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ONE
Proposal
The longest journey was always the one going home. And it only seemed to take longer when Seth knew that his girlfriend was waiting for him… with his brother.
His years studying pre-med seemed to take torturous decades. But even slow time marched forward, and his endless, aching days at the university did pass.
July came, and Seth finally went home.
He stood in the middle of the Gresham Ranch house’s living room, drinking in the sights, sounds, and smells he had been missing all semester.
Aunt Gwyn’s furnishings were looking even more beat up than usual. After a few months of having werewolves play-fight, eat, and sleep on her couches, they were looking more like very sad piles of leather and wood than actual furniture.
A vase of blossoms decorated the mantel. Dried scales, taken from shedding rattlesnakes, were hung by the door. Everything smelled a little bit like wet dog, even though Seth knew Gwyn was anal about cleanliness.
But it was home. Home.
Rylie’s jacket hung on a hook by the rattlesnake scales, nestled in Abel’s duster. Seth tried not to look at them as he stacked a pile of lumber from the shed by the windows.
Preparing to fortify the ranch wasn’t enough to dampen his relief at being home; where werewolves were concerned, the threat of impending danger was pretty homey, too.
Once he had everything set down, he pulled a hammer and nails out of the closet, set them on the coffee table, and considered the room’s entry points.
The kitchen. The front windows. The hall. It wouldn’t be too hard to secure, if things got ugly.
He was about to go looking for Rylie when he realized there was one entry point he hadn’t considered: the fireplace. Seth kneeled and glanced up the chimney. It was probably too narrow for a human to squeeze inside, but he wasn’t certain that they were dealing with humans. Better to board that up, too.
As he straightened, the pictures on the mantel caught his eye. There was a picture of two wolves among the school headshots of Bekah and Levi, and the Gresham family photos. One of the wolves was slender and gold; the other was a hulking black beast. Seth would have recognized Rylie and Abel anywhere. He had spent more than enough nights running with them as a human.
He picked up the picture of the two wolves. They were seated beside each other, shoulder-to-shoulder. They looked like yin and yang.
Seth’s jaw clenched. He set the picture back down a little too hard.
He unpacked his suitcase in Rylie’s bedroom. She always saved the bottom two drawers of her dresser for him, even though he never had enough to fill them, and their laundry would end up all mixed together by the end of the week anyway.
Seth put his guns in the safe under Rylie’s bed, but left it unlocked. And then he pulled the last item out of his bag—a small jewelry box.
There was a gold ring inside, which he had bought at a shop in the town where he attended college. He hadn’t been planning to buy a ring for Rylie that day. He just happened to be passing the window when it caught his eye.
Rylie wasn’t the kind of girl who would be impressed by a diamond ring, but what he saw was something different, something special—a milky white rock that Seth had instantly recognized as a moonstone. It was bordered by clusters of tiny, sparkling diamonds. It looked like the full moon and the stars in the sky.
Perfect for Rylie.
Seth had found himself going into the shop, and a few minutes later, he had walked out with a lighter wallet and the ring in his pocket.
That had been over a month ago, and he had been thinking about the ring ever since. He spent a lot of time just opening the box to stare at it and contemplate what it meant.
He closed the box again, put it in his pocket, and went looking for Rylie.
Abel was sitting on the back patio, sharpening a hunting knife.
“How’s it going?” Seth asked, pausing at his side.
His brother glanced at him. “Fine.” That one word spoke volumes—resentful volumes.
“I put lumber by the front door. We should probably prepare to guard our rooms, too. Do you want me to put some by your bedroom window?”
Abel grunted.
“I can get Levi to do it if you’re busy,” Seth ventured.
“Yeah. Fine. That works.”
Aunt Gwyneth stepped out the back door, brushing out one of her thick gray braids. “Have either of you seen Rylie since dinner?”
Adrenaline rushed through Seth. “No. Why?”
“She’s not inside. I thought she might be with you boys.”
Abel stood, clenching the knife. “I’ll look for her.”
But Seth was already backing down the hill. “I’ve got it. She probably just went for a walk. It’s almost the new moon—she always gets restless about now.”
He jogged into the night, stretching out his senses for the tickle at the back of his neck that would tell him werewolves were nearby. He could always feel plenty of them around the ranch, but Rylie’s energy resonated with him in a different way. Seth wasn’t sure if it was the Alpha thing or if he just loved her so much that he couldn’t keep away.
Seth found her pale form by the highway. She climbed over the fence onto their property again when she saw him approach.
Every time he went away to college, he started to forget just how beautiful Rylie was. He always knew she was pretty—just thinking about her made him feel warm and possessive. But the reality of her beauty never failed to shock him.
She looked surprised to see him approach, but she extended her hands toward him anyway, and Seth caught her in an embrace.
“What are you doing out here alone?” he asked, scanning the fields without releasing her. Rylie fit under his arm perfectly.
She leaned her head on his chest. “Look at this.” She pointed to tracks in the mud on the other side of the fence. “I smell Pagan. She was here this afternoon.”
A surge of protectiveness rocked through Seth, so sudden and strong that it was hard to breathe. “She’s checking us out. You shouldn’t be out here.”
“I couldn’t sleep. I’ve been worrying.”
“Nothing’s going to hurt you,” he said. “I promise. I won’t let it happen.”
She shuddered against his chest. “But it’s already July. You’ll go back to school next month—and then what? I mean… it’s fine. But it’s easy for you to tell me not to worry when it’s not going to be your problem soon.”
Seth pressed her hand against his heart and took a long look at her.
He hadn’t told Rylie yet, but he wasn’t going back to college that fall. He had rushed through the last few semesters with almost double the normal credit load. Between his crazy schedule and the summer and winter terms, he had already completed his undergraduate degree.
He was taking the year off before entering medical school, which gave him a lot of time to be with her. There would be plenty of time to explain that later, when she wasn’t trembling with fear.
“Your safety is always my problem,” he said firmly. “You fill my mind and heart. I’m not going anywhere until I know you’re safe.”
It didn’t seem to soothe her at all. She remained tense. “We should go inside.”
The hint of sadness in her voice was just too much for Seth to bear. He felt the weight of the ring box in his pocket.
He gave her a weak smile. “Wait a second. You never asked about the surprise I have for you.”
She blinked. “Oh—what is it?”
“Well, I wanted to wait until we could go somewhere special or something, but since it sounds like things might be getting crazy soon…” Seth blew a breath out of his lips. “I’ve been thinking a lot lately. About our relationship.”
She pulled away from him and hung her head. “Yeah. Me too.”
“I want to be with you more, and I just worry we don’t have enough time. You know?” he asked.
Rylie didn’t seem to know. She gave him a blank look.
Was he speaking in a foreign language? Everything was coming out in a jumble. He was trying to tell her that he had already gotten through pre-med, just for her, but it got lost somewhere between his brain and lips.
Seth took a deep breath to try a different angle.
“And with everything happening now—this Cain thing and missing werewolves and silver bullets…”
She gave a little gasp. “You’re not breaking up with me, are you?”
He had to laugh. “Are you serious? I would never let you go, Rylie. I’d have to be stupid.”
“Then what?”
He braced himself, dropped to one knee, and pulled out the ring box.
He watched the emotions flash over Rylie’s heart-shaped face. Confusion turned to surprise in a flash. Was that a good thing, or a bad thing?
Rylie’s white-blond hair fluttered around her face in the midsummer breeze. Her golden eyes flashed. She bit her bottom lip.
God, she was so beautiful.
He swallowed hard. He had to ask now, before he lost his nerve.
“Rylie… will you marry me?”
Her mouth moved soundlessly.
Then her eyes flicked over his shoulder, and that shock turned to fear.
“Abel!” she cried. Not exactly the response he had been hoping for.
A shot whip-cracked through the air.
Seth had heard enough guns firing to recognize it instantly.
He twisted to see what had gone wrong. Abel stood on the hill. A woman was behind him, gun drawn—Pagan.
His brother put a hand to his side and tumbled to his knees.
He had been shot.
