safe. She didn’t like the idea of walking out of the bank holding that much cash in hand. It was like begging for someone to rob her—not that it would be easy to mug Rylie and Summer. But what if she lost it in the truck or something? Oh God, or what if she took it home and the townhouse burned down?

But she needed that money, and she didn’t want The First Bank of We-Report-Preternaturals to keep a cent of it.

Rylie signed.










Summer placed the envelope under the passenger seat in the truck in order to hide it. It was a big envelope. Actually, several big envelopes. Rylie was kind of in denial about being in possession of that much money. She had to be, for the sake of her sanity.

“Ready to go?” Summer asked.

Rylie tossed the keys to her through the window. “Turn on the AC. I need to call someone real quick.” Might as well do it while they, and their huge wad of cash, were still under the watchful eye of the bank’s security cameras and door guard.

While Summer got the engine going, Rylie paced in front of the truck, trying to make up a reason that she shouldn’t have to call her mother back. Maybe she could pretend that she had lost Jessica’s phone number. Or maybe her own phone number had changed, and she had never seen her mother’s text message.

The thing was, she hadn’t spoken to Jessica since sending her an invitation to Rylie’s failed wedding. Not once. And she had only spoken to her twice since she graduated from high school anyway—five times if she went all the way back to her dad’s death. Saying that they weren’t close would have been like saying that Venus wasn’t close to Pluto. They were barely in the same solar system, much less the same gene pool.

Most importantly, Jessica had no clue that her daughter was an Alpha werewolf, leader of the last pack in the United States of America, and near the top of the Office of Preternatural Affairs’s most wanted list.

They had nothing in common. Nothing to discuss. That meant that the phone call could only mean bad news: a death in the family, nuclear war, whatever.

Rylie’s choice was taken from her when her phone rang. She almost dropped it. Instead, entirely by accident, her thumb hit the button to answer the call.

“Oh no,” she whispered, holding the phone away from her at arm’s length.

Jessica’s tinny voice whispered from the receiver. “Rylie?”

Okay. I can do this. She took a deep breath.

“Hi,” Rylie said, pressing the phone to her ear.

“How are you, sweetie?” She sounded awfully cheerful for nuclear war.

I just cashed out on the entire trust fund that your dead ex-husband left me, with the help of your adult granddaughter, and will be using it to build a werewolf village. How are you?

“I’m...fine,” Rylie said.

Jessica didn’t even wait for Rylie to finish the sentence. She continued talking. “It’s been so long since we chatted, hasn’t it? I have so much to tell you. Are you still at your aunt’s house?”

“Yes,” Rylie said. For a few more days, anyway. Then they were dropping half of that trust fund on a real estate agent willing to sell two thousand acres of remote, inhospitable land in the Appalachian Mountains, no questions asked, and moving far away from civilization.

“Great. I’m arriving on Friday. Can’t wait to see you. Have to run, sweetheart, I’m sorry—I’ll email my itinerary to your aunt. Kisses.”

And then she hung up.

Rylie felt dizzy.

A visit from Jessica? At the townhouse her aunt shared with a half-dozen werewolves, which were waiting for Rylie, their Alpha, to build a sanctuary for them?

Nuclear war would have been far preferable.

Summer leaned out the window. “I feel like a bank robber sitting on all this cash.” She had probably heard every word of the conversation with her super shapeshifter hearing, but there was no sign on her face that she actually understood what the conversation meant.

Jessica would be there on Friday. Friday. Just three days away. It was nowhere near enough time to make the condo look like it wasn’t occupied by werewolves—not to mention Rylie’s ex-fiance and current boyfriend, who were brothers. Her mom, one way or another, was about to learn something about her daughter that Rylie had never wanted her to know.

It felt like a target had been painted where Rylie stood on the sidewalk, and a nuclear missile was hurtling straight toward her.

“Rylie?” Summer prompted.

Rylie pocketed her phone with shaking hands.

“Yeah,” she said. “Let’s go.”

Ka-boom.
  



TWO




“THAT BITCH,” AUNT Gwyn told Rylie the instant she pulled into the driveway.

“Bitch who?” Summer asked, hopping out of the truck and planting a kiss on Gwyn’s cheek. Despite her scowl, Gwyn returned Summer’s affection with a kiss of her own, as well as the biggest bear hug her frail old body could manage.

Rylie climbed out of the truck more slowly, slamming the door behind her. “So you got the call, too.”

A warm wind whipped over the streets of Gwyn’s neighborhood, rustling the unmowed grass in rippling waves that looked like a green ocean. The smell of wolves floated on the wind. They had only been occupying the townhouse for a few weeks, but those weeks were enough for it to smell like home to Rylie.

Her aunt shoved a printout into her hands. It was flight information.

“Friday,” Gwyn said.

Jessica’s flight would arrive on Friday at seven in the morning, to be precise, which meant that Rylie was going to have to get up early to give her mother a ride. Even though they were in the city now, rather than a few hours of driving away at the ranch, the freeway was hairy at that time of morning. Rush hour traffic was a pain in the butt.

Of course Jessica couldn’t do one stupid thing in a way that was convenient for Rylie.

She crumpled the paper in her fist. “No,” she said. “No. Just…no.”

Gwyn’s eyes were pinched at the corners by stress. “Deny it all you want, babe, but she’s coming as sure as a hurricane in spring.”

“Who?” Summer asked.

There was no point in trying to dance around it anymore. Summer deserved to know.

“My mom,” Rylie said with a heavy sigh.

Summer’s eyes brightened. “My grandmother?”

“You already got a Gran,” Gwyn said gruffly. “You don’t need another in your life.”

She squeezed Gwyn tightly. “You’ll always be my Gran. That doesn’t mean I can’t be excited about meeting my mother’s mother.”

“Don’t be excited about this. There’s a reason I don’t talk to my mom,” Rylie said. Her head was throbbing. She didn’t have many headaches as a werewolf, but she could feel a pretty nasty one gathering in her temples right at that moment. “I think I want to lie down for a while.”

Rylie couldn’t even begin to imagine how she was going to explain everything to her mother. It wasn’t even necessarily the werewolf thing—it was also the fact that Rylie had twins that were now twenty years old.

The existence of preternaturals had only gone public last winter, and the country was still adjusting to the existence of magic, demons, angels, and everything in between. Her mom would still be new to the fact that werewolves existed. She didn’t think that Jessica would be prepared to wrap her head around the idea of multiple Earth-like dimensions, much less ones that ran on different timelines.

She ducked into the bathroom, splashing water on her face. It didn’t cool her off. It just made her feel wet and miserable.

Rylie stared at her reflection, imagining that it was Jessica on the other side.

“I didn’t tell you that I was pregnant, Mom, but I was. And I gave birth to twins. Then Aunt Gwyn took them to another dimension called a ‘Haven,’ which angels made centuries ago. One week passed for me, and twenty years passed for them. Summer and Abram are adults now. They’re awesome. Want to meet them?” Her temples throbbed dangerously, and she massaged them with her fingertips. “Oh, and Aunt Gwyn didn’t age during those twenty years because she died and became a zombie.”

Ugh.

Rylie soaked a towel in water and put it over the back of her neck. Then she staggered into the bedroom, flopping onto the mattress.

Now that werewolves—and all things that went bump in the night—were publicly known, she probably could tell her mom about the werewolf thing. Except that werewolves were generally regarded as monsters. Man-killers. Cannibals.

She could just imagine the look in Jessica’s eyes as it dawned on her that her baby had become one of the things that they warned her about on the eleven o’clock news.

The worst part was that it wasn’t a lie.

Rylie was a man-killer, a monster, and a cannibal. She had killed several farmers a couple of years back, including her best friend’s mother. She hadn’t eaten much of them—even crazed by silver poisoning, a twinkle of guilt had somehow remained in the core of her wolf’s furious mind—but somehow, she didn’t think that would make the news any easier to deliver.

She had reformed. She was in control of her beast now. There wasn’t a hint of silver in her veins, she hadn’t killed in a long time. Well… a couple of months, anyway. But the people who had most recently died had deserved it.

Yeah, no way could she explain that to Jessica. Not Jessica Jean Gresham-Kirshner, who lived in a very nice condominium on the east coast with a changing gallery of boyfriends. Not the woman who ran several corporations and hated to get her manicure dirty. The woman who hadn’t let Rylie dress up for Halloween in elementary school because she didn’t want her daughter “getting the wrong ideas.”

Whether or not werewolves were publicly known, she absolutely could not tell her mother anything.

Which meant spending Jessica’s entire visit lying through her teeth.

Summer knocked on the door once before entering. She didn’t really have to, since all the lady werewolves were sharing that room. A black puffball curled around her feet as she entered. Summer was used to having her cat, Sir Lumpy, weaving in and out of her legs, so she miraculously didn’t trip.

“Kill me now,” Rylie said as her daughter stretched out in bed, head on the pillow right next to hers, shoulder-to-shoulder. Summer’s feet hung off the end of the mattress. She was much too tall for a twin-sized bed.

“It’s okay,” Summer said. Sir Lumpy jumped onto the mattress between them. He was a black ball of fur the size of a small whale, and he made the bed sink with his weight. “You don’t have to introduce us to your mom, you know. I understand.”

Rylie really didn’t want to talk about it anymore. Her head throbbed dangerously. “It’s not because I don’t want you to meet her.”

“I know. It’s hard to explain everything, and I wouldn’t expect you to.”

“Gwyn’s more my mom than Jessica is,” Rylie said, as if Summer were trying to argue with her. She felt weirdly defensive. “She’s always been there for me. I don’t even want Jessica in my life. In our lives.”

Summer rolled onto her side so that she could look at Rylie, head propped on her hand. Purring, Sir Lumpy jammed his nose underneath her chin. “Whatever you choose to do, I’m going to support you. Okay? Don’t let it eat you up.”

Rylie gazed up at her daughter—her daughter—and surveyed the gentle slopes of her face, so much like hers, yet somehow still foreign and strange. It had been weeks since Summer and Abram returned from the Haven dimension as adults. Rylie had lost most of the baby weight and was totally healed from labor. The heinously difficult pregnancy felt like a nightmare.

It was almost like Summer had appeared from thin air. But Rylie still felt fiercely possessive of her.

The idea of Jessica learning the truth and judging
Summer for who she was, and how she had been made—rather than knowing her as the strong, smart, hilarious young woman that she truly was—filled Rylie with passionate fury.

Jessica didn’t deserve to know about Rylie’s real family: Summer, Abram, Abel, Seth, the pack. None of them. Period.

“I’m not going to tell her the truth,” Rylie said. Sir Lumpy, obviously offended that the conversation had nothing to do with him, purred louder and started making biscuits on Summer’s arm. “She’s going to visit, we’ll tell her that we’re all just roommates or whatever, and she’ll leave without ever knowing anything.”

“Okay,” Summer said.

And that was that.

But it wasn’t the end of the conversation. Not by far.










Rylie called the seller that afternoon. “I have the money,” she said. She was still in bed, and she pulled her pillow over her head to protect herself from the sunlight coming through the window.

“All of it?” Bert asked. He was nasally-voiced, almost falsetto. They had only spoken on the phone so far. Judging by the way he sounded, Rylie imagined that he probably looked like a wire hanger with legs.

“Yes. Can we meet this afternoon to sign the paperwork?”

“Mmm, I don’t think so. I’m busy. How’s Friday afternoon, four o’clock? We can drive out to look at the property together before it gets dark. It’s kind of a hike, so bring appropriate footwear.”

Rylie bit her bottom lip. Friday afternoon—the same day that Jessica was arriving. Now that would be a fun conversation. I’m going to be late for dinner. I need to go pay for my werewolf sanctuary. No, that was definitely on the list of Things Jessica Can’t Know.

“In that case, I’d rather wait until next week,” she said.

“Next week?” Suspicion crept into Bert’s tone. “I don’t want to delay the sale any longer. I have other interested buyers.”

Rylie somehow doubted that. How many people could be interested in that much land so deep in the mountains, with zero access to utilities?

Maybe he was bluffing, maybe he wasn’t, but she didn’t want to risk it. The pack was counting on her to build a new sanctuary. They needed somewhere to be safe from the Office of Preternatural Affairs, somewhere that they could fly under the radar of census personnel trying to add them to databases, a place that they could safely wolf out every new and full moon. She couldn’t let her mother’s visit get in the way of that.