Seth’s gun was drawn and aimed in an instant. He fired off one shot, and then another; Pagan fled down the hill, leaving Abel bleeding on the grass.
“Save him,” Rylie said with a growl, her spine hunched.
“Wait—”
But she was already gone. With a cry, her human form erupted.
Blood sprayed. Blond hair puddled on the ground. Her clothes shredded, bones popped, and she fell to all fours.
Within moments, the girl he had just asked to marry him was a sleek, golden wolf, almost more catlike than canine.
Rylie looked at him for a moment as if to say, Don’t let him die.


And then she vanished into the night, chasing Pagan.



TWO
Injured
Seth was fast, but not fast enough to keep up with a werewolf on the hunt. Save him, she had said. Of course she thought about Abel’s safety first.
He ran up the hill to find his brother groaning and sweaty. His shirt was stained with blood.
It looked bad. Really bad.
He kept his tone light and teasing to hide his worry. “Were you spying on us?” Seth asked, lifting the hem to glance at the injury underneath. It was too dark to tell if the bullet had made it all the way through, but touching the area made his fingers sticky.
Abel glared at him, lips drawn back in a grimace. “Proposing marriage in some muddy field? God, you’re such a tool.” That was a good sign. If he was being insulting, he probably wasn’t on the brink of death.
Seth crouched and pulled Abel’s arm over his shoulders, helping him stand.
They limped to the house together. Every step ripped a sound of pain from Abel’s throat, and by the time they reached the back door, he wasn’t walking for himself at all. He stumbled on the threshold.
Seth dropped him on the kitchen floor.
“Jesus,” Gwyn said, stepping in from the living room wearing her nightgown with a hammer in hand. Several of the werewolves from the barn were behind her, trying to see over her shoulder. “What happened?”
Seth barked out one word: “Hunter.”
Rylie’s aunt pointed at two of the wolves—Levi and Sora. “You two, come with me.”
Then she stepped into the living room long enough to grab her shotgun and headed out the back door.
“Turn on the lights,” Seth ordered, and Bekah hurried to obey.
The fluorescents flared on, and he inspected his brother’s injuries. There was both an entry and an exit wound, and it was shallow. If Pagan had been using normal bullets, it wouldn’t have fazed Abel.
But she had been using silver bullets.
The skin was inflamed and red. Blood puddled underneath him.
Everything Seth knew about safe handling of wounds didn’t apply to werewolves—Abel didn’t have any diseases to protect against, aside from the kind transferred by a bite, and Seth didn’t have to worry about contaminating the injury. Werewolves were immune to infection.
All that left for him to do was remove the fragments of metal at any cost. The alloy hunters used was soft and tended to spread inside the body. Silver poisoning was an ugly thing to witness. If Abel didn’t die, he would go crazy.
Seth had watched it happen to Rylie before. He didn’t want to see it happen again.
“Sorry,” he muttered, plunging his fingers into the wound. Abel shouted and arched his back. His fists flailed. He almost hit Seth. “Someone hold him!”
Bekah helped pin him down as Seth removed two large bullet fragments. She was strong, despite her size, but it took all of her weight to keep Abel’s shoulders flat on the linoleum.
Seth dug out the biggest pieces of silver and dropped them on the counter. He wiped his hands on a dishrag.
Abel sagged, panting and weak. “You are a shitty doctor, bro.”
“You’re welcome,” Seth said. He would have to explore the injury further, and quickly.
Rylie dragged Pagan into the kitchen. She almost wasn’t recognizable as the attempted assassin Seth had been hunting in North Harbor. Her arm was a mangled mess of blood, and her pale face was covered in dirt. She sagged in the jaws of the werewolf like a rag doll.
“Holy crap. Is she alive?” Bekah asked, hovering nearby with her hands held out, as if she wanted to help Rylie but wasn’t sure how.
Gwyn entered next, tracking muddy boot prints on the linoleum. “She’s alive, but I think something’s wrong with that woman,” she said, nodding at Pagan. “Rylie took it easy on her. It’s like her skin is tissue paper.”
“Throw her in the cellar,” Seth said. “Padlock the door. I’ll look at her when I’m done with Abel.”
Bekah threw Pagan over her shoulder and took her out the back door again.
Rylie’s bones popped and crunched. The shift back from wolf was smoother, but it took a few minutes longer than her last transition.
Gwyn draped a blanket over her niece’s bare body. “I’m going to make sure that Pagan doesn’t wake up and hurt Bekah.”
Rylie didn’t respond. She only had eyes for Abel.
“Are you okay?” she asked, gripping one of his hands in both of hers. Her mouth was still stained with Pagan’s blood. A streak ran from the corner of her lips to her right ear.
Abel responded by lifting a hand to Rylie’s cheek. She closed her eyes and tilted her face into his palm.
Nauseating venom surged through Seth. He took Rylie’s hand to distract her. “I need to finish extracting the silver,” he said as calmly as he could manage. “Can you help me move Abel?”
She could have lifted the weight of three people at once if she wanted to, but Abel was tall and unwieldy. They had to work together to drag him down the hall to his bedroom.
He gave a low groan as he settled into the mattress.
Seth ducked into the bedroom he shared with Rylie to find tweezers and gauze. When he returned, she was kneeling beside Abel, and they spoke in low voices.
“Pagan won’t be firing another gun anytime soon,” Rylie said, eyes burning and cheeks flushed. Seth hadn’t seen her that angry in a long time. “I ate her arm.”
Abel didn’t seem to care about the implications of a werewolf bite that didn’t kill. He gave a faint smile. “That’s my girl.”
Seth sat down on the side of the bed, shoulder muscles tensed into knots. “This is going to hurt,” he said, and without further warning, he began to operate on his brother.
Rylie couldn’t watch Seth work on Abel. It made her nerves tie into knots. So instead, she got dressed and paced outside the cellar door.
It was almost an hour before Bekah and Gwyn came out again. They wrapped a chain around the handles and padlocked it.
“Is Pagan going to survive?” Rylie asked, gnawing on her thumbnail.
“I don’t know,” Gwyn said, checking the safety on Pagan’s pistol and stuffing it in her belt. Her eyes roved over the darkened hills as she guided her niece toward the back porch. “She’s bleeding a lot.”
Guilt twisted in Rylie’s stomach. “I was angry.”
“You’re a force to be reckoned with, babe. For now, that woman’s not going anywhere. What did you call her? Pagan? What kind of name is that?”
“You would have to ask her parents,” Rylie said, echoing what the assassin had told her the first time they met. The joke fell just as flat the second time.
Gwyn faced Bekah. “Start boarding the living room windows.” She waited until the Riese girl went inside before speaking again. “Rylie, there’s something not right about that woman down there. It’s not just the severity of the injury. Her skin—I could see through it to her bones.”
Rylie blinked. “What?”
“I know it sounds crazy, but… I don’t think she’s human.”
“Then what is she?”
Gwyn shook her head. “Maybe a ghost.”



THREE
Questioning
Seth spent the entire night locked in Abel’s bedroom. “Pagan used some kind of bullet that encapsulated silver pellets. The wound looks superficial, but the damage is deep,” he told Rylie when she checked on them at three in the morning. His eyes were rimmed with rings of exhaustion, and his brother was unconscious. “I keep finding more fragments buried in the muscle.”
“Can you get it all?” she asked, twisting her hands together.
Seth’s eyes were dark as he returned his attention to the injury. “I have to.”
She slipped out of the room. He didn’t acknowledge her exit—he was too absorbed in fixing his brother.
Vanthe was in the hallway outside, like he had been listening in on their conversation.
“What are you doing here?” Rylie asked.
He leaned around her to see into the bedroom. She shut the door before he could get a peek. “Is Abel going to be okay?”
“Yes,” she said firmly, like saying it would make it true.
Anger sparked in Vanthe’s golden eyes. “Who would have dared come into the sanctuary for an attack?”
“It doesn’t matter. We’ve got the shooter locked up, and we’re safe for now. I promise.”
“Who was it?” he pressed, stepping closer.
Rylie squared her shoulders and lifted her chin, staring him in the eye. He was a new werewolf, so he probably didn’t realize that she was asserting her dominance, but it should have triggered an instinctive reaction anyway.
It didn’t. He looked too angry to notice that she was challenging him.
She was already on edge from being attacked. The sting of disrespect was enough to tip her over the edge. “Sit down,” she growled through her teeth.
The weirdness of the command broke through Vanthe’s temper. “Why?”
“Because if you don’t, I might rip your throat out.”
That got him moving. He dropped onto the chair against the wall.
As soon as he was shorter than Rylie, her heart stopped pounding quite so hard. It still took a few deep breaths before she could speak rationally.
“I’m an Alpha werewolf,” she said in a tight voice that was about an octave deeper than normal. “Don’t ever look me in the eye. Hunch your back when we’re talking. And if you’re going to argue with me, you better do it when your head is below mine. Otherwise, I could bite your head off—literally.”
“Abel doesn’t do any of that.”
Her fading anger spiked again.
“You’re not Abel,” she snapped. “Show some respect.”
Vanthe focused his gaze on her feet, and it looked like the effort was physically painful. “Fine. I can do that.”
“Good.” Rylie took one more deep breath and let it out. She tried not to be too obvious about checking her fingernails for blood. They were usually the first thing to go when she was on the brink of wolfing out, but all of them were secure.
“I’m just worried,” Vanthe said, quieter than before.
It was normal for werewolves to seek their Alpha when they were scared—and she had snapped at him. The new guy. God, she was the worst Alpha ever.
She sighed. “I’m sorry.”
“I’ll get down to the barn.”
He kept his shoulders hunched until he was out of sight.
She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirror. There was still blood on her mouth, and her eyes blazed with anger. She looked terrifying. No wonder Vanthe had been scared.
She took a blanket to the porch swing and wrapped herself in it, watching the hills lit by the moon’s waning crescent. The muffled sounds of hammering rang out in the night as Gwyn and the pack locked down the ranch house.
Rylie glimpsed the occasional flash of Bekah and Levi running laps around the perimeter. She watched them for what felt like hours.
But she must have dozed off at some point, because she woke up with the light of sunrise warming her cheeks, and Seth’s hand on her shoulder.
Rylie sat up with a jolt. The swing tilted at her motion. “What’s going on? Are we under attack?”
“Not right now,” Seth said, settling next to her.
“Abel?”
“He’s going to be okay. I think I’ve got everything. I’ll have to watch his symptoms for a few days to make sure he doesn’t have silver poisoning, but he’s stable for now.”
She sagged against his arm. “Thank God.”
They sat together for a few silent minutes, watching the ranch stir with the onset of day. Someone must have taken charge while Rylie was asleep. There were still werewolves running laps around the fence, but Bekah and Levi had been replaced by Trevin, Vanthe, and Analizia.
A few other people had already gotten down to chores, too. Raven was pulling weeds down the hill, and her sensitive ears and nose suggested that others were working in the back acres, somewhere out of sight. Nothing inspired proactivity in a bunch of lazy werewolves like an attack.
“Everything looks normal,” Rylie said.
“Everything is, as far as I can tell. Pagan was alone.” Seth’s arm tightened around her. “But why?”
She leaned over to kiss his cheek. He hadn’t shaved in a while, and his skin was coarse with stubble. “Let’s find out.”
Nobody had gone down to check on Pagan since Gwyn locked her in the cellar. Rylie had been secretly hoping she might have died—not just because she hurt Abel, but because that would mean they wouldn’t have to deal with her turning into a werewolf.
But when they opened the chains on the door and descended down the dark steps, she found Pagan sitting in the corner, wrists tied behind her back, very alive and looking totally bored. She was in the same shorts and camisole that she had been wearing in North Harbor, although they were much bloodier than before.
There was no sign of the transparent skin that Gwyn had reported. But there was blood—lots of it. She didn’t seem to have clotted at all, and the floor under her was drenched with sticky crimson fluid.
“How can I help you?” Pagan asked in a too-bright voice, like a cashier at a coffee shop. She looked totally unimpressed by the rifle Seth had propped against one shoulder.
“Why are you hunting us?” Rylie asked.
“I’m watching you for Cain.” She twisted her arms in their bindings. Fresh blood flowed around the ropes, filling the air with the iron scent of blood until Rylie couldn’t smell anything else. “He told me to reconnoiter, but to save your deaths until he could enjoy them properly. But it’s hard to pass up the opportunity to kill when it arises.”
Seth crouched in front of her, gun aimed safely at the wall. “Who’s Cain?”
“He’s your reckoning.”
He turned the barrel so that it was pointed at her chest. She didn’t even glance at it. “Tell me who Cain is.”
“Oh, please.” Pagan focused on Rylie over his shoulder. “Is he serious?”
“Deadly serious,” Rylie said, hoping that it sounded threatening. She had never needed to question a prisoner before.
“Who are you? What are you?” Seth asked.
Pagan gave an exaggerated roll of her eyes. “You don’t have the testicular fortitude required to get me to talk, little boy. I’m older than I look, and I could tell you things about my life that would give your grandkids nightmares.”
“Maybe he’s not going to do anything to you, but I could,” Rylie said, baring her teeth.
“Be my guest. I still have another arm for you to eat.”
Rylie didn’t really know what to do when she got called on her bluff. She wasn’t really going to bite Pagan again. Just the thought of trying to torture someone made her queasy.
Pagan saw the doubt in her eyes, and she laughed again.
“I can prevent you from bleeding to death from your injuries if you talk to us,” Seth said.
“I can’t bleed to death. Are you kidding? My God, this is the most fun I’ve ever had being captured.” She kicked her feet up on a box of canned green beans. Pagan grinned. “I bet it’s going to be even more fun when Cain frees me, and we kill every last one of you.”
Seth stood. Stepped back beside Rylie. “Is he coming?”
“Oh yes.” Pagan shifted on the floor to bare her wounded arm. Her hair fell over her neck. There was a tattoo on her neck of an apple dripping with black blood. “And your flooding fluids will taste so sweet.”
As if to illustrate, she twisted her arm hard. The rope dug into her wrists. Fresh blood cascaded down her hands.
And she kept laughing.
“She’s not human,” Seth said after they had locked the cellar again and returned to the surface.
It was a warm, bright day, but Rylie felt cold all over. “If she’s not human, than what is she? I couldn’t smell her. There was way too much blood.”
He gave a stiff shrug. He looked pale and tired. “Werewolves aren’t the only dangerous thing out there. Some hunters kill other monsters.” He cast a glare at the cellar door. “Like demons.”
Rylie shivered and crossed herself. She hadn’t been to church in a long time. She wasn’t even sure she could walk on holy ground now that she had become one of the scary things that lurked in the night. But the gesture made her feel better.
“You mean we have a demon in my cellar?”
“Maybe.” Seth glanced at the bright blue sky. “I guess we’ll be able to tell in three days. If she doesn’t transform on the new moon, she’s definitely not human.” He sighed and started unloading his rifle. “We need help on this, Rylie. I’m going to make some phone calls.”
He dropped the rounds into his pocket and headed for the house.
Rylie bit her bottom lip, watching his retreating back.
“Seth?”
He paused in the doorway. “What?”
“Last night… when you proposed…”
Seth seemed to know what she was thinking. He gave her a lopsided grin that lacked its usual brilliance. “The timing was bad for that. I don’t need an answer now. Just… think about it. Okay?”
She wanted to tell him that she didn’t need time. That she was totally ready to marry him, even though she was only eighteen, and they hadn’t seen each other much lately.
But that wouldn’t have been true, would it?
Remembering Abel’s stricken expression when he saw Seth’s proposal made her feel sick.
She took a deep breath to brace herself. “Have you ever heard of something about… mating? In relation to Alphas?” It was hard to make the words come out. She wanted to crawl into the cellar with Pagan and die.