Her skull throbbed dangerously as the headache struck back. “You really can’t meet until Friday?” Rylie asked, trying not to whine. It was hard when her head hurt so much.

“Friday at four. I’ve already got a notary visiting that afternoon.”

She sighed, and a clump of fur that Sir Lumpy had shed sucked into her mouth. She coughed, spluttered, wiped off her tongue. It only seemed to spread the fur around. “Okay,” she wheezed, pulling a face. “Friday at four. Where’s your office?”

Bert gave her an address in Northgate, a five hour drive away. Rylie rolled out of bed long enough to write it on a piece of paper and stick it to the cork board on the wall.

“See you there.”

He hung up. Rylie flopped into bed again, and decided she wasn’t getting out again until Friday morning. Period.










Her resolve lasted until the next morning, at which point Rylie was swept up in errands with Gwyn and Summer. There was a lot to do before they could move onto their land. They would have to build practically an entire village to house the werewolves, and that meant making arrangements with contractors, picking out floor plans, and ordering building materials.

When Thursday night rolled around, Rylie was a bundle of nerves. She tried to distract herself by helping Aunt Gwyn cook dinner. Even with most of the pack hanging out in California with the coven, the house was uncomfortably full, and the kitchen was the only place she could get room to breathe. The other residents of the house were wisely hiding from Gwyn’s grumpiness, lest they get enlisted in some kind of unpleasant chore.

“I don’t even have a room for her,” Gwyn said, jerking oven mitts over her fists like she was donning armor.

“She’s going to get a hotel,” Rylie said. She had already told her aunt as much at least six different times.

That answer seemed to relax Gwyn as little on the seventh time as it had on the first. No matter what she thought of Jessica—which was not a favorable opinion—her DNA was riddled with country-bred courtesy. If she had talked to you more than twice, you were family. Family didn’t stay in hotels. Family stayed with family. Even when family was a pain in the ass.

Gwyn shoved a pan of meat into the oven and slammed the door.

Rylie touched her elbow. “It’s okay. She understands we don’t have much room. It’s not rude.”

“Bring in the sun tea, babe.”

Rylie obediently retrieved the jug of tea from the table on the back porch. It smelled like fresh lemon, and the jug was warm in her hands.

While she was outside, a glimmer of sunlight on glass caught her eye.

It was one of the pack’s cars—an old, beat-up truck that they had bought off of a farmer for two hundred dollars. Rylie’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of it.

There had been reports of a murder spree in another city. Seth and Abel decided that it had to be a rampaging werewolf, so they had taken Abram on a hunting trip to take it down. Weirdly, Summer’s boyfriend, Nash, had chosen to tag along, too. With two hunters, a werewolf, and an angel on the murderer’s trail, Rylie almost felt sorry for the perpetrator.

Raw power of their hunting party aside, the three of them had been gone for a week. Rylie knew that they would be fine—Seth and Abel had been hunting werewolves for years before she met them—but she couldn’t help worrying that something would go wrong while they were away.

It didn’t help that the men were so damn vague about their hunting activities. The only updates Rylie had gotten had come from Abram, who called Summer every single day. They talked for at least an hour each time. He talked to Rylie, too, but he didn’t have as much to say; he only seemed to unleash his inner chatterbox for his twin sister.

As long as that hour-long phone call happened, Rylie could believe that her boys were all okay. She could sleep at night. But she had still been missing them fiercely.

That truck had been one of the two vehicles they had taken hunting.

Rylie shielded her eyes from the sunlight as the pickup parked next to hers. The man who stepped out was well over six feet tall, broad-shouldered, muscular. Her sharp werewolf eyes could pick out the half-healed scars twisting the left side of his face, but she didn’t need to see them to know that her mate was home. She could feel it deep within her gut.

Abel’s eyes found hers over the fence. Rylie’s cheeks heated immediately.

She ran inside and shoved the jug of tea into her aunt’s hands.

“What’s the rush?” Gwyn asked, stepping back when Rylie bumped past her.

“Abel’s home,” she said breathlessly. She caught a glimpse of Gwyn’s knowing smile on her way out of the kitchen.

Rylie met him at the front door. Any room that Abel stood in was filled by his presence, and Gwyn’s tiny living room was no exception. He practically had to step sideways to fit the breadth of his shoulders through the door.

It had been a very long week since Rylie had last seen Abel, and his familiar smell almost brought her to her knees. “Hey,” she said, grinning stupidly at him. She couldn’t seem to help it.

Abel’s eyes warmed at the sight of her. He dipped his head toward her, grazing his nose over the soft skin along the side of her neck, and inhaled deeply. It was a wolf greeting, not a human greeting. But the feelings that it stirred in Rylie were definitely human.

She tilted her cheek against his and returned the favor, smelling the odors behind his ear, near the hairline. He smelled of werewolves, of Alpha, of musky man-sweat and gunpowder.

The scent was overwhelming. She swayed on her feet, and he caught her by the arms, holding her in place.

But when Abel straightened, he wasn’t smiling. “Where’s Gwyn?” he asked.

Rylie’s pleasure at seeing him evaporated immediately. Worst case scenarios whirled through her mind: death, dismemberment, arrest by the Office of Preternatural Affairs. “What happened? Are Seth and Abram okay? Did Nash leave?”

“They’re fine,” Abel said. “Just out of money, is all. We need to send them more.”

Her breath gusted from between her lips. “Thank God.”

“Haven’t been worrying, have you?”

“No,” Rylie lied. “But if they’re okay, then why did you come home?”

“It’s almost the moon. You and me, we’re doing it together.”

She glanced at the calendar on the wall. The full moon was circled—Monday night. “You’re early.”

His eyes sparked. “I wanted a couple nights with you first. It’s been a while.” His expression spoke volumes about what kind of plans he had.

Rylie’s jaw dropped.

He brushed past her, heading into the kitchen to greet Gwyn. Their voices echoed through the halls. Rylie looked at the calendar again and saw the full moon circled on Monday, with “Jessica” written on the Friday before.

It was going to be a hell of a weekend.
  



THREE




GWYN’S TOWNHOUSE WAS a two bedroom, one bath house intended for retired couples and young families. It was not equipped to handle a werewolf pack getting together for dinner. Even with Rylie’s boys on a hunt and most of the pack in California, the dining room was packed tighter than the teeth in a wolf’s jaw. There was no room to move, much less relax. But they squeezed in corners or sat on one another’s laps, and everyone somehow managed to fit.

The sounds of happy conversation filled the dining room, except for Rylie’s end of the table. She was mashed into Abel’s side. Their arms were pressed tight together, hip-to-hip, thighs in full contact. It was distracting on the best of days.

This was not the best day.

Rylie didn’t really have enough elbow room to cut her food, so she stabbed at it half-heartedly with a fork, imagining her mother’s face in the middle of the prime rib.

“Eat,” Abel said.

She sighed. “I’m not hungry.” That wasn’t strictly true—the wolf was always hungry, and her stomach growled at the sight of the meat—but she had no real appetite.

“You know you need lots of protein before the moon.”

“I guess,” she said.

Rylie managed to saw off a bite of prime rib. It was ash on her tongue.

It was too crowded in the dining room. The conversations and laughter that normally warmed Rylie made her feel hot and miserable tonight. She wanted nothing more than to be alone, away from everyone, and out of the city—where Jessica would never find her.

She stood. Summer moved to follow, but stopped when Rylie shook her head. Sir Lumpy was in Summer’s lap, as he always was when she was horizontal for longer than two seconds, and Rylie didn’t want to disturb him.

The back yard at Gwyn’s townhouse was kind of a joke. It was a twenty-foot by twenty-foot patch of overgrown grass that mostly served to jack up real estate costs. Gwyn had been making good use of the narrow flower beds by planting an herb garden—more than any of their neighbors could lay claim to—but it wasn’t nearly enough space for a werewolf. The evening air felt suffocating.

It was only going to be worse once her mother arrived. All of those normal werewolf behaviors that she let herself engage in normally, like sniffing other werewolves in greeting and growling in annoyance, would have to be suppressed. And if Jessica was still in town Monday night, then they would have to give her the slip before the transformation hit, too. 

The idea of getting through dinner with Jessica a few short hours before she was due to turn into a werewolf made Rylie feel something very close to panic.

The back door opened. Abel’s smell flooded Rylie’s senses.

“Summer says your mom’s visiting,” he said.

Annoyance pressed Rylie’s mouth into a thin line. “Oh, did she?”

“Yup. Funny how I heard it from her and not from you.”

“That’s because I’m trying to pretend she’s not coming, and I don’t want to talk about it.” She finally faced Abel, and immediately lost her train of thought. The opalescent moonlight on his skin brought out a deep copper undertone, highlighting every curve of muscle from his shoulders to his bulging forearms. The wife beater clung to his chest, outlining the cut of his abs.

Her mouth dried. It had only been a few weeks since she had officially broken up with Seth, and she still wasn’t used to the idea that she was allowed to look at Abel—more than look, actually—and the sight made her feel as guilty as it did aroused.

Rylie cleared her throat. “I think I’m going to bed. I’m tired.”

She stepped around him, careful not to touch him. Once she started with that, there was no stopping.

But he followed her down the hall, past the kitchen door, to the bedroom. When she stepped inside, he did, too.

Abel leaned on the door, shutting it. The lock audibly clicked, and Rylie’s heart leaped.

They were alone.

With a full house, Abel and Rylie hadn’t had much time to be intimate since they returned from the Haven’s door. Just thinking about it Rylie’s entire face burned. It didn’t help that intimacy looked to be number one on Abel’s mind, judging by his expression. His golden eyes bored through her.

She was shocked when he said, “I’m going to the airport with you tomorrow.”

Disappointment sank into her bones. “Oh,” she said, hanging her head. “No, don’t worry about it. It’s really early, and you’ve been traveling. You should sleep in.”

Rylie might as well have said nothing at all. He leaned against the door—a casual gesture that she knew was meant to communicate that she wasn’t going anywhere until he was done with her. “Why don’t you want your mother to visit?” Abel asked. “Is it because you don’t want her to know who you’re dating?”

Rylie’s cheeks flushed, and the heat burned all the way down her neck to her chest. “I live with a bunch of werewolves, Abel. And I’m the leader. Everyone practically orbits around me all day and night, and that’s not even during the moons. Jessica is going to notice something funny is going on.”

His gaze cut straight through Rylie. “Did you send her a wedding invitation?”

“Abel…”

“Did you?”

“Yes,” Rylie said, hugging her arms tightly around her ribs. “I sent her a wedding invitation when I planned on marrying Seth.”

Abel pushed off the wall, bringing him dizzyingly close. “You don’t want to tell her that you’re not with Seth anymore.”

“It’s not like that.”

“You don’t want to tell her you’re with me.”

Rylie’s frustration spilled over with a low growl. “We’re not really together, are we? I mean, Summer, Abram—they were an accident.” His mouth dropped open with shock, but she kept talking before he could say something that would make her feel guilty. “We’re mated Alphas, but it’s not like you’re my boyfriend.”

Abel bristled. “You said you love me.”

She did. God, did Rylie love him. Her heart ached with the weight of it, like she needed to grow twice the size of her beast to contain so much emotion. That wasn’t the wolf. A wolf didn’t yearn like that. It was entirely her human side.

And yet…

“I don’t want my mom to know anything important about me,” Rylie said. “You’re important, Abel. Really important.”

Abel grabbed her by the shoulders, pulling her roughly against his chest. Rylie had been a werewolf and Alpha longer than he had, so she was stronger, but his body mass was so much greater that it put them on equal footing. With her fingers splayed over his pecs, she could feel the pounding of his heart.

It thrilled her inner wolf to feel that excitement in him. A heart beating so quickly meant adrenaline, and so many interesting things could cause that reaction. Fear. The hunt. Lust.

His smell was overwhelming. The rich smell of testosterone rolled over her, tinged with the odor of fur. It flooded her mind with images of distant mountains. Chasing deer. Catching, killing, eating.

But the wolf wasn’t the only one excited, and those smells didn’t make Rylie think of killing.

“I don’t think I’m that important, if you don’t want her to know about me,” Abel said. “If you aren’t ready to accept it, then that’s just goddamn fine. You can keep running, keep fighting, keep telling everyone that you don’t need me as much as I need you. But even a wolf can’t run forever. The truth’s gonna catch up with you one of these days.”

She wet her lips, and his eyes dropped to the place her tongue darted out. “What truth is that?”

Abel’s fingers tightened. “You’re mine,” he said, burying his face in her neck.

Rylie’s head fell back with a gasp as he scraped the bristles on his jaw down the tender skin of her shoulder. He inhaled deeply, as if savoring her smells.

“Mine,” he said again.

Their lips crashed together, and his tongue explored her mouth as if he owned her, like he might steal her breath away.

Rylie’s hands had minds of their own. She pushed his shirt up, tracing the ridge of his abs, curving around his ribs to his spine. Abel pulled away long enough for her to yank the shirt off over his head, and then they were chest-to-chest again. 

He hiked up her sundress. His fingers bit into her hips, dragging them hard against his, and Rylie felt Abel straining, bulging between them.

She wanted him—needed him—so badly that it almost made her forget the guilt. She almost wasn’t even thinking about the way it had been with his brother, how much gentler Seth had always been, how he had been sweet and soft and worshipful. Abel was never sweet. He was rough, claiming her with his hands and mouth, marking his territory with sharp bites on her shoulder. Alpha injuries didn’t heal as quickly. When he bit, she was marked, and she stayed marked.

“Wait,” Rylie tried to say when he sank his teeth into her shoulder again. Oh, God, don’t stop. “I don’t want my mom to see bruises.”

A chuckle shook Abel’s chest. “She’s going to know you’re mine. Everyone will know.”

That was the end of Rylie’s ability to stand. Her knees melted. Abel lifted her, fingers digging into her backside, and Rylie twined her legs around his hips.

They stumbled into the dresser with a thud. The mirror was cold against her back as he jerked down the straps of her dress, baring her breasts. He licked a hot path down her shoulder, closed his mouth around one peach-pink nipple, and sucked.

Rylie muffled a groan into her wrist, biting down to keep herself from being too loud. Their breaths thundered in her ears like the roar of the wind through the forest on a stormy night. He ground himself against her, all desperate urges and mindless heat.

Their family was just in the other room—barely twenty feet away. It was bad enough that they had to have heard the lock click, much less Rylie and Abel thudding against the dresser. 

“Wait,” she said again. She didn’t really mean it. Abel was as attuned to the subtle shifts in her smells as much as Rylie was with his, which meant he could tell how aroused she was, how much she didn’t want him to stop, and he was far more interested in what her body language said than what came out of her mouth.

He bit her shoulder. Every nerve in her body cried out.

“Wait, Abel, it’s just kind of—kind of fast,” Rylie said.

Abel reared back to stare at her.

Oh God, could she have said anything stupider in that moment? She struggled to catch her breath, hands braced against the dresser, while Abel’s hands relaxed on her thighs.

Mischief glinted in his eyes. “Fast? We’ve already mated, Rylie. I’ve made you mine. We had two kids. And you wanna talk fast?”

His first finger hooked in her underwear and pulled them aside.

“I don’t mean this,” she said. “I mean, our whole relationship isn’t normal. And my mom is going to think…” As soon as she realized how dumb that statement was, she stopped talking.

What did that word even mean? Normal? Was it possible to have a normal love life, and date like a normal person, when her inner wolf was already permanently bonded to his inner wolf? Maybe he was right—maybe it was stupid to act like Rylie could hide her life, her destiny, from her mother.

Rylie certainly felt more animal than human, with Abel trapped between her thighs and his hand sliding up the inside of her thighs.

“I don’t care what your mother thinks,” Abel said, like he could read her thoughts. “But if you don’t want me to touch you like this…”

He started to pull away. She grabbed his wrist and stopped him. “That’s not what I was saying,” she said.

“Then what?”

It was so hard to think of a coherent response when his palm was grinding circles between her legs, shooting hot spikes of pleasure straight to her brain. Her toes curled. One of her heels slipped off the drawer, almost sending her tumbling to the ground, but the weight of his body held her in place.

Rylie wasn’t sure if she was groaning or growling or both. Her fingers twitched on his back, digging her fingernails into the meat of his shoulders.

“It’s not fair,” she gasped. “I can’t have a conversation like this.”

“I’ll make it easy on you.” Abel nipped her earlobe. “Do you want me? Right here, right now, do you want me?”

Like he even needed to ask. “Yes,” Rylie said.

“Good.” Abel’s middle finger slid inside of her. She was hot and ready—she had been from the moment he locked the door. He began stroking out a rhythm, even as his hot breath whispered into her ear. “You’re going to introduce me to your mother.”

Were they seriously having this discussion now?

Rylie kissed Abel to keep him from saying anything else. His fingers worked inside of her, first one, and then two, and the motions turned her flesh into raw electricity.

“Rylie,” he groaned.

Whenever he said her name like that, it had a way of making Rylie forget everything else that was happening in the world around them. Like she was starving to hear his name on her lips. But it hadn’t been that long since she had been groaning his brother’s name, sent out wedding invitations that said Seth Wilder and Rylie Gresham. How in the world could she ever introduce him to her mother?

Rylie’s vision flashed. She was close to climax just with a few long strokes.

Deep inside her, the instinct of the wolf was taking over. The animal parts of her mind grew to overcome the humanity. She barely even understood Abel when he growled to her again. “I want to fuck you,” he said. “But it’s not happening until you’re as proud to be with me as I am with you.”

“Please,” she said.

Forget the people in the kitchen, the family drama, her ex-boyfriend, everything that had gone strange and wrong in the country—Rylie wanted Abel. The wolf wanted him, too. For once, they were in total agreement.

But when she reached for his belt, he pushed her hands away.

“Not yet,” Abel said, rubbing harder.

She went over the edge in a breathless, heart-stopping instant. Her mind filled with the roar of waterfalls crashing over Gray Mountain. Her muscles seized.

Rylie threw her head back and let the world fall away.










Sharing a bed with Abel was nothing new. Rylie had slept with him every night that they were in the forest by the Haven, so she had gotten used to his warm, sprawling body taking up their sleeping bag. It was like snuggling with a really big teddy bear—not that she would ever tell him that. Being called a teddy bear probably would have wounded his manly pride.

For a few hours, she drifted in blissful, restful nothingness, where there were no worries or visiting mothers. But then morning came. Morning always came, sooner or later.

Rylie was the first out of bed, for once. Abel reclined against the pillows with his arms behind his head. The blanket pooled in his lap to bare the bricks of muscle down his chest and abs. The heat of his gaze felt like hands traveling over her body as she dressed.

She was blushing. That had to be the stupidest thing ever—being that intimate with someone, spending the night with them, and still blushing in the morning. The flush made the skin on her chest turn pink.

Shimmying into her underwear, Rylie bent to search for her bra. A smile played over Abel’s lips.

“Keep moving like that, I’m going to make us late to the airport,” he said.

She bit her bottom lip and tried not to dissolve into a puddle of embarrassment. “I’m not taking you to the airport with me. I’m going alone.”

His smile faltered—a tiny crack in his confidence. The momentary vulnerability that she glimpsed in him was heartbreakingly endearing. Rylie was tempted to jump on him and tell him, “Yes, I’m yours, come with me.” Anything to bring the swagger back. Only the thought of her mother leaving airport security and seeing them there, together, held Rylie at bay.

It took him a minute to put his shields back in place, concealing his hurt. The lazy smile returned. “No matter what’s up with your mom, you’re going to want me at the airport,” he said. “Security’s been watching for preternaturals. If shit gets real, I should have your back.”

“I’m not trying to get through security. It won’t be any problem. I’ll just pick my mom up, get in the car, and go.”

“The Union’s crawling over those kinds of places.”

“They won’t bother me. I promise,” Rylie said. She kicked her dress from the night before into the closet, then grabbed a fresh pair of jeans and shirt. The jeans were huge on her—they must have been Summer’s. God, where had Summer slept the night before? Having to explain the locked door was going to be embarrassing.

Abandoning the jeans, Rylie found a skirt that actually fit, then headed for the door.

Abel pounced.

He was lightning-fast, but Rylie’s reflexes were good enough that she could have stopped him if she wanted to. Which she didn’t. He flattened her to the wall, pinning her wrists above her head, and the weight of his body evoked such memories that she was tempted to never leave the room at all.

“Maybe I won’t give you a choice,” he said, nipping her throat. It pinched hard, maybe hard enough to draw blood. “Maybe I’ll follow you there. Hunt you down.”

The idea was far too appealing to Rylie’s wolf.

“Don’t forget who’s Alpha here,” she said breathlessly, but it didn’t sound very convincing.

Abel sank his teeth into her shoulder gently. She was still bruised from his last love bites, so it didn’t take much pressure to make her abs clench. If not for his grip, she would have fallen over. “I’m thinking I never want to let you out of my sight again.”

Rylie caught sight of the clock around his arms. “I have to go, Abel,” she said, squirming free of his grip.

He caught her wrists again. This time, she didn’t ask nicely—she pushed.

It was probably harder than she intended. He flew across the room and landed on the bed. One of the legs cracked, buckling under him.

Abel looked so surprised that she couldn’t help but laugh.

“I need to handle Jessica alone. Okay? Once I get through this morning, I promise I’ll introduce you.” Rylie stuffed her feet into a pair of Gwyn’s oversized cowboy boots.

“Seems I don’t have much of a choice,” he said, glowering from among the pillows.

She stooped to brush her lips over his cheek. Abel turned his head and caught her mouth with a lingering kiss instead.

But, thankfully, he didn’t get up when she backed away from him, cheeks aflame again.

“Love you,” Rylie said. “I really do.”

He didn’t reply, but he didn’t have to. His face said enough.



  



FOUR




THE MORE TIME that Rylie spent as a werewolf, the more that she found human places unpleasant. From the moment she hit the onramp for the freeway, a growing panic threatened to overwhelm her. The wolf didn’t like being trapped in a metal box while other metal boxes zoomed around her. Her very human hands were clenched tight on the steering wheel while her heart thudded against her breastbone.

Finding parking in the airport garage was a whole new kind of difficult. Her brain was organized to find its way through labyrinthine forests and long grasses in search of prey. It couldn’t make sense of the painted lines on the ground, the different levels, the numbers on the walls.

Rylie ended up driving to the top floor and parking where it was empty. She got out to find that she had angled her car across two spots, far enough to the right to make a third equally unusable.

“Sorry,” she said to nobody in particular.

At least she was right next to the stairs. She could head straight down to the pedestrian bridge without trying to navigate the parking garage on foot.

Rylie had become inured to the “We Report Preternaturals” signs that marked most local businesses now, but there was no preparing for the signs that greeted her at the airport. The first of them started to show up on the pedestrian bridge—warnings that preternaturals weren’t allowed to board airplanes without filing itineraries with the OPA. 

The automatic doors had signs on them, too. These ones threatened “Violators of OPA Law May be Shot On Sight.” Cheerful.

Once inside the airport, Rylie was met by an overwhelming tangle of odors. She found it easy to pick out which people had already come off of a flight, and which ones were still waiting to board, just by following the stale smell of recycled air and sweat.

Rylie picked up the scent of coffee and trailed it to a first-floor cafe. She had to rub her eyes in order to read the illuminated clock on the wall. In her rush to escape Abel’s bed, she had managed to arrive at the airport at six-fifteen in the morning. Her mom wouldn’t even be there for forty-five minutes. Plenty of time for coffee.

“Medium cappuccino,” she said, digging in her back pocket for her wallet.

“Any syrup?” asked the barista.

She pulled a face. “No.” 

Rylie paid with a ten dollar bill and almost dropped the change into the tip box—until she saw the “We Report Preternaturals” sign taped to the back of the cash register. She returned the money to her wallet instead.

She wandered through the airport in search of the C gate, sipping her cappuccino. After seeing all of the threatening signs, it didn’t taste very good at all.

Rylie located the security checkpoint, which she couldn’t enter without a ticket. Or a travel itinerary, she thought with an unpleasant twist to her stomach. She prowled around in search of a nearby bench, thinking that she could catch a quick cat nap before her mom arrived.

A scream drew her attention to the security checkpoint.