Seth’s eyebrows drew together. He stepped away from the door. “The only Alphas I’ve ever seen were in small family packs. One was married, and one was some guy with two kids. Mating wasn’t an issue. But I didn’t spend a lot of time studying the werewolves before killing them.”
“Oh,” she said.
He dropped the rifle to his side. “Why are you asking?”
“Levi mentioned it,” Rylie said, her pulse speeding. Before she could think better of it, she went on to add, “And I’ve been feeling weird about Abel lately.”
“Weird?” Seth echoed.
“Yeah. Like… drawn to him. Levi suggested it might be an Alpha thing.”
Seth stared at her for a long time. She had no idea what his expression meant, but it made her feel about three inches tall.
“That would actually explain a lot,” he said, and there was no anger in his voice.
“What do you mean?”
“I’m not blind, Rylie. I noticed you guys are acting… weird. Like you said.” He shrugged one shoulder. “There’s still a lot we don’t know about werewolves. Nobody studied them other than my dad.”
“How do we get more information?” she asked.
He smiled again. It was a little brighter than before—almost encouraging. “I’ll see what I can find out.”
Seth went inside, and the screen door groaned shut behind him.



FOUR
Reinforcements
A black SUV with government license plates arrived the next day. It had a bumper sticker that said “Union of Kopides and Aspides,” and long antennas drooping over the hood. Both of those were normal for a Union transport. They were terrible at subtlety. The government markings, however, were new.
Seth was waiting for them at the gate to the ranch. The SUV stopped, and a man with shoulders nearly as wide as he was tall jumped out.
Yasir strode toward Seth. “Hey, kid,” he greeted. They clasped hands. He had pleasantly rough palms, and his knuckles made it look like he punched brick walls for fun. Maybe he did. The Union had some pretty intense training regimens.
“Long time,” Seth said, studying the commander. He had a few new scars and a gold tooth replacing one canine.
Yasir snorted. “Not long enough.”
The last time they had seen each other, it had been in the aftermath of the Union hunters fighting against the werewolves on Gray Mountain. Yasir had made it pretty clear that he didn’t want to have anything to do with werewolves anymore, regardless of what the Union’s command center said.
“Thanks for coming to help us,” Seth said.
Yasir crossed his arms. “Officially, Stripes and I are on leave. This isn’t Union business. Understand?”
“Stripes came with you?”
“Yeah. He was bored. But we don’t have any other support. Got it?”
“Got it,” Seth said. He preferred not to have the rest of the Union getting involved anyway.
Yasir’s eyes skimmed the ranch. “How many do you have?”
“Over twenty right now.” Seth jerked his thumb at the barn. “Most of them are sleeping out there.”
“And the demon?”
“In the cellar.”
Yasir waved to the SUV, and Stripes jumped out. He had a black duffel bag slung over one shoulder that bulged at the seams. Jumper cables hung out of the open zipper. “I’ll see what we can find out,” Yasir said, pointing Stripes toward the house.
Seth grabbed his arm, stopping him before he could leave. “One more thing. You guys use my dad’s research on werewolves all the time. Did you know there were chapters he didn’t publish in his book?”
Yasir nodded. “There were missing chapters on Eleanor’s body when we recovered it from Gray Mountain.”
“Is there anything about werewolf mating habits in there?”
“There might be.” Yasir looked wary. “Why? We don’t have to worry about the pack breeding, do we?”
“We promised that the werewolves would die out, and we meant it.”
The commander nodded. “I don’t know what the extra research said, but I can put in a request to get a copy. It’ll take a few days to pull it out of the archives, though. Would that help?”
It was even better than Seth had hoped for. “Yes. Thank you.”
“Can we go now?” Stripes asked from a few yards up the hill, shaking his duffel bag. “I want to talk with the demon.”
Seth nodded.
The men went up the hill and disappeared into the cellar with Pagan.
Rylie steered clear of Yasir and Stripes and kept her pack patrolling the sanctuary’s perimeter to watch for attack. But there was no sign of any other hunters, much less anyone trying to save the captive in her cellar.
If nobody came for Pagan when she screamed like that, Rylie seriously doubted anyone was going to come for her at all.
Three days passed in a blink. The moon dwindled in the sky. It turned into the barest sliver, and then vanished on the last night.
Rylie sat with Abel as the sun set on the evening of the new moon. He had been sleeping for almost three days straight.
The room smelled like sweat and sickness—the odor of a silver-poisoned wolf. Seth had done two more passes in the wound and still hadn’t found everything. No wonder Abel looked so miserable.
She touched his cheek. The skin was scorching. “Wake up, Abel.” His eyes opened to slits, and she smiled. “Hey, lazy bones.”
He grimaced. “Don’t bother me. I feel like shit.”
“Yeah, I bet you do. But it’s the new moon tonight. Seth thinks that you have a shot at healing once you transform.”
“Can I do it in bed?”
“Gwyn says that you have to buy new furniture and repaint the room if you do,” Rylie said. “Let’s save a few hundred dollars and go outside, okay? I’ll help you.”
He pushed her away and tried to get up on his own. He staggered.
“Floor’s tilted,” he said when she stepped in to grab his arm.
“No, you just suck at walking.”
Rylie half-carried him outside to the waiting pack. Bekah was at the door, and she took his other arm as soon as they emerged. The rest of the pack was waiting in the field behind the barn.
“Where’s Seth?” Abel asked.
“He and Gwyn are keeping an eye on Pagan in the cellar tonight,” Rylie said. “Just in case.”
He shot her a look. “In case of what, exactly?”
In case she started to transform.
Yasir and Stripes were in the cellar, too, and they had rifles loaded with silver bullets. Rylie had promised that there was no way the werewolf species was going to grow.
If Pagan began to change, they would shoot her.
She laid Abel on the grass, and everyone circled around them.
“Silver,” Vanthe said, closing his eyes to taste the air. “There’s silver in his blood.”
A murmur spread through the pack. Pyper and Analizia actually drew back, like the silver might be contagious.
Rylie raised her voice so everyone could hear her. “Abel’s been poisoned. When he changes, there’s a pretty good chance he’s going to be wild. Whatever happens, we have to keep him in the sanctuary. But don’t get in a fight with Abel. Let me handle him.”
“I can do that,” someone piped up from behind her. She craned around to see who had spoken. It was Eldon, with his nervous laughter and habit of disappearing whenever chores needed to get done. Of course it was Eldon.
Rylie opened her mouth to snap at him, but the energy of the moon rippled over her before she could.
It was getting dark quickly. There was a patch over the hills where stars weren’t emerging—blocked by the new moon. Her muscles warmed.
“Five minutes,” she said. The pack spread out, but Rylie stayed on her knees beside Abel. She lowered her voice so only he could hear her speak. “There’s one more thing you need to know. The Union is here.”
“What?”
She shushed him, glancing around to make sure nobody was listening. The closest people were Bekah and Levi, and they were deep in conversation.
“Pagan said that Cain would come for her. Seth thought we needed help—and I agreed. When would be a better time to attack than when everyone in the sanctuary is a mindless animal?”
“When they don’t have teeth and claws that can turn a hunter into French fries?” Abel groaned and pressed a hand to his injured side. “The bandages…”
His skin rippled, like something was moving under the surface.
It was time.
“Hang in there,” she murmured, removing the gauze as his body began to distort.
The wound looked worse than it had on the night he received it. Parts of it had healed, but what remained looked like it was rotting. Even tiny bits of silver had a way of festering in a wolf’s blood.
Abel caught her hand at his side. “Don’t let me hurt you.”
“What?”
“It’s going to be bad tonight. I can feel it.” And, as if on cue, he gritted his teeth, his back bowed, and his grip tightened until her bones ached. He took several deep breaths before speaking again. “If I’m going to be bad—don’t come near me. Don’t let me hurt you.”
“You would never hurt me,” she said, trying to focus her energy to calm his transformation. But it couldn’t touch him. Not a silver-poisoned wolf.
There was a pop deep inside his body, muffled by muscle. Abel’s cry split the night.
“I can’t make it easier on you.” Her eyes burned. “I’m so sorry.”