There were so many milling bodies and commotion that Rylie couldn’t see who was crying out. But the scream immediately ratcheted her adrenaline to eleven, making the hair on her arms stand on end.

That wasn’t a human noise.

The chaos drew Rylie’s wolf forward. She dropped her cappuccino in a trash bin.

More people were shouting now, and there was running. A woman shot past her, ramming into Rylie’s shoulder hard enough to make her stumble. A man followed, and then two more people.

She heard one clear voice through all the shouting: “It’s one of those things!”

The crowd parted enough for Rylie to see.

A man was standing in the body scanner, frozen with fear. But he wasn’t a human man. Black hair fell loose around his shoulders, framing a pale face, and his hands—his hands—were semi-transparent, baring the skeleton through the skin. Rylie picked out a chilling smell, like shedding snakes.

The last time that she had encountered that smell and seen someone lose their skin, it had been a demon—something that Seth called a megaira. This man didn’t look like the megaira, but he was almost surely a demon. Something about the scanner must have disrupted his energies.

A demon.

And security had seen him.

Rylie was rooted to the spot as people ran past her. The TSA agents had drawn Tasers and circled around the scanner, blocking all of the demon’s exits. They didn’t have guns, but that was probably better—shooting at demons had never seemed to do much good anyway.

“Help me,” he pleaded, eyes wild. “Please, just let me go!”

Even when panicked, his voice was strangely seductive. It brought to mind Abel’s mouth between Rylie’s legs, his body moving inside hers, their gasps as they worked against one another. Rylie shook her head to clear it.

Apparently, she wasn’t the only one affected. The security guards wavered. Most of them dropped their Tasers.

One of them fired.

Spikes latched onto the demon’s shirt, and electricity lanced down the wire. He screamed again as his skin flashed, his hair flickered, and his skeleton collapsed to the ground.

They were killing him.

A man with a scraggly gray beard grabbed her arm. “What are you doing standing around? Run!”

Being touched with her adrenaline running so high was bad. Very bad. Rylie didn’t even think before flashing her teeth at him and growling.

He dropped her arm and stepped back.

“Holy shit,” he said. “You’re one of them.”

Rylie’s hand flew to cover her mouth, but too late. He had already seen her reaction. She didn’t have fangs yet, but her teeth were loosening in her skull, and blood slicked her canines.

“No, I’m not—” she began, lisping around her loosening teeth.

“There’s another one here!” the man shouted, pointing at her.

Rylie backed away slowly, struggling to maintain her form. Her fingernails were coming undone, too. A few more seconds of this kind of panic, and she’d be fanged and clawed and impossible to pass as a normal human.

The crowd had dissipated from the area around the security checkpoint. There was nowhere to hide.

The captive demon’s power rippled over her again, more powerful than before. Her mind flooded with overtly sexual memories. Not just the last night with Abel—but the first time that they’d had sex, and the last time she’d slept with Seth, and every time before that. The mental images of naked bodies overwhelmed her. It was too much—scary, rather than sexy.

Yet her body reacted. Heat gathered between her legs as her core clenched in anticipation of sex. The beginnings of an orgasm gripped her, and Rylie had to grab the wall, dizzy with the force of it. Her knees shook.

Judging by the noises coming from the TSA, they were getting hit hard, too.

But then more of them fired on the demon, flooding him with electricity, and the sudden arousal vanished as quickly as it had come upon her. The sexual energies had been pouring off of the demon, like some magic power.

Rylie’s head cleared now that the demon had been thoroughly electrocuted. She hadn’t changed, but she had lost precious seconds to escape.

More security moved in, jogging up the hallway toward them. These weren’t TSA agents. TSA agents didn’t wear black cargo pants, black combat boots, and black polo shirts with bold white letters on their chests: UKA.

It was the Union.

“No,” Rylie whispered.

The demon caught her gaze from inside the scanner. He was a lump on the floor, pale and shivering. “Help me,” he mouthed.

She fled, leaving the demon to the mercies of the Union.

“Stop her!” someone yelled as she vaulted over the security barriers, launching herself toward the shops on the other side.

Alarms came over the PA system. People near the gates began to run, too.

Her feet pounded against the cement as the wolf overrode her mind. Normally, it made Rylie calmer to be in the grip of the beast. It was a cold, clinical, predatory thing, unemotional and always hungry. 

But the wolf was out of its element. There were too many people, too much metal, too many strange smells.

Her panic grew.

Rylie’s teeth fell out in her palm, and she flung the bloody shards aside without stopping. Pops echoed deep within her skull as her jaw snapped. The skin on her face stretched. Her muzzle extended. She tried to hide the changes with her hands.

Glancing over her shoulder, she saw three men from the Union cutting through the fleeing crowd, guns at the ready.

She needed to lose them. But how?

Rylie rushed down the long row of C gates. The crowd was chaos as people emptied out of duty free shops onto the walkways. Some dropped at her feet as if afraid to get shot by the Union. Others bumped into her, trying to flee, unaware of the shifting werewolf in their midst.

“Get down!”

Someone in the Union had spotted Rylie and was shouting orders to the crowd.

People started falling faster. They took cover under benches, behind pillars.

Rylie’s human mind grappled with the wolf. Get down, get down, they won’t be able to find me if I get down with everyone else… But the beast didn’t want to lie on the floor and hope to be overlooked. It propelled her onward, forcing her to run, fueled by adrenaline.

A foot lashed out, catching Rylie’s legs.

She fell.

“Over here!” yelled the woman that had tripped her.

Rylie stared at her in dumb shock, even while her kneecaps popped and spine elongated. Rylie’s change was becoming too obvious to hide from the crowd. This woman had noticed, and kicked her over so that the Union could catch up.

“Oh no, no, no,” Rylie said, scrambling to her knees.

The Union carved a path through the airport. They were right behind her.

“Freeze!”

Rylie whirled on them, baring her teeth.

A roar shook the windows of the airport, making people clap their hands over their ears, cry out in fear.

It wasn’t Rylie that had roared.

A massive black wolf erupted from the crowd. He was hulking, bigger than a horse, with paws the size of cinder blocks. He landed in front of Rylie, bracing himself to protect her from the Union’s view. Where he struck the ground, the linoleum cracked with his weight.

Abel.

He threw his head back with a howl, declaring his presence to the airport again—as if anyone could have possibly missed his entrance.

The Union shouted, and Rylie heard the terrifying sound of guns being raised, straps rubbing, leather creaking. They were going to shoot him.

She threw herself onto Abel’s back, twining her fingers in the thick ruff of fur at the back of his neck, while her face continued to shift. Her ears crunched as they slid up the sides of her head. She had to grip his ribs tightly between her knees in order to stay on. He was thick and solid underneath her, pleasantly musky. She buried her face into his fur.

“Run,” she tried to say, but her mouth was too clumsy now. Only a growl came out.

Abel understood. He exploded into motion again, rushing toward the Union.

It was a completely different experience being the wolf, versus riding one; she was still human enough that the speed shocked her. She almost slipped. But she wrapped her arms around his neck and managed to hang on.

Abel’s muscles worked under her as his paws struck concrete. His claws bit into the ground, leaving furrows in his wake.

Gunfire popped around her, but when Rylie looked over her shoulder, she only saw one Union member firing randomly in their direction.

Rylie looked forward again to see an airplane growing in her vision.

He was going for the window.

“Abel—”

He launched. She ducked her head just in time.

They crashed through the glass together, momentarily airborne. Her stomach clenched. She tasted bile on the back of her throat as they fell.

Then they landed.

Abel tumbled, hitting his side, and Rylie flew off. She skidded across the pavement.

It tore her skin ragged, burning a path down her cheek and arm. Shards of glass stuck out of her elbow, her shoulder, her neck. But the healing fever swept over her just as quickly. By the time she got to her feet again, the skin was already growing back where it had been stripped away.

Rylie groaned as she wiped the glass off of her. Healing quickly or not, it felt like razors.

“I told you not to follow me,” she said as Abel trotted toward her.

He growled and nipped her skirt.

“Yeah, I know,” she said, rubbing his nose. “I’m glad you did. Thanks.”

He stood beside her, his body a warm, safe presence wrapped against her back. He lifted his head to look at the window that they had jumped through. The Union men weren’t there yet—but it still wasn’t safe to stand around.

He butted his head into her hands, harder this time. She knew he was telling her to finish changing, or get back on.

More gunfire. Bullets pinged into the pavement around them.

She leaped onto his back, and they ran.
  



FIVE




WHAT HAD JUST happened didn’t really sink in for Rylie until they bought new clothes for Abel at the corner store and checked into a motel. It was a few blocks away from the airport—close enough to reach on foot, but not so close that the Union would find them with an easy sweep. The door to the room had three locks. Rylie engaged them all.

She closed the windows, stepped back from the door. Then she started shaking. It began in her fingers before spreading to the rest of her body. She tried to sit on the edge of the bed and missed.

“Oh God,” she whispered.

Abel sat beside Rylie, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “Hey,” he said. That was it. It was probably better that he didn’t try to give her any words of comfort—anything encouraging he tried to say would be a lie.

She clutched his shirt. “My mom was due to arrive at a C gate. I ran through the C gates. What if she got off the plane when the Union was chasing me? What if she realizes I’m a werewolf?”

He didn’t respond.

In the silence, her mind raced, replaying the events of the morning over again. Hearing that awful scream from the demon—Why didn’t I run when he screamed?—and the way that the demon had looked at her, mouthing, “Help me.” Like they were together in this, somehow, when he was some horrible hellbeast that made her think sinful thoughts, and she was just a victim of a werewolf bite.

She wasn’t a demon. She didn’t deserve to be chased by men with guns.

It wasn’t the first time that the Union had come after her, but the other times had seemed different. Last time, it had been a personal grudge. This time, they only came at her because of a stupid law. The one that said preternatural entities weren’t permitted to travel without proper paperwork.

Rylie’s very existence was illegal now. Her life would never be normal again.

Hot tears rolled down her cheeks. The shaking grew worse. And Abel just sat there, silent and watchful, but doing nothing to help. “I didn’t even do anything wrong,” she said. “I wasn’t planning to fly. I didn’t need the paperwork.”

“Yeah,” Abel said.

That was it? Yeah? Seth would have had something more comforting to say than that. Whatever he said was always right, in every situation. Rylie would have killed to have Seth there with her.

“I told you not to follow me,” Rylie said, wiping her cheeks dry. “I told you to stay home.”

“I was gonna hang back. Not going to get in the way of your mom or anything. Anyway, you already admitted you were wrong to try to leave me at home. Good thing I was there, or you’d be arrested or dead or something.”

“But you could have been arrested, too. What would the pack have done if both of the Alphas were in custody?”

Abel shrugged. “Run off with Levi? I don’t know, and who the fuck cares?”

“I care,” Rylie said. “The pack would care.”

“I care about you,” he said.

She ignored him. “Now what are we going to do? They’ll be looking for me. And my mom… Oh, no, my mom doesn’t even have a ride home!”

“She’ll be fine. I’m getting the car and we’re leaving.”

“But—”

He cut her off by grabbing her wrists tightly. His hands were so big that they completely engulfed hers. “There are cameras at the airport, Rylie. They’ve got your picture. They’re gonna match you to some database somewhere, mark you off as a ‘werewolf,’ and come looking for your papers.”

“We don’t have papers,” she said. “We haven’t registered.”

“Exactly. We need to get back to Gwyn’s house, hook up with the pack, and get the hell out of dodge. Or we can just run, you and me. Leave everyone behind. Make a break for it. Those are our options.”

“I’m not leaving the pack,” Rylie said. “Summer and Abram…”

“Yup.” Abel released her and stood. “So I’m gonna get the car. Wait here until I get back. It’ll just take a few minutes.”

Rylie didn’t like that plan at all. He would have to go back to the airport parking garage to get one of their vehicles, which meant walking in front of more cameras. If he had shifted into his wolf form somewhere that he could be seen, they might pick him up.

She climbed to her feet. “I’m going with you.”

“This isn’t an argument,” Abel said, and he left, slamming the door behind him.

Rylie gaped at the place that he had been standing.

By the time she got to the window, he was already halfway across the parking lot, moving fast. She jerked the curtains closed and slumped against the wall. Her intestines felt like a nest of worms, knotted and sick.

The Union had been out to get Rylie and her werewolves for years, ever since she was sixteen and not yet an Alpha. The laws passed by the Office of Preternatural Affairs hadn’t made those silver bullets any deadlier. All it meant was that the Union could hunt them openly now.

Her pack had been dodging registration for weeks. Flying under the radar. Trying to escape civilization once and for all.

This didn’t change anything about the fact that they were going into hiding. It only made it more urgent.

Rylie found her way back to the bed somehow, although she wasn’t quite sure how she managed when she could barely feel her feet, much less the carpet underneath them. She sat back against the headboard, tracing her tongue over her teeth, making sure that her change back into human form had gone smoothly. No razor teeth remained. All human.

Abel would get the car.

She would grab Summer and the rest of the pack.

They would buy the land from Bert.

And then they would vanish.

She repeated every one of those steps in her mind, over and over again, until she felt the certainty of it deep in her heart. Once her nerves stopped jangling, she turned on the TV, hoping for another distraction. A soap opera, maybe, or an infomercial, or something equally mindless.

Instead, she found her face on the news.

“—Regional Airport is on lockdown and all planes diverted after a breach of security this morning,” said the anchor. She was red-haired, perfectly-coiffed, and definitely not the type of person that would ever turn into a werewolf when her mother visited. “The Office of Preternatural Affairs is working with the Transportation Security Administration to locate the perpetrators, but…”

Rylie didn’t hear anything else the anchor said. She stared at the blurry photo floating in the background.

It was her. It was a blurry, low-resolution image, but it was still definitely Rylie Tara Gresham in one of her favorite skirts, with cowboy boots, her purse, and flashing gold eyes. They had caught her on a security camera. And anyone who knew Rylie would recognize her instantly.

Including her mother. And maybe the front desk clerk at the motel.

A horn blared outside. Rylie flung open the curtains to see Abel leaning out the driver’s seat of an old sedan. It wasn’t their truck—he must not have been able to get back into the airport. Her immediate reaction was to be horrified that he had stolen a car, but considering that the Union was probably closing in on them at that moment, she wouldn’t criticize.

She glanced back at the TV. There was another photo now, this one of a burly black wolf. Rylie’s face peeked out from behind his flank.

“My mom is going to kill me,” Rylie said.

She turned off the TV and ran downstairs.










Rylie slammed through the front door of the townhouse.

“Gwyn!” she shouted, rushing through the entryway. “Summer! Trevin!”

Aunt Gwyn’s voice came from the kitchen. “In here, babe.”

She plowed through the doorway. “Get your stuff together, we have to—”

Rylie cut off.

Gwyn and Summer were both in the kitchen. They were accompanied by a waifish blond woman with a choppy haircut, a perfect manicure, and the kind of designer heels that cost as much as a used car.

Jessica Gresham was all form and no function. She had never chased lost cattle, had guns fired at her, or fought to defend her life. She’d probably never even chased a taxi.

That might have been Rylie’s life, if she hadn’t been bitten by a werewolf at summer camp. As it stood, Jessica’s life experiences were so far from Rylie’s that they would be lucky to speak the same language, much less be able to hold a conversation.

And she was here. Now. When Rylie had suddenly become a fugitive.

“Sweetheart!” Jessica said, opening her arms wide to embrace Rylie. Her perfume was an assault on werewolf sinuses. Rylie’s eyes watered. “Oh, let me look at you.” Jessica held her at arm’s length, eyes skimming her face, mentally inventorying her daughter’s flaws. Disapproval tipped the corners of her mouth down. “You have certainly filled out, haven’t you?”

“Filled out” was her mother’s nice way of saying “you’re getting fat.” Rylie was still ten pounds up from where she had been before the pregnancy—a horrifying amount to someone like Jessica.

Even with the added weight, Jessica and Rylie were similar enough in build and coloring to be sisters, rather than mother and daughter. Jessica looked deceptively young. It was like being hugged by a version of herself from an alternate universe. A shallow, kind of bitchy alternate self.

Rylie gave Gwyn a helpless look over her mother’s shoulder. Gwyn’s eyes were wide, jaw tight, the tendons of her neck rigid. What’s wrong? Gwyn mouthed.

Union, Rylie mouthed back.

Her aunt paled.

Their silent conversation hadn’t escaped Jessica. She looked between them. “Is something the matter?”

“Just reminding me that I forgot to get the roast in the oven,” Gwyn said gruffly. She banged through the cabinets, slammed the fridge door, opened the oven.

“Please, don’t worry about cooking for me,” Jessica said. “I was hoping to take you all to dinner.” Her eyes slid from Rylie to Abel at her back. “Ah, how many people are staying here, exactly?”

“You don’t need to take us out,” Rylie said. She couldn’t seem to speak above a whisper, like her mother’s presence had immediately shrunk her to the size of a seven-year-old.

Warm hands settled on her shoulders. Rylie looked back to see Abel forming a protective wall behind her. His touch sapped the panic out of her bones. She wanted to climb into his arms and hide.

Jessica’s gaze was locked on Abel’s hands. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

“I’m Abel,” he said, voice rumbling through his chest against Rylie’s back. “I’m Rylie’s boyfriend.”

And there it was, out there in the world, impossible to take away.

Rylie hadn’t thought that she could reach a state of panic greater than what she had experienced seeing her face on TV. But this? This was so much worse.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Abel,” Jessica said, voice strained. “Abel. That’s an…interesting name.”

Summer saved the day. She leaped between them, grabbing Jessica’s arm, beaming at her with a disarming smile. It rendered anyone instantly helpless. It worked on the gruffest manly-men, and it definitely worked on fashionable city women. “Can I show you the garden, Mrs. Gresham? We’ve been growing our own vegetables, and the tomatoes are incredible.”

“Tomatoes?” Jessica’s eyes crimped at the corners when she smiled—the only sign that she was a woman in her forties. “How lovely.”

The instant she was out of the kitchen and into the yard, Rylie seized Gwyn’s hands. Words spilled out of her in a rush. “When I tried to pick my mom up from the airport, I ended up tangled with the Union at the security checkpoint. I don’t know how it happened, but they know that I’m a werewolf, my face is on the news, and they’re going to come for me.”

Gwyn’s face was pinched into a mask of death—which wasn’t saying much, considering that she was a zombie now. Very little shook her. “Fine. You’ll just have to clear out sooner than expected.”

“I’ll get the money,” Abel said. With a final squeeze of Rylie’s shoulders, he stepped out.

“What am I going to do about Jessica?” Rylie asked, hand clapped to her forehead. “I can’t just disappear. She’ll know something’s wrong.”

“Tell her the truth,” Gwyn said.

“No way.”

Gwyn shrugged. “I’ll make up excuses for you. Go grab your stuff.”

Rylie had never thought her aunt looked more beautiful. She grabbed Gwyn’s cheeks in both hands. “I love you,” she said, planting a fierce kiss on her forehead.

“Yeah, right, don’t get all mushy,” Gwyn said, but she was smiling.

Rylie darted into the hallway, yanking open the closet and grabbing the backpack off of the floor. It had to weigh at least fifty pounds, but it felt like tossing a pillow over her back.

She turned to head out the front door, and came face-to-face with her mother.

“My word, that girl is sweet,” Jessica said. “She looks familiar, too. Have we met before? Does she come from the city, too?”

Rylie’s heart sank. “No, she’s a…transfer student.” She took a step to move around her mom, but the hallway was narrow, and there was no escaping Jessica.

“Are you going somewhere?” she asked, following Rylie into the living room.

“Just going out to the truck,” Rylie said. “I forgot something.”

“Is Abel really your boyfriend?”

She stopped. Turned to face her mother.

Was Abel her boyfriend? It seemed like the stupidest understatement possible of how significant their relationship was. What they meant to the werewolves, and to each other.

“That’s what he said, isn’t it?” Rylie asked.

“Well, it’s just…” Jessica twisted her hands. “He’s black, Rylie.”

Shocked laughter jumped from her mouth before she could silence herself. “What?”

“You don’t call me anymore, you tell me nothing about your life. I just didn’t expect it. That’s all I’m saying.”

“No, Mom, that’s not all you’re saying,” Rylie said, completely forgetting that she had been on the way to the pickup. “I can’t believe that’s coming from you, the woman who volunteered to give a sermon about acceptance at our church. You used to tell me you’d love anyone that treated me as good as I deserve—”

“Does he?” Jessica asked, flustered. “Does he treat you well?”

“Yes,” Abel said. He had appeared in the doorway, sucking the air out of the room, rendering Rylie speechless. “Your daughter is my world, Mrs. Gresham, and I love her.”

Rylie felt like she was going to wither away.

How much had he heard of the conversation? It was the first time that Abel met her mother, and Jessica immediately said one of the most humiliating things possible. “He’s black.” Yeah, Mom, no kidding. I hadn’t even noticed.

On the other hand, there was the love thing. That felt…incredible.

Her cheeks were never going to stop burning.

Jessica blushed furiously, too. Her hand fluttered to her earrings, her necklace. She knew that he had heard what she said, and she was mortified—probably not because she realized what a stupid thing it was to say, but because her inner businesswoman balked at saying anything offensive publicly. It was a PR nightmare waiting to happen.

“It’s just so fast,” she told Rylie without looking at Abel.

That was exactly what Rylie had said the night before. She wanted to crawl under the floor and die.

“Yeah, well, he’s great,” Rylie said lamely. Abel’s eyes sparked. Fantastic, now she had offended him, too. “Look, I really need to…do something.”

Summer appeared in the doorway behind Abel.

“Rylie? Can I talk to you?” she asked, her voice a little higher pitched than usual. She was stressing about something.

Abel took her backpack. “I’ll meet you outside.”

Summer was grinning like a maniac, her face fixed into a mask. “No, don’t go outside. Why don’t you wait in here with Jessica? We’ll be right back.”

Worst idea ever? Worst idea ever.

Rylie pushed her into the hall without waiting to see what Abel would do.

She lowered her voice to a whisper. “What are you doing, Summer? Are you crazy?”

“There are three black SUVs outside,” Summer whispered back.

“Here? Right now?”

“No, in an hour from now. Yes, right now, Rylie. You need to sneak out the back. I’ll have Abel circle the pickup around. We only have the green one now, so it’s going to be a tight fit.”

“But Jessica—”

“Go,” Summer urged.

Rylie slammed through the kitchen and out the back door. The tomatoes really were getting nice and ripe; their fragrance mingled with the wet, earthy odor of soil and herbs. Her mom’s perfume hung over it all. Oh God. What if the Union arrested her mom?

No time to worry about that. She stretched onto her toes to peer over the fence.

Three black SUVs. One more coming around the corner. None of them were marked, but they didn’t need to be. Even mundane humans had come to recognize the Union on patrol these days.

It took zero effort for Rylie to jump over the back fence into the neighbor’s yard. She could have cleared a fence twice its height.

“Whoa!” An old woman stood from the picnic table in the middle of her lawn, chihuahua clutched to her chest. “Are you all right, dear?”

“Sorry!” Rylie whispered.

She didn’t have time to stop. She threw herself over the neighbor’s fence and landed on the opposite sidewalk. A quick scan of the street showed no SUVs—yet. But she heard engines rumbling, and knew they wouldn’t be far behind.

Rylie sprinted across the street and crouched behind a bush just in time for one of the Union SUVs to pass. She barely breathed until they were gone. Through the haze of exhaust, she smelled silver bullets and gun oil. They definitely weren’t there for a congenial visit.

Another inhale, and she scented Abel.

“Thank God,” she whispered, getting out from behind the bush as the pickup skidded to a stop beside her.

The passenger door opened.

Jessica stepped out. “Do you want to sit in the middle?” she asked brightly, cheerfully oblivious to Rylie’s tension.

Rylie shot a Look of Death at Abel over her shoulder. They communicated silently with their eyes. She said, What the heck are you doing, crazy person? And he replied with something like, Don’t look at me like that, woman, I had no choice in the matter. She’s your mother.

Rylie climbed in. “Really?” she whispered as her mother got in behind her.

He shrugged stiffly.

“What sounds good for lunch?” Jessica asked, scrolling down the screen of her smart phone. “I’m not too familiar with the area… Hmm.” Abel slammed on the gas, peeling around the corner. One of the SUVs appeared behind them. Jessica, absorbed in her phone, didn’t notice. “How does Thai sound?”