Abel’s body twisted with the transformation. It was hard to see what was happening to him in the dark, moonless night, but Rylie had been through it enough times to know what he was going through.
His teeth would loosen and fall out. His fingernails would follow. Then his hair.
His spine would grind against itself as new vertebrae grew, extending into a tail. And judging by the quiet popcorn sounds and Abel’s piercing shriek, it was happening fast.
His knees would break—she could already hear the cracking—and switch sides.
Rylie tried to focus on sending her energy out to the pack at large, controlling the transformations of the twenty other wolves she could help, but it was hard when Abel was in so much pain and spraying blood on the grass.
He flipped onto his side, curled into a ball of half-human, half-wolf flesh that writhed and rolled.
His eyes caught hers. There was no man in them—only beast.
And it was hungry.
“Run,” he whispered.
“No, Abel…”
His shoulders popped and slid into place as he climbed to his paws. Glistening claws dug into the soil.
Abel’s scream shattered the night.
“Run!”



FIVE
Rescued
Seth sat on a box in the cellar with his rifle across his knees. The howling of the pack was muffled by several feet of earth and a heavy door, and he wondered which of them was Abel.
“They’ll be all right,” Gwyn said, patting his shoulder. “The pack’s got Rylie. She’s tougher than you think.”
He found a smile somewhere inside of him, but it was weak and brief. “I think she’s pretty damn strong, so that says a lot.”
They were positioned at the front of the room, watching the door in case someone—or something—tried to enter. Yasir and Stripes sat in the back with Pagan, a battery, and jumper cables. There were marks on her papery skin where the Union men had shocked her.
She wasn’t laughing anymore.
Pagan stared at her captors with fury in her black eyes, but her mouth was shut. She didn’t talk back to them the way she talked back to Rylie.
Stripes stared at the ceiling, knuckles white on his gun. “Those noises.” He shivered. “It’s like that night on the mountain again.”
Yasir checked his rifle’s safety, and checked it again, like something could have possibly happened to it in the three seconds since his last inspection. “Don’t think about it.” He glanced at Pagan. “How do you feel?”
She sneered. “Like a car with a dead battery. What do you think I feel like?”
“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”
“I already told you, I can’t turn into a werewolf!” On the last word, her skin flickered like a dying light bulb. For an instant, her bones were visible underneath.
“Megaira,” the commander said.
Seth blinked. “What?”
“I think she’s a megaira. Maybe half-megaira, half-human. It’s a demon that feeds on human aggression. That’s why you can lock her in a cellar for three days without food and she doesn’t die. But electrical current…” Yasir nudged the battery with the toe of his shoe. “It interrupts infernal energy.”
Pagan rolled onto her side. Her hair fell over her face, but Seth could still see her white teeth when she smiled. “Give the boy a diploma. He figured it out.”
“A demon?” Gwyn asked, eyebrows lifting toward her hairline. She tipped her hat back with a knuckle. “Say that again, because I’m thinking I heard you wrong.”
“Creatures from Hell,” Stripes muttered, shooting a sideways look at Pagan.
“There aren’t many of them in this part of America,” Yasir said, speaking over his companion. “They stick to major urban areas. Out here? Not enough humans, not enough food.”
“You know, I don’t believe in God,” Gwyn said.
Yasir barked a mirthless laugh. “Neither do I.”
The door rattled.
Seth stood up, putting the gun to his shoulder. Gwyn took position at his side.
The door rattled again.
“You are all in deep trouble,” Pagan said.
Stripes kicked her. “Shut up!”
The door rattled a third time, and Seth heard the chains sliding against the handles. He raised his voice. “Whoever is there, I’m warning you—anyone who comes through that door tonight is getting shot.”
“It’s not one of your dogs out there,” Pagan said. Her eyes glimmered darkly, and blood stained her teeth. “Cain’s come for me.”
The single light bulb popped, showering sparks on them.
Darkness filled the cellar, so black and complete that Seth couldn’t see his own hands.
The door slammed open.
The air split with the sound of gunshots as four firearms were simultaneously discharged. Cloth shifted and metal clacked.
A grunt. A meaty slam, like a body hitting the floor.
Someone shouted—someone male. Stripes?
Seth spun, searching for something to shoot. He couldn’t tell the difference between Gwyneth and Yasir, much less an intruder.
Another gunshot. Someone screamed.
“Lights—we need lights!” Gwyn shouted.
Seth fumbled, and his hand fell on a camping lantern on the shelf. It took three tries to flip the switch.
A brilliant LED glow flooded the cellar. Two other people were standing nearby—Gwyn and the commander.
And there was a body on the ground.
Seth kicked over the dark shape on the floor, and Stripes rolled onto his back. His eyes were empty.
Dead.
“Where’s Pagan?” Gwyn asked.
Yasir was already running up the steps. Seth followed, gun hugged to his chest.
Even without a moon, it was so much brighter on the surface than it had been in the cellar. A dozen dark shapes tracked over the hills, each of them the size of a small pony. Werewolves.
And somewhere among them, Pagan and Cain.
Seth moved to chase. But before he made it three steps into the field, he realized something was wrong.
The werewolves were usually playful under Rylie’s control, but they were scattered and wild that night. They chased each other through the hills with piercing howls.
The entire pack was out of control, which meant their Alpha was too focused on something else to notice them.
Abel must have been worse than Seth expected.
Was that his brother’s dark form among the trees? Seth cupped his hands around his mouth. “Abel! Rylie!”
The wolf didn’t react.
Seth prepared to shout again, but the smell of something burning stopped him. It was a cloying, powerful scent. If his human nose could pick it up, then something had to be burning hot.
He glanced at the ranch house. No hint of smoke.
“Seth!” Yasir yelled. He was on the opposite hill, and his silhouette was lit on the edges with a dancing red glow.
Swearing under his breath, Seth ran to his side.
The barn was on fire.
Flames leaped in the shattered windows, licking at the walls and turning them black. Sparks lit in the dry grass.
“Cain,” Yasir said. “It must have been Cain.” Seth pulled out his cell phone, starting to dial the emergency number, but Yasir grabbed his arm. “Wait! We can’t have firefighters come to a ranch filled with werewolves.”
He was right.
Seth groaned and scrubbed his hands over his hair. “Okay. There’s a pump on the other side of the barn. I’ll get the hose.”
“I don’t think we can stop this fire,” Yasir said.
“No, but we can stop it from spreading. Come on. We have to move fast.”
Seth abandoned the hunt for Pagan and rushed to save what little of the barn he could.
Rylie ran, and Abel chased.
She flew through the long grass, her feet thudded against the soil, and the nighttime wind blasted hair back from her face. Her chest heaved as her arms pumped. Her legs burned.
And behind her, the wolf was growling.
She could run for hours, if she had to—but Abel was faster. She could hear him gaining.
Rylie needed somewhere safe to transform so she could stand a chance against him. But he was snapping at her heels.
A wolf scurried past in the corner of her vision. He was dark brown with streaks of gold.
“Vanthe!” she yelled, and the word was whipped away on the wind. “Help!”
He wheeled around, looping wide through the hills. Rylie jumped behind a tree to put the trunk between her and the sleek black monster that was Abel.
The werewolves crashed together.
A yelp.
She glanced around the tree long enough to see that Abel had raked his long, silver claws down Vanthe’s side. He wasn’t slowed by the other wolf—not for long.
Rylie shut her eyes and began to change.
It was hard to focus with her heart beating a panicked tattoo against her ribs. She focused on fur and claws, and heat swept over her skin.
Too slow.
Another howl, and paws were pounding on the ground again. Abel rounded the tree.
“Oh no,” Rylie whispered.
She turned to run again. But her legs were reversing, her bones were growing, and her coordination was shot.
Abel plowed into her back, knocking them both to the ground.
She threw up an arm to protect her face, even as it blossomed with fur. Abel’s teeth clamped on her skin, snapping just inches from her face. Blood splattered onto her chest.
“No!” she cried. “Abel!”
He twisted his head back and forth, nearly wrenching the arm from its socket. It felt like her arm was being crushed under a car.
Her spine popped and twisted. Her muzzle grew, blurry in the bottom edge of her vision.
Rylie brought her mutating legs between them and shoved her feet into Abel’s chest, launching him off of her body.
He flew into the air. Hit the tree with a yelp.
She flipped onto all fours and finished the change as quickly as she could. Rylie took a short inventory of her body—paws, tail, fur in all the right places—and faced Abel as he got to his feet.
Drool hung from his bottom jaw, which was half-scarred, just like his human face. But his sharp eyes focused on her.
She issued a growl, trying to warn him: I am Alpha, Do not fight me.
He stepped forward anyway.
There was no play-bowing or impudent wriggling in the dirt. Abel was completely serious and completely out of his mind. There was no man in him. Only beast and raw instinct.
A real werewolf.
“Abel! Rylie!”
A human voice echoing over the hills—Seth’s voice.
Rylie’s head snapped up, and she searched the horizon for her boyfriend. He was by the ranch house. What was he doing out of the cellar? Did that mean Pagan had changed?
She didn’t have long to consider the implications. Abel heard Seth’s voice too, and he growled.
Sibling rivalry could get awfully ugly when one of them was a monster.
Rylie snapped at his side, drawing his attention back to her.
He struck. Her vision blurred and doubled, and they rolled down the hill together. Rylie twisted her head around, searching for any part of Abel to bite, trying to restrain him.
His teeth snapped on the ruff of fur at her neck. Her paws. Her muzzle.
The pressure of his jaws on her limbs drew forth the mind of Rylie’s wolf. She surrendered to it, letting instinct carry her away.
The wolf was a calming force—raw logic and cold anger.
And it could fight.
They bounced over rocks and slid to the shore of the pond. She flipped him over and bit his muzzle. The taste of blood flooded her tongue.
Her teeth ripped into his shoulder, pushing through the fur to tear at the vulnerable skin underneath.
He seized her back leg. She broke free, but only for an instant. Abel dived for another attack. She lowered her head and slammed it into his side.
The force of the impact threw him into the pond. Water slopped over the rocks.
He thrashed, growling and howling.
By the time he emerged from the pond, fur dripping with crimson-stained water, Rylie had the higher ground. But even with blood streaming down his face and flank, his eyes burned. Challenging her.
Abel jumped, and he slammed her into the rocks. His weight pressed against her shoulders. Forced her chest to the ground.
Jaws clamped tight on the back of her neck.
A sense of peace spread through Rylie—an acknowledgment of dominance. She sagged underneath him.
He growled and shook her, but it was gentler than before.
Someone was calling her name. Humans were somewhere on the other side of the property, searching for Rylie and Abel.
The wolf didn’t care. She didn’t acknowledge them.
She didn’t even notice when smoke rose over the hills.
Abel was dominant—Alpha. And she was at his mercy.



SIX
Abandon Ship
Rylie woke up at the furthest edge of the sanctuary, in the back corner where a barbed wire fence protected the farms beyond from an onslaught of werewolves.
And she was bleeding.
She rolled onto her back with a groan. Everywhere hurt. Her back, her legs, her head—it had been a long time since she had a headache.
There was no accompanying rush of healing fever. Just pain.
She sat up to look at herself in the blue light of dawn. Her body was a mess of scrapes and tears. How was that even possible?
Weirdly, the ache was kind of… good. Rylie had the kind of heavy, satiated feeling she enjoyed after devouring a deer or cow as a wolf. But there were no prey animals on the ranch, and she obviously hadn’t escaped. It made no sense.
Someone else groaned.
Rylie twisted to find Abel laying a few feet away. He looked a lot like she did—naked and bleeding. But he hadn’t woken up yet.
“Oh my God,” she said, crawling to his side.
Abel had healed the silver injury. There was a neat scar on his side where he had been shot. But his shoulder was torn open, and the skin was ragged all the way down his chest. A ring of puncture marks on his arms formed the shape of teeth.
Wounds inflicted by the Alpha didn’t heal as quickly as those delivered by another wolf. Which meant that Rylie must have ripped him open the night before.
She squeezed her eyes shut and struggled to remember what had happened, but nothing came to mind. Rylie had the impression of body clashing against body, a struggle in the grass, the rush of adrenaline—but that was it.
A fight between them would have explained what happened to Abel. But what had happened to her?
Abel roused enough to walk on his own, and they staggered toward the house together. Climbing up and down the swelling hills was much harder on two tired legs than four.
When they crested the hill by the pond, Rylie saw the barn. She gasped.
The skeletal remains of a building stood where the barn should have been. Ribs of iron jutted from the earth, and broken red wood was scattered everywhere, like something had exploded. The surrounding grass was scorched and wet.
Her mind tried to make sense of the debris. Was that the TV? Had those been beds?
It didn’t matter. Everything was destroyed.
Seth was still wetting down charred embers with Gwyn and Yasir’s help, but he dropped the hose when he saw them.
“Rylie!”
He scrambled to the top of the hill, and she sagged in his arms. He was covered in ash.
“What happened?” she asked, clutching at his shirt. His hands cupped her elbows to keep her on her feet.
“Pagan escaped,” Seth said, addressing Abel as well. “Cain came for her. They burned the barn.
Even after seeing it for herself, hearing the words from Seth made Rylie feel like she had been punched in the chest.
They had spent months converting the barn into a living space for the pack. She spent so many long hours picking out furniture for the bedrooms, laying carpet, getting into paint fights with Seth—and it was gone. All gone.
“Survivors?” Abel asked.
“Stripes was killed, but the pack is fine.” Seth hugged Rylie tightly. “I was so worried about you. You vanished.”
“I’m fine,” she said with a wince. The pressure hurt her scrapes.
Seth only just seemed to realize that she was wounded. His eyes widened into huge circles. “Why aren’t you healing?”
“I don’t know,” Rylie said. “I really don’t know.”
When the last of the fire was put out and dirt was spread on the coals, everyone moved inside. A lot of the pack was crying and angry, but if Aunt Gwyn was shaken, she showed no sign of it. She immediately bustled off to prepare coffee, which was her idea of being comforting.
Seth sat with Rylie on a few inches of couch and hugged her chilled body to him. She was strangely quiet, but he couldn’t exactly talk about her feelings when the living room was packed tight with werewolves.
The front door opened, and Yasir stepped in. He caught Seth’s eye over the crowd.
“Can I talk to you?” Yasir asked.
Seth gave Rylie’s shoulders one last squeeze, and then joined the commander outside. There was a light breeze and just enough clouds to keep it from getting hot. It would have been a beautiful day, if not for the destroyed barn.”
“What’s wrong?” Seth asked.
“You mean, aside from the obvious? It’s Stripes.” Yasir jerked his thumb down the road. “I found something while moving his body. Come look.”
The dead Union hunter was stretched out on a tarp in the back of the SUV.
Stripes’s throat had been torn out. It was fast and messy, but Seth had been dealing with so many cadavers in school that he only saw the anatomy of it—the mangled carotid, the digastric muscle, the glisten of his cervical vertebrae. If Pagan had gone a few centimeters further, she might have decapitated him.
“A megaira can do this?” Seth asked.
Yasir shook his head. “That’s the thing—they can’t. You saw her. No teeth or claws.” He pulled on a latex glove and parted the skin to show Seth where muscle had been torn away. “This damage looks like it was caused by an animal.”
“You mean Cain is a werewolf?”
“If that was Cain rescuing Pagan last night—yes, maybe.” But he was still very tense. That obviously wasn’t his only news.
He pulled Stripes’s shirt down, baring his left pectoral. The skin was rubbery without the flow of blood underneath.
Stripes had a tattoo of a bleeding apple.
“Look familiar?” the commander asked.
“That’s the same tattoo Pagan had on her neck.”
“Exactly.” Yasir covered the mark, mouth twisting with distaste. “We’ve had some hunters jumping ship from the Union. I thought it was normal defection, but what if they’re leaving to join Cain?”