“I like Thai,” Rylie said faintly, watching the Union accelerate in the rearview mirror.

Abel sped up, too. He punched the radio on.

“I know somewhere,” he rumbled, surprising Rylie. “It’s out of town. You’ll like it.”

“Out of town? But I just got here,” Jessica said.

Rylie gave him another Look. You aren’t seriously thinking about taking my mother to buy the land in the mountains, are you? That’s a five hour drive!

Abel didn’t return her look. He took two quick lefts, then one-eightied to head onto the freeway and out of town. There was no sign of the Union, but Rylie knew they didn’t dare stop. They wouldn’t be far behind.

Looked like they were going on an impromptu road trip with Jessica…whether Rylie liked it or not.
  



SIX




“HERE? WE DROVE that far to come here?” Jessica asked, gaping at the restaurant that Abel had finally stopped at.

Poppy’s was the kind of quaint, twenty-four hour diner that Rylie had come to recognize as a staple of small towns. The fifties-style exterior with art deco accents was just like Ole Waco back near the Gresham Ranch, as well as half a dozen other diners that Rylie had seen in various small towns.

To her, the weird uniformity of quaint diners was kind of homey and comforting. To her mother, who never ate anywhere without an extensive wine list or organic local vegan fare, it probably looked like a cockroach-infested dive.

Jessica was staring at it in slack-jawed horror, clutching her designer purse under one arm with her other fist clenching her cell phone: the weapons of a city woman far out of her element.

At one of their rest stops, Rylie had asked Abel what he was thinking by bringing Jessica along. All he had said was, “Gwyn didn’t know what to do with her.” Like they did? Yeah, right. Jessica didn’t know what to do with herself.

Rylie forced herself to smile brightly. “Yes. This place. Poppy’s is definitely worth the five hour drive.” Actually, six hours with adequate bathroom breaks for her mother’s pea-sized bladder. Rylie had been convinced the Union would attack them at every rest stop.

“Best milkshakes in the county,” Abel said with confidence.

“Really?” Rylie asked. At her mother’s look, she repeated herself more enthusiastically. “Really! They do have great…milkshakes.” Werewolves didn’t drink milkshakes.

“If you’re certain,” Jessica said, plastering a smile on her face that was just as inauthentic as Rylie’s. “I can’t wait.”

The bell over the door jingled as they entered. Rylie scanned the decorations. The eccentric collection of vintage advertisements, carved wooden bears, and grandmotherly knickknacks were completely unique to Poppy’s, yet somehow looked identical to every other quaint diner Rylie had ever seen. The only difference was that there were no stuffed animal heads, unlike Ole Waco. That was good. Taxidermy did confusing things to Rylie’s werewolf instincts.

“Sit wherever you like,” said a busty, aproned woman from behind the counter—Poppy, presumably.

Abel dropped into a booth and stretched out. He was well over six feet tall, so when he sprawled, he sprawled. His arms stretched over the windowsill and the back of the seat cushion. His legs took up half the space under the table. There were only a few inches of space on the bench beside him. Rylie would have to get cozy to sit with him.

She hesitated, eyes tracing down the muscle ridges underneath his snug black t-shirt. She could just imagine Jessica’s expression if they started cuddling in public.

Rylie sat in the booth across from him.

Abel lifted his eyebrows. Oh man. He did not look happy.

Jessica sat next to Rylie, elbows tucked in, shoulders tense. Her eyes flicked along the over-decorated walls.

“What you want to eat?” Abel asked.

“Um,” Jessica said.

The menu was printed on the first page of a tabletop jukebox catalog. Rylie skimmed the listings: hamburgers, hot dogs, homemade pasta, pie, and, of course, milkshakes.

“I’ll have a milkshake,” Rylie said. “And a hamburger.”

“A hamburger?” Jessica asked.

“You know I’m not a vegetarian anymore, Mom.”

“Even so. All that grease.”

Rylie tried to ignore her mother’s pointed look at her breasts, which had grown considerably during her pregnancy, and probably made her look kind of fat. “They have pasta. It’s probably vegetarian. You should get that.”

Jessica hesitated, raking her teeth over her bottom lip. “A slice of pie, please,” she said, reaching for her wallet.

“I’ve got it,” Abel said. He rose to order at the counter.

Awkward silence filled his absence.

“The food sounds really good, doesn’t it?” Rylie asked.

“Sure,” Jessica said.

Both of them sucked at lying. And her mom’s expression so closely mirrored her own that Rylie couldn’t help but burst into laughter, which she tried to cover with one hand.

Jessica giggled, too.

“I hate milkshakes,” Rylie whispered, knowing that it would do no good. Abel’s hearing was as excellent as hers, and acutely tuned to his Alpha mate. He would have heard her whispering from the other side of the street.

“I’m sure your boyfriend has the best intent in bringing us here. He’s trying to share what he likes with us. That’s…well, that’s very sweet.”

Actually, Abel had probably picked the place because there was no way in heck that the Union would look for them there. But it was the nicest thing Jessica had said all day, and Rylie was going to roll with it.

“He’s very sweet,” she agreed, picking at the lace on her sleeve. “And funny.”

“And muscular,” Jessica said. “I bet that’s fun. Good job.”

“Mom.”

“I wasn’t looking.”

Then how would she have noticed that he was muscular? She decided not to ask. It was better not to know some things about one’s mother.

“We’re going to have to run an errand while we’re here. I hope you don’t mind,” Rylie said, leaning on the window to look at the mountains outside. Somewhere, deep in the trees, was a valley waiting for her and her pack.

“I’ve already driven this far with you two,” Jessica said. “I don’t think we have much choice at this point.”

“It might involve some hiking.”

“…Hiking?”

“You can just wait in the truck,” Rylie said. It would be far preferable to trying to explain why she was throwing half of her trust fund at some guy who talked like he was constantly sucking helium.

Abel flopped into the booth again, giving Rylie a long, hard look that said he had heard her calling him sweet. It was both an angry and sensual expression.

If he had told her that his stare could see through her clothing, Rylie would have believed him. He had a way of stripping her with his eyes that never failed to make her blush. Even sitting next to her mom at some small-town diner, she couldn’t help trembling.

“Want to tell us why you’re visiting, Mrs. Gresham?” Abel asked.

“Oh,” Jessica said. “That.” She thumbed a ring on her left hand. “Well, it’s kind of a long story…”

Rylie hadn’t noticed that her mother was wearing a ring earlier, though she wasn’t sure how she had missed it. The diamond looked like it probably weighed enough to go on every ride at Disneyland.

She grabbed Jessica’s hand. “This isn’t a…?” Rylie couldn’t finish the question.

“I’ve met someone,” Jessica said.

“You meet a lot of people. You’re a CEO.”

“A special someone. His name is Phillip.”

Oh, no. No, no, no.

“He’s an artist—a painter, actually. We went to him to commission portraits of the partners for the office, and—”

Rylie was shaking her head, and she couldn’t seem to stop.

Jessica kept going. “After a while, one thing led to another. We fell in love. Phillip and I—”

“But what about Dad?” Rylie interrupted.

Dad had only died four years earlier. Jessica couldn’t possibly have fallen in love again already. Especially not when the heart attack had been so sudden, so brutal.

Her mother hung her head, brushing a lock of blond hair behind her ear. “Your father and I were already divorcing when he died. I let him go a long time ago, and I believe he would want me to be happy.”

Somehow, Rylie seriously doubted that Dad would have wanted Jessica marrying some weird painter guy. They hadn’t divorced on good terms. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this,” Rylie said, dropping her head into her hands. Her eyes were blurry, cheeks burning.

“That’s why I needed to tell you in person. I had hoped to do it over a nice dinner, but…” Jessica smiled helplessly. “I suppose this is as good a time as any.”

If they hadn’t driven so far away from home, Rylie would have left at that instant. Forget milkshakes, forget buying real estate, and especially forget her mom’s stupid visit. She would have ripped off her boots and fled into the comfort of her wolf’s animal mind. And she wouldn’t have come back until Jessica was gone.

But now they were stuck in Northgate together, all three of them, and Rylie couldn’t leave.

How could she?

“I hoped you would be my maid of honor,” Jessica said.

Rylie wanted to die. “I need to use the bathroom.”

She didn’t wait for Jessica to stand. She climbed over the table to get out of the booth, ignored the “mister” and “missus” bathroom signs, and fled outside.

Even though she knew, rationally, that she shouldn’t leave Abel and Jessica alone—that her mom was likely to say something horrifyingly rude, maybe even something racist—she couldn’t bring herself to go back inside. Rylie paced up and down the sidewalk, gasping for air.

The wolf itched under her skin, threatening to break free.

The mountains were just a few short minutes away, if she sprinted with werewolf speed. She wouldn’t have to deal with her mom. She wouldn’t have to deal with anyone. She was wolf, she was Alpha; freedom was only a shift away.

A bell jingled.

“What’s your problem?” Abel asked.

Rylie shut her eyes, clenched her fists. Not right now…

His warm presence moved to her back, all but caressing her with his aura. Alpha energy crackled over her. “You’re acting real fucking weird, Rylie.”

She spun on him. When she opened her eyes, she was surprised that her vision was blurred by tears.

“My dad died, and my mom’s already moving on,” Rylie said. “Am I supposed to be okay with this?”

“Yeah. You are.”

Her mouth dropped open with shock. “What?”

“You were gonna marry Seth last year, and now you’re with me. Do you think you shouldn’t be happy just because of what you did in the past?” Abel dismissed the idea with a snort.

“Seth’s not dead.”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said. “You’re going back in there, and you’re going to be respectful to the woman that made you.”

Considering that Abel’s mother had been an insane monster, it was awfully rich for him to be on a pro-mom rant.

“It’s none of your business,” Rylie said.

“Actually, yeah, it is, ‘cause we’re together and all now—not that you seem to remember that.” Abel glowered at her, arms folded over his chest, gold eyes sparking with anger. “Your mom might think I’m less, but that’s fine. I don’t give two fucks what some rich bitch thinks of me. But you’ve got no excuse for acting embarrassed.”

“I’m not embarrassed,” she protested.

“So why aren’t you sitting next to me? Talking to me? Shit, I’d take a few smiles from you right about now.”

“I’m kind of distracted, Abel.”

His thin smile stretched the scars on his face. They were slowly healing every time he changed into a werewolf, but the spidery imprint of old ridges still touched the side of his mouth. “You’re better than that.”

God, what had she been doing? Was she acting embarrassed? She loved Abel, giddy with the blush of obsession and proud to be with him in a partnership. But it was the same thing with Summer: Rylie didn’t want her mom to have anything to do with him, because she didn’t want Jessica judging their family.

Obviously, it hadn’t worked. Jessica was judging away. All Rylie had accomplished was hurting Abel’s feelings.

The apology wouldn’t mean anything to Abel, so she didn’t try to put her embarrassment into words. She stretched onto her toes to loop her arms around his neck.

“You’re right,” she said, and she kissed him.

He was stiff for a moment, refusing to respond. But then his hands went to her waist, and he stooped to deepen the kiss. Even with his hands remaining somewhere chaste, the way he kissed her was just as intimate as his long, burning gazes. His tongue explored her mouth with sensual familiarity. He knew exactly how to make her body heat for him, and Rylie soon forgot that they were standing outside a fifties-themed diner while her mother waited inside.

Until she smelled silver.

Abel scented it at the same time. Their lips separated, eyes falling on the parking lot. A black SUV rolled past the street on the other side.

His fingers tightened on her waist, pulling her hard against him, turning his shoulders to block her from view. “Abel,” she whispered urgently, digging her fingernails into his biceps.

“I see it,” he growled, pressing her back to the wall. The sun-warmed metal burned through her shirt. Her heart pounded as she buried her face in his chest, eyes closed. Abel craned around to continue watching the SUV.

“Is it coming around?” she asked.

A long pause. “No.”

Rylie clutched his shirt in both fists. “What are we going to do?”

He gazed down at her, eyes hot. “Stick to the plan,” Abel said. “We’ve got to get to the office.” He hesitated, hand traveling from her hip to her thigh, toying with the edge of her skirt. “I’m not going to let you get arrested, Rylie.”