“But if Pagan and Stripes were on the same side, then why would he have helped you interrogate her?”
“I can only guess. Punishment for getting herself caught? But someone wasn’t happy with Stripes, and it wasn’t Pagan.” Yasir waved a hand at the destroyed throat. “We should prepare ourselves for the possibility that a member of the pack may also be a follower of Cain.”
Seth’s head was spinning. A traitor inside the pack? “Nobody was missing this morning.”
“We didn’t see who attacked last night. It could be anyone.” The commander wrapped Stripes’s body in the tarp, removed the glove, and disposed of it in a biohazard bag. “I need to tell Union HQ what’s happening. There’s no way to hide Stripes’s death from them, and they’ll want to conduct their own investigation. So that means at least one unit out here.” Yasir shrugged. “Sorry.”
Seth blew a breath out of his lips.
“Okay. Do what you have to do.”
Rylie spent the next month doing two big things: recovering and avoiding.
The first one was the easy part, relatively speaking. The barn was a total loss, and healing from her wounds was mostly a matter of time.
She healed slowly—it took two weeks for her bruises to vanish. Much longer than usual.
The avoiding thing was a lot trickier.
Yasir brought the rest of his unit to investigate the fire. They brought two of the Union’s RVs, which gave the displaced werewolves somewhere to sleep, but it still wasn’t enough room. Rylie began spending her nights outside in a sleeping bag.
It was also hard to sleep when men who had tried to kill her two years ago were patrolling her home.
“This is a good thing,” Seth told her one morning when the unit was jogging in formation along the highway. “They can protect us better than I can alone.”
“But do they want to protect us?” Rylie asked.
He said yes, but he didn’t sound very convincing.
The Union wasn’t the only thing Rylie was avoiding. She was also avoiding talking about marriage—although Seth only tried to bring it up once or twice after the first night—and avoiding Abel.
And everyone was avoiding the obvious truth that was staring them in the face: it was time to abandon the sanctuary.
Scott Whyte flew out to help them file the insurance reports. He had gained weight in the last couple of years; he used to look like Sean Connery, but the rugged jaw had since gotten a few layers of fat over it. He looked more like Santa Claus than an aging James Bond.
“Nothing in the barn can be recovered,” he told Rylie and Gwyn. “I can arrange to have it bulldozed and rebuilt. But this location isn’t safe now. Cain has made it clear that he’s not afraid of attacking the ranch. We need to move everyone to the California sanctuary.”
Gwyn nodded. “There’s somewhere I can stay in the city.”
“You’re not coming to California with us?” Rylie asked.
“I don’t belong with a bunch of werewolves, babe. I have friends in the city.” Gwyn paused. “A girlfriend, actually.”
“What?” All of her other concerns immediately vanished at Gwyn’s confession. “You’re dating again, and you didn’t tell me?”
That would definitely explain all of her aunt’s mysterious disappearances, but Rylie didn’t have time to interrogate her for detail.
Scott stepped in.
“I should probably warn you now—Seth isn’t going to California either, Rylie,” he said, putting a heavy hand on her shoulder. He wore a thick gold thumb ring etched with pentagrams. “Not at first. I need his help finding Cain.”
“But he’s supposed to be going back to college in a couple of weeks.”
Scott’s bushy eyebrows joined together. “He graduated in the spring. He’s not starting medical school until next year.”
Shock washed over her, and Rylie shielded her eyes from the sun to watch Seth training with the other hunters on the opposite hill. They were all wearing black Union sweatpants and practicing fight moves. Seth was better than everyone but Yasir—he had grown up hunting werewolves, and even a couple years of college couldn’t soften those hard edges.
He had graduated. He was taking a whole year off of school. She felt a little dizzy at the realization.
Why hadn’t he told her?



SEVEN
A Promise
“I didn’t know that you already graduated,” Rylie told Seth that night. They were curled up together in a sleeping bag to watch the stars. Even with the autumn chill, it was far better than sharing a bedroom—and she definitely wasn’t cold while wrapped around her boyfriend.
It was almost the full moon again, and it sparkled on the water of the brook. They had chosen to camp in a valley where nobody could see them, and it was quiet, private, and absolutely beautiful.
Seth traced a line on her shoulder. “After everything that happened, I didn’t want to make you worry about it. I don’t want to pressure you.”
“How would that pressure me?”
He propped his head up on his hand. “I took the year off so that we would have time to get married.” Seth laughed at her expression of shock. “See? But I can wait. I really don’t want you to worry about it.”
She snuggled deeper into his shoulder, breathing in all of his warm, distinctive smells. Even when they were naked with their legs tangled together, he still smelled like leather.
“But instead of taking a year to plan a wedding, you’re taking a year to hunt down homicidal maniacs,” Rylie said.
He shrugged. “At least I’m being productive.”
“I don’t think I deserve you.”
Seth flung an arm toward their pile of clothing, which rested on a towel so it wouldn’t get too damp with dew. When he rolled back, he was holding the ring box again.
“When I bought this for you… Well, I wouldn’t have gotten it if there was a single doubt in my mind, Rylie.” He took the ring out. Her heart made a funny flop as he held it toward her. “I want you to wear it. Not as an engagement ring—not yet. But I got it for you, and it shouldn’t sit in a box.”
He slipped it over her right ring finger—not her left.
“I love it,” she said, tilting her hand to study it. The moonstone sparkled with starlight.
“Think of it as a promise. When you’re ready…” Seth touched her left ring finger, tracing a line around the place the engagement ring should have sat. “Just tell me. I’ll be back for you as soon as I can.”
“Do you know where you’re going yet?”
He sighed. “Yeah. There’s this house about three hundred miles away—near Akron. Scott thinks there might be information there.”
“Why? What’s special about that house?”
“It’s where Abel and I grew up before our dad was killed by werewolves.” He squeezed her hand a little too tight. “The connection between Cain, Abel, and Seth is too big to ignore. In the Bible, they were all brothers. The sons of Adam. Scott thinks that means that Eleanor is related in some way.”
“But she’s dead,” Rylie said. “I pulled her off the cliff on Gray Mountain and watched her die.” Seth only nodded. She considered the lines of worry on his face. “I want to come. Let me hunt Cain with you.”
“Rylie…”
She could already hear the argument in his voice, so she cut him off. “I’m not exactly vulnerable. I can change between human and wolf whenever I want now. I heal fast, my sense of smell is amazing, and I can fight. We can get him together.”
“But what about the pack?” Seth asked.
“They can survive without me for a few weeks,” she said. “They’ll have Abel, and he usually controls them during the moons anyway. I just make it hurt less.”
Seth’s mouth turned down at the corners. “What’s up with you and Abel lately?”
Rylie had no idea what to tell him.
She had been doing a pretty good job of avoiding Abel most of the time. They had barely spoken for over a month. She was too busy dealing with the sanctuary, and he was too busy dealing with the wolves.
But something had changed on the night of the fire. Something huge. When she woke up on the new and full moons, she was always curled up with Abel—and she had the feeling that they had spent all evening together.
“Nothing’s going on,” she said, but the words rang false, even to her.
Seth kissed her. It was sweet and lingering, and Rylie wished they could have kissed forever. No werewolves, no killers, no worries.
But it ended eventually, like it always did.
He rolled his weight so it was on top of hers. “I love you, Rylie. The thought of taking you hunting scares me. But if it’s what you want…”
“I want to be with you,” Rylie said firmly.
They kissed in the cold night, alone except for the nearly-full moon.
The ranch bustled with activity as the pack prepared to leave the next day. While the wolves loaded moving trucks, Rylie packed up enough clothing for a week and put them in the Chevelle with Seth’s bag.
Abel’s belongings were still in the trunk from the last time he used the car. She stared at his backpack and felt pained, but she wasn’t sure why.
She wandered down to the moving trucks and watched from a few yards away. Abel, Bekah, and Vanthe were doing the bulk of the work under Gwyn’s supervision.
Rylie thumbed the moonstone ring as she studied Abel. He was talking to Vanthe and laughing over something. He looked so different when he smiled. More like his brother.
He caught her staring and hesitated halfway into the truck with another box.
Something had definitely changed between them.
“Hey, Rylie!” Bekah called, waving a hand over her head. “Come help us!”
“Sorry, I’m busy,” she yelled back.
And then she retreated to the house like the big coward she was.
Rylie poured a cup of Gwyn’s extra foul black coffee, sat at the kitchen island, and stared at the steam swirling off of the surface.
One more moon before she parted ways with the pack. Another morning waking up with Abel instead of Seth.
“I’m not changing tonight,” she whispered into her mug. “I’m going to stay human this time.”
The front door opened and shut. Abel clomped into the kitchen, wearing heavy work boots that sounded like a sledgehammer blow on every step. “Where’s your box?” he asked, wiping dirt off his hands onto his jeans.
It was the first time they had spoken directly to each other in weeks. She longed to press herself against him and drink in all of his smells, but she stayed firmly planted on the barstool.
“My box?”
“The stuff you’re taking to California,” he said.
“I’m not going to California. I’m going to help Seth hunt Cain.”
Abel stared at her. She sipped her coffee.
After a moment, he left the kitchen without saying a single word.
Rylie didn’t spend the last full moon outside with the pack. She remained inside the house instead.
She stared in challenge at the moon through the window. She could feel its silvery rays prickling in her skin and making her gums itch, but she pushed it away.
You don’t own me.
Outside, the pack transformed one by one. Rylie exerted her control over them from a distance, suppressing their pain and making everyone shift smoothly.
Howls broke the night, echoing around the house.
She thought she heard Abel’s lonely cry rising above the rest.
Seth was helping the Union patrol the perimeter, which left her alone in the house all night. But she couldn’t get comfortable enough to sleep through the long hours. Her muscles hurt like she had the flu. Her stomach cramped. Her fingertips ached.
But she didn’t change.
The sun rose. The pack changed back.
And everyone prepared to leave the sanctuary.



EIGHT
Battlefield
They left in waves. First, Bekah and Levi went to the airport with Scott, and then half of the pack departed with a Union escort. By the time night came around again, everyone that remained was preparing to leave. They loaded the RV outside, leaving the house silent.
But Abel was in his bedroom, door closed. He hadn’t come out all day.
Rylie paced in front of his door. She kept replaying the moment that Seth kneeled in front of her with the ring, and the stunned look on Abel’s face before Pagan fired and all hell broke loose. And she thought about how he looked when she told him that she was leaving.
She raised her hand to knock, and then dropped it. She paced down the hall. Bit her thumbnail. Paced back to his door.
What was she going to do after she knocked? She didn’t have a plan. She had no clue what to say.
Rylie didn’t really want to apologize for leaving anyway. She wanted to apologize for being in love with his brother.
She stared at his door like her gaze could make it catch fire.
Before she could come to a decision, it opened.
Abel stood on the other side. He was shirtless, and his shoulders glistened. It looked like he had been pummeling his punching bag again.
He looked at her. She looked at him.
Are you okay?


That was what she meant to say. But that wasn’t what she wanted to say.
She wanted to ask him if it was okay to leave with Seth. Like she needed his permission.


There was a disconnect somewhere between her brain and her mouth, and instead, all she could say was: “I’m sorry.”
Abel responded by grabbing her shoulders, dragging her into the room, and slamming the door shut.
He shoved her into the wall, and her back hit hard enough to dent plaster. His hands captured her face. She clung to his shoulders, unable to trust her ability to stand, but the burning brand of his fingers held her suspended.
And then they were kissing.
His mouth crashed over hers. He tasted like blood and meat, and it was so deliciously animal that her wolf rose to meet him.
Abel’s hands were everywhere—on her shoulders, lifting her hips, spreading her thighs. He pushed himself between her knees and all she could do was hang on as he crushed her to the wall with his chest and hips.
Her wolf should have been angry that he would manhandle her. That he would be so presumptuous as to take charge.
But it was happy.
It was Abel who shoved himself back, stumbling away from Rylie and leaving her suddenly cold.
She almost fell over, but caught herself on the end of Levi’s bed. Abel glared at her from across the room, breathing as hard as if he had just been running.
The reality of what she had done sank in.
She had kissed Abel.
And the worst part of it was that it didn’t feel particularly new or strange. It felt like something they had done a thousand times.
And her wolf loved it.
“Oh my God,” Rylie whispered, her hand flying to her bruised lips.
Abel strode toward her again, and she braced herself, as if expecting to get hit. But he only pounded a fist into the wall by her head. The already-weakened plaster cracked again, and she jumped at the sound.
“Goddammit, Rylie,” he hissed.
Her legs were jelly and every inch of her skin was hot, and she couldn’t seem to catch her breath. She also couldn’t seem to raise her voice above a squeak. “I’m sorry,” she said again, and she felt twice as stupid the second time.
“You’re sorry?” He gave a bitter laugh. “You’re sorry?” His arms were braced on the wall at either side of her shoulders, trapping her underneath him. “I’m the one who can’t stop thinking about his brother’s girlfriend.” He bent forward, like he might kiss her again, but he stopped an inch away. “Where were you last night?”
She swallowed hard. “I stayed in the house.”
“Why?”
“Because…” It was so hard to breathe when he was looking at her like that. He was close enough that if she licked her lips, she might just lick him, too. “Because I don’t know what we’ve been doing when we’re wolves. Kissing you feels… familiar.”
“Familiar,” he echoed.
She didn’t know how to elaborate beyond that, so she just nodded.
Abel’s eyes raked over her face, like he could violate her with his gaze alone. “I want you so damn bad,” he said, biting out every word. “When I look at you—it’s like I’m an alcoholic, and you’re the last bottle of whiskey on Earth.” The heat in his voice weakened her knees.
“But—”
He cut her off. “Why did you come here?”
“I don’t know,” Rylie said, her trembling fingers running over the broad planes of his chest. She couldn’t seem to stop touching him. “I guess… because I want you, too. And I don’t know why.”
He seized her arms. “You don’t know why you want me? You don’t think it’s because of this?”
Abel’s second kiss was shorter, but no gentler. He pulled her against him with an iron grip. He consumed her like a forest fire, savage and merciless. And when he dropped her, she desperately regretted it.
It took all of her strength to push the wolf away, forcing it deep inside of her.
She clenched her fists. “I don’t love you,” Rylie said. “I love Seth.”
Abel grabbed her chin, forcing her to look up at him. “You can keep telling yourself that, but it doesn’t change anything.”
“I’m leaving with him.”
“But you’ll be back for me,” he said.
“No.” Her protest was weak.
But wasn’t that true? How could she stay away from her pack?
How could she stay away from her Alpha?
The thought rose to the surface, totally unbidden, and she couldn’t shake it once it crossed her mind. Abel wasn’t Alpha. She was Alpha.
“I’m sorry,” Rylie said one last time, stepping away from him. “I shouldn’t have come here. Take care of the pack.”
And then she ran out of his room, away from Abel, away from the heat of his lips on hers.
But she couldn’t escape the memory of his kiss.



NINE
Lost Chapters
Rylie was already sitting in the passenger’s seat of the Chevelle when Seth joined her. She had her knees hugged to her chest as she stared out the window.
Yasir met him at the car, carrying a binder under one arm. “You need to let us know if you find Cain before we do,” the commander said.
Seth nodded reluctantly. He didn’t want to call the Union in for anything he didn’t have to, but it was hard to deny their usefulness. “You’ll be the first to hear about it.”
Yasir handed him an earpiece—the same one worn by every member of the Union. “The button on the side goes directly to me. Don’t lose it.” He hesitated, and then also handed the binder to Seth. “It took a while to requisition, but I finally got a complete copy of your father’s book from Union HQ. This is all we have. I hope it has the answers you want.”
“Thank you.”
They clasped each other’s forearms, and with a short nod, Yasir left to escort the rest of the pack to California.
Seth climbed into the Chevelle, set the binder in the back seat, and started the engine.
“Ready