A bright voice spoke behind them. “I got everything to go. Are you two ready to…?” Jessica trailed off at the sight of Abel and Rylie pressed against the wall. It occurred to Rylie that it probably looked bad—really bad, considering that Jessica had no idea Abel had any reason to try to hide Rylie from the cars on the street.

But she didn’t pull away. In fact, she snuggled against his chest, arms wrapped around his waist, and gave her mom a defiant look.

“We’ll be right there,” Abel said. His voice rumbled under Rylie’s cheek.

Jessica’s face burned bright red. She clutched the bag of food tighter and hobbled to the truck on her heels.

“You know, y’all could be sisters,” Abel said.

Rylie grimaced. It probably wasn’t meant to be an insult. “Yeah. I know.”
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ABEL, RYLIE, AND Jessica idled at the stoplight just outside Poppy’s. Through the rearview mirror, Rylie watched a black SUV pull into the diner’s parking lot. A pair of men in all-black uniforms stepped out. She somehow doubted that they were looking for slices of the best cherry pie in the county.

They had just missed them. Barely.

Jessica was silent until Abel pulled up in front of Bert’s office. “What are we doing here?” she asked, leaning forward to peer at the sign over the door: Robert Grant Real Estate. “I thought you said we were hiking.”

Time to bite the silver bullet and be honest. “I decided to buy some property, Mom.”

Jessica’s eyes flicked to Abel. “A house?”

“Not exactly. Somewhere that I could build a house.”

Her voice sharpened. “With what money?”

Rylie rolled her eyes. Jessica knew exactly what money Rylie would be using. Her mom had never exactly been thrilled that Dad left everything to Rylie.

They climbed out of the pickup, and, with a quick check of the street—no SUVs—headed into the office. His waiting room, decorated in dark wood and leather, was clearly meant to cater to an expensive clientele. He offered water bottles in a minifridge built to hold wine; biscotti and tea waited on the table beside it. The frosted glass door leading into his office was imprinted with his name.

“Maybe you guys should stay here,” Rylie said, giving Abel another look. “Get to know each other a little? I don’t think the paperwork will take long.”

“Gonna skip the walk-through?” Abel asked.

Rylie nodded. It didn’t seem like the time to go hiking, what with the Union and Jessica. Fortunately, Abel didn’t argue.

“Sounds like a good idea,” he said, sprawling on one of the black leather couches.

After a moment’s hesitation, Jessica sat across from him, ankles crossed and purse in her lap.

The door swung open. The man who poked his head through didn’t look like the man that Rylie had been speaking to on the phone. He was built like a bear in business casual, with refined wings of gray hair on either side of his head. Rylie blinked, surprised.

But then he opened his mouth.

“Miss Gresham?” Yeah, he definitely sounded like the guy from the Beegees.

“Bert,” she said, extending her hand. They shook.

Bert’s eyes flicked to the others in his waiting room. He doubtlessly would have preferred to meet with Jessica, who looked like she belonged in such a fancy office, but he would have to settle for Rylie in her cowboy boots and floaty white skirt.

“Can I get you anything?” he squeaked. “Cappuccino? Tea?”

Rylie hated both, but she was tempted to ask for a cappuccino just to make him serve her. “No, thanks,” she said, following him into his office.

She knew that something was wrong the instant that the door clicked shut behind her. Bert kept casting weird glances at her, fidgeting with the snifter of whiskey on his bookshelf, adjusting his collar, flattening his pockets. All of the paperwork was spread over his desk, yet the air was thick with fear. Was he worried the deal would fall through?

In between his fidgeting fits, he managed to gesture at the chair. “Have a seat, please.”

Rylie stayed by the door.

“Where’s the notary?” she asked.

“She already notarized everything.”

She leaned forward to peer at the paperwork. He was right—it was already stamped and signed. Weren’t notaries meant to be witnesses? Rylie had no idea. Being an Alpha hadn’t given her any experience with contracts.

To heck with it. Might as well ask. “That’s not normal, is it?”

“Considering the nature of this deal, I thought it might help to speed things up,” Bert said, perching on the edge of his chair. He spread out a few forms, then put his hands in his lap again. He glanced at the wall clock. “Are you sure I can’t get you anything?”

Rylie bit her bottom lip. She wished she had brought Abel in with her.

“I’ll take water, I guess,” she said. “I’ll grab it.”

He stood so quickly that his chair rolled away from him. “No, please, make yourself comfortable. I’ll get it.”

Bert’s smile was fixed to his face as he strode to the door, giving Rylie a wide berth. She watched him go with growing unease.

He didn’t smell like a threat. In fact, the scent of fear was extremely appealing to her inner wolf. It wanted her to drop to the floor and roll in it. Fortunately, that idea was disgusting enough to her human side that she didn’t do it. But she couldn’t quite resist the urge to trace her fingertips over the back of his chair and smell them. Her eyelids dropped closed at the heady scent of fear. The smell of a prey in the sights of a predator.

Rylie’s eyes popped open.

Did Robert Grant know that she was a werewolf?

She peered through the crack in the door to see him talking to Jessica. Abel stood by the front windows, watching the street outside. Rylie didn’t see any “We Report Preternaturals” signs. He didn’t even have the OPA emblem sticker on anything, which had become a common way for mundane humans to display support for anti-preternatural laws.

Rylie backed away from the door as he approached, pretending that she had been beside his desk the entire time.

“Here you go,” Bert said. Instead of handing the water bottle to her, he set it on the corner of the desk.

“Thanks,” she said, lowering herself to the chair. “Where do I sign?”

He had been the one to suggest that they check out the land he was selling together, so it was surprising that he readily handed her a pen without asking to go into the mountains. He wiped his palms dry on his slacks as she began to sign.

Bert seemed to flip the pages too slowly, no matter how quickly she signed. Almost like he was wasting time.

As each page turned, the tension in the air climbed. Rylie skimmed each page, reading the terms, but the words seemed to blur. She had a hard time focusing past his scent. His adrenaline was increasing, along with his heart rate.

Rylie’s pen hesitated on the last pages, which only lacked her signature, and his. The agreed figure was printed on a table at the top. “Oh,” she said, “I haven’t even paid you yet.”

He laughed. “Oh. Yes.”

“Let me go get it,” she said.

“Have your friend get it,” Bert said quickly.

Rylie frowned. “No…I think I’ll get it.”

Before he could keep arguing with her, she jumped to the door, stepping into the waiting room.

“Is it done?” Jessica asked.

Rylie ignored her and went to Abel’s side. “Something’s up,” she said, dropping her voice to a whisper so that her mom wouldn’t hear. “He already had everything notarized, and he reeks of fear.”

Abel didn’t look at her. “Union’s here.” He sounded so calm that, for a moment, Rylie wasn’t certain that she had heard him right.

She swiveled to look out the window. Two black SUVs had just parked at the curb.

Her heart hammered. “This was a trap. They’re going to arrest me.”

“Who is ‘they’?” Jessica was right behind her.

Rylie shut her eyes, trying to take deep breaths.

Her mom had heard them.

“Jessica,” she began, but she didn’t get a chance to finish.

“Are those from the Office of Preternatural Affairs?” Jessica asked, stretching on her toes to look around Rylie’s head. “They’re all over the city, but I’m surprised to see them…” She trailed off, staring at her daughter hard, as if her brain had just caught up with what she had heard. “Why are you worried about the OPA arresting you?”

A surge of dizziness overwhelmed Rylie. She grabbed Abel’s arm to keep standing.

“I can explain,” Rylie whispered.

“Why would they be after you, sweetheart?” Jessica asked again, louder this time, hands clutching her purse like a teddy bear. Even as she asked the question, Rylie could already see the dawning comprehension in Jessica’s eyes.

“They’re werewolves,” Bert said, laughing hysterically from the door to his office. “Werewolves!”

Abel tore away from Rylie, crossing the waiting room in a flash. He fisted Bert’s suit in both hands and lifted him off of the ground.

“What did you do?” he roared, shaking Bert.

“Abel, no!” Rylie shrieked. It wasn’t from fear of what he would do to Bert—it was the acute awareness that this right here, with Abel holding a man two feet off of the ground, shouting in his face, would be her mother’s first impression of werewolves. Because now she knew. She knew.

Jessica backed away from Abel, shaking her head slowly. She fumbled for the doorknob.

Rylie caught her mom’s arm. “You can’t go out there,” she said, locking the door and pulling the shades. “The Union’s waiting.”

“But—”

“No, Mom!”

Abel carried the real estate agent into his office. “Tell me!” he shouted, shaking Bert again, who was spluttering incoherently.

“I saw the surveillance footage on the news—and when I saw you three having lunch at Poppy’s, I called the hotline. They told me to hold you. They said they would take care of it. That’s all I did!”

Abel slammed Bert to the desk.

“Finish signing the papers,” he growled. “And then thank whatever god gave life to a tiny-dicked weasel like you that I’m not making you sign in blood.”

“Abel!” Rylie gasped.

Bert wasn’t arguing. With his back flattened to the desk, he signed. Abel shot Rylie a look.

“Finish it,” he said.

She had no idea how legal paperwork signed under threat by werewolf could possibly be, but she signed. Everything was notarized. It was done. The land was hers.

Abel tossed the envelope onto Bert’s chair, then dropped him. “Sit,” he said in a low growl, golden eyes dangerously bright.

The front door rattled.

A muffled voice said, “This is the Union. Open up!”

Rylie slammed the inner door and locked that one, too. All four of them were confined in the back office. But how long would it last? How long would the Union try to enter peacefully before breaking windows? She could only hope that the threat of werewolves on the other side would make them cautious.

Jessica had backed herself into a corner, face pale.

“Someone needs to tell me what’s going on,” she said in a strangely calm voice, as if she had snapped, gone somewhere far beyond panic.

“Your daughter’s an Alpha werewolf,” Abel said. “I’m her mate. The government’s out to get us, and we just bought land to turn into a sanctuary where they won’t be able to find us. That explanation enough?”

“Alpha,” Jessica echoed. “Mate?”

Rylie’s head throbbed. She clutched her temples in both hands, fighting back the urge to cry. It was the wrong time for tears—she needed to think, formulate a plan, figure out how they would escape without the Union following them.

“I’m so sorry, Mom,” Rylie whispered.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it was a secret. And when it wasn’t a secret anymore, when the whole world knew, it was because some senator got assassinated and everyone feared us,” she said. A sob ripped from her, making her body shake. “I don’t want you to think that I’m evil.”

Jessica’s face melted into disbelief. “Oh, baby,” she said.

“When would I have told you anyway? When I stopped visiting you during the summer? When you stopped calling during holidays? When I sent you a wedding invitation and you never responded?”

“You sent me a wedding invitation?” Jessica asked.

Now that Rylie had started crying, she couldn’t stop. She pressed her face into Abel’s arm. He rubbed her shoulder—an awfully comforting gesture, considering he was still glaring death at Bert and growling low in his throat. “It doesn’t matter. I didn’t get married. But you didn’t know that, did you?”

“Sweetheart, I never got an invitation.” Now that the first rush of shock had passed, Jessica was composing herself. It was a visible process: sweeping her hair behind her ears, tugging her shirt into place, grabbing the lipstick out of her purse. She didn’t put it on, but holding it seemed to give her strength. “When did it happen?”

“The wedding?”

“The…bite,” Jessica said stiffly.

“At summer camp. When I was fifteen.”

She paled with the second punch of shock. “Oh. When you disappeared for two weeks.” Rylie nodded mutely. “I had no idea.”

“You haven’t had any idea about who I am in ages, Mom,” she said. “Maybe ever.”

A ghost of a smile crossed Jessica’s mouth. “And you don’t know me, either. Not if you think I would care that you’re a werewolf.”

“You don’t?”

The pounding on the front door grew louder. Jessica straightened her spine, eyebrow lifted. “Of course not. You’re my daughter. You could be gay, and I would still love you.”

Rylie felt a confusing mix of relief and anger—like being gay was somehow worse than being a werewolf? She would never understand her mother.

But maybe she didn’t need to.

Jessica carried on. “And Alpha, you say? That means you’re…what, the head werewolf?”

“The most powerful of them all,” Abel said.

Hearing that coming from a man twice Rylie’s size seemed to mean something to Jessica. Her smile grew. It wasn’t a happy smile, but a proud one. “Of course she is,” she said.

The pounding outside silenced. Footsteps creaked in the lobby. Shadows crossed over the frosted glass of the door.

The Union had come inside.

“Oh God,” Rylie whispered, hugging Abel’s arm tighter. All it would take was one well-aimed silver bullet, and they’d have her.

Abel turned to Bert. “Is there a way out through the back?” Abel asked.

“Just past the bathroom,” Bert said, raising a shaking finger at the short hallway beyond his desk. It was concealed by the fronds of a huge fern and an Asian-style room divider.

“There’s no point in running,” Rylie said. “They’ll follow us.”

“Unless they catch the werewolf,” Jessica said.

Abel stiffened. “Not happening.”

Jessica set down her purse and took a deep breath. “You were identified off of surveillance footage. That’s what he said, right? You and I are practically twins, sweetheart. A few years won’t be distinguishable through low-quality video. I’ll go out there.”

“You could be arrested,” Rylie said. What she didn’t say was, You could get shot.

Her mom seemed to understand both. She blew out a long, steadying breath. “They won’t hold me for long. They’ll realize I’m human soon enough.” She pointed at the hall. “Go.”

“No,” Rylie said, but Abel was already dragging her away.

He gave Jessica an appraising look over Rylie’s head. Her bigotry aside, he seemed to approve of what he saw. “Thanks,” he said, and then he turned to Bert, scooping up Rylie’s copies of the paperwork. “We paid you. The papers are signed. That land is ours, and you’ll turn nothing over to the OPA, or I’ll eat you.” He punctuated that statement with a flash of his very white teeth.

Bert nodded frantically. Anything to get them out of his office.

“You can’t do this,” Rylie said to Jessica.

“I’ll see you soon, sweetheart,” she said, hand on the doorknob.

Abel’s arm was an iron bar around Rylie’s waist. Even twisting with all of her werewolf strength, it wasn’t enough to break free.

He hauled her down the hall and out the back of the building.

The air was silent on the street behind Bert’s office—weirdly calm, after the tension inside. People were wandering between restaurants and shops, chatting quietly. Clouds drifted in the sky.

Rylie tensed, prepared to hear the gunshot that would mean her mother had been killed.

It never came.
  



EIGHT




RYLIE WASN’T BRAVE enough to pick her mother up from the Office of Preternatural Affairs’s detention center, so Summer volunteered for the job—maybe a little too enthusiastically. There was a weird glint in her eye when she left. Rylie had a feeling that Jessica was about to “meet” her granddaughter, with total honesty this time. And she was really grateful she wouldn’t have to be there for that conversation.

She sat on a tree stump with her knees hugged to her chest as Abel erected a tent-cabin nearby, waiting for word from Summer. Watching her mate work shirtless in the sun was enough to make the most impromptu camping trip interesting. She had been hiding on their new property since Friday afternoon. Rylie had been tense the entire time, expecting the Union to find her at any moment. But they hadn’t. It had been silent. Even peaceful.

Their new property was perfect: two thousand acres of wilderness surrounding a supposedly uninhabitable valley of the Appalachian Mountains. Rylie hadn’t seen the entire thing as a human yet, but she had spent three days exploring its boundaries as a wolf, and the wolf was very satisfied. Dense trees, a river, cliffs, a hundred caves—she suspected it would take years to see every inch of her new property.

Developers would arrive soon to build real cottages, set up generators, and dig wells. Until then, Rylie and Abel would live in a tent-cabin—better than sleeping on the grass under the empty sky.

She blushed as she watched the flexing muscles of Abel’s back. Of course, there were worse things than sleeping with his arms as her only shelter.

The clearing that they had chosen as home was bordered on one side by cliffs, and on the other by a small lake. A huge waterfall fed into it. Its top was so tall that the water misted before it reached the surface, leaving Rylie’s hair pleasantly damp when she stood on the shore.

Soon, that little clearing would be occupied by Seth, by Summer and Abram, by the pack. For now, it was just Rylie and Abel and the trees.

Even with her mom arrested by the Union, life was pretty good.

Abel buried a final stake into the ground. “There we go.” He stepped back and dusted his hands off on his jeans. “Look good to you?”

Rylie watched the flex of his abs, the twist of his shoulders. The remaining scars on his chest only served to accentuate his muscles. The ridges were as fascinatingly labyrinthine as the forest, and as interesting to explore.

“Yes,” she said.

He gave her a sideways grin. “I worked up a sweat. Need to wash it off. Want to swim?”

“In that?” Rylie eyed the lake. “It’s all ice melt.”

“I’ll keep you warm,” Abel said. He dropped his jeans, baring the vee of his Adonis belt, his muscular thighs, and…everything in between. Her face started burning all over again.

It took her two tries to speak. “I don’t know…”

“Did I just hear a ‘yes’?”

Abel’s hands clamped down on her arms. He hauled her off of her feet.

“Abel!” she shrieked.

In a flash, he flung both of them into the water. Rylie barely had enough time to suck in a lungful of oxygen before she was slapped with frigid water. Her skin prickled and burned. Her dress was sodden, tangled between her legs.

She hit the sandy bank and pushed up, but Abel was in the way, all hot flesh to make up for the cold water.

His mouth claimed hers. She parted her lips more in shock than invitation, but he took advantage of it, tongues tangling and teeth nipping. Rylie tasted melted frost, the meat on his breath, the very masculine and animal and so completely Abel flavor of his lips.

When they crested the surface, it was together. The water sloshed around her shoulders. Abel didn’t let her break away. He pulled her hard against him, biting her bottom lip almost hard enough to draw blood.

“This is ours,” he growled.

It took her way too long to understand what he was saying. “The lake?”

“Everything. Yours and mine.” Abel pulled her legs around his hips, forced her head back so he could bite under her chin. “And since you belong to me, too…”

At another time, Rylie would have happily argued with him about who was more Alpha, and which of them belonged to which, but she had much better ideas for their mouths. When his lips returned to hers, she bit back. And she didn’t do it gently.

“Mine,” she said.

Someone cleared her throat.

Rylie broke away, feet dropping to sink into wet sand. Her head whipped around.

Summer stood beside the tent cabin, grinning an impish, embarrassed grin. She politely looked at her feet. “We’re here,” she said. Her arms were wrapped around Sir Lumpy, who seemed content to survey his new territory from the vantage point of her chest.

“Shit,” Abel said.

“We?” Rylie asked, leaning around to look behind Summer. Jessica was trudging up the path in the same impractical heels that she had worn on the day of her arrest. She didn’t seem to have noticed Rylie and Abel yet.

Rylie turned to tell Abel to hide, but he had already dipped under the surface, swimming for the opposite shore with long strokes. He was a great swimmer. He disappeared in moments.

She tugged her dress into a more modest position as she trudged out of the water.

“Hi, Mom,” Rylie said brightly as Jessica approached.

“Lord in Heaven, what happened to you?” Jessica asked by way of greeting.

Her cheeks burned so hard that she thought they might catch fire. “I went swimming.”

“Fully clothed?” 

Actually, Abel had managed to strip her underwear at some point, while they were underwater. He was talented like that. But Rylie nodded her agreement, casting a surreptitious glance at her body to double-check that everything was hidden. “Yeah, only way to enjoy the lake. It felt…refreshing.”

Summer snorted indelicately, setting Sir Lumpy on the grass. He darted into the bushes.

Time for a quick change of subject.

“You survived,” Rylie said, taking a visual assessment of her mother’s condition from head to toe. Her hair was limp, her shirt was wrinkled, and she wore no makeup. But she looked to be fine otherwise. Not even bruised.

“I was questioned thoroughly. They didn’t get anything out of me.” Jessica smirked. “Being clueless is helpful.”

“How did you explain the werewolf rescuing you at the airport?”

“He kidnapped me, the ravenous beast,” she said. “I was a victim.”

Well, not exactly the best way to give werewolves a good reputation, but it would work. Rylie couldn’t exactly nitpick the methods her mother had used to save her from incarceration—or worse. “Thank you,” she said. “Really.”

Jessica nodded. “It’s the least I could do. I haven’t been doing my job lately. I’ve missed…a lot.” She said the last with a glance at Summer. She had definitely heard the entire story.

Summer grabbed the pile of Abel’s clothing. “I’m going for a walk around the lake,” she said. “Be back in a minute.”

As soon as she was gone, Jessica let out a sigh and embraced Rylie’s damp shoulders. “Oh, sweetheart. It’s even worse than I thought. I can’t believe everything you’ve been through.”

Rylie hugged her back tightly, chin trembling. It felt like the first time that someone had acknowledged what she had suffered through for the last couple of years: shouldering the responsibility of the pack, breaking up with her fiance, having and losing twins, being hunted mercilessly by the Union. Having her mommy’s sympathy was almost enough to make her melt down on the spot.

“It’s kind of sucked,” she said. Her voice quavered.

Jessica leaned back, wiping the tears off of Rylie’s cheeks. “Is there no cure?” Rylie shook her head. “Can you control it?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Pretty well.”

“Then you’ve always got somewhere to hide when you need to,” Jessica said. “Visit me in the city. Get away from it all.”

It was kind of funny—the idea that she could get away from “it” by taking a vacation. But her mom meant well. The gesture meant more than Rylie could say. 

She forced a smile. “Am I still invited to be your maid of honor?”

“Absolutely.”

“Great,” Rylie said. “I’ll do it.” Sure, it would mean having to face her mom’s fiance—but at least she wasn’t dating anymore. Getting used to one guy would be a lot easier than dealing with the rotating boyfriends. And Abel was right. Her mother deserved happiness.

“I love you, sweetheart,” Jessica said. “No matter what.”

Rylie sniffled. “I love you, too.”

Jessica turned, head tilted back to look at the trees, the cliffs, the waterfall. “This is the property you bought with your trust fund, I take it?”

“Yeah,” Rylie said. “It’s kind of hard to access without a lot of hiking, so you’ll have to trust me when I tell you that it’s fantastic. Unless you feel like a very long walk.”

Her mother silently deliberated for a moment, then kicked off her heeled pumps, dropping them beside the tent cabin.

“I want to see it,” Jessica said. “I want to see it all.”










Jessica rescheduled her flight back to the city. It was the first full moon that the pack would get to enjoy at the sanctuary, and she stuck by Rylie’s side as everyone arrived: Trevin, Crystal, Pyper, almost a dozen members of the pack. Jessica handled the overwhelming number of introductions with the grace of an experienced CEO. She even seemed to remember everyone’s names.

Night was already falling by the time that they reached the valley, so they didn’t have much time to socialize.

“You don’t have to watch,” Rylie said, standing in front of the tent-cabin with her mother. “It looks painful. It’s very messy. I won’t blame you if you don’t want to see it.”

Jessica was watching the pack strip out of the corner of her eye. Most of them weren’t as modest as Rylie, and preferred to welcome the change naked. “Sweetheart, I’m ready to be part of your life. I’ll accept all of it. Even…this.” Her face brightened when Trevin dropped his shirt.

Rylie rolled her eyes. “We’ll be out all night, so don’t stay up for us.”

“Have fun,” Jessica said. To her credit, she only sounded a little nervous.

Abel joined hands with Rylie, drawing her into the pack as the energy of the moon swept over them. The huge, silvery sphere hung over the ridges of the mountains, turning the trees into blue shadows and making the waterfall sparkle.

“Ready?” Abel asked.

Rylie tilted her face toward the moon, drinking in its rays, spreading her energy through the pack.

“Yes,” she whispered.

She allowed all of her wolves to change at once, drawing their pain away so that they could shift effortlessly into their second skins. Fur blossomed like flowers facing the sun. They were a dozen different shades of gray and brown and gold—huge, beautiful beasts that Rylie could never see as monsters.

Rylie and Abel changed last. He was black, and she was gold. Together, they were the sun and the night, yin and yang.

She was afraid to face her mother, afraid to see Jessica’s reaction. But she wasn’t going to try to hide from her mom anymore. Rylie turned to her proudly—Alpha of the pack.

Jessica’s hands covered her mouth, eyes filled with tears. “You’re beautiful,” she said.

Rylie’s heart swelled. Abel rammed his face into hers, as if to say, I told you so.

The pack ran into the night, and Rylie was home.
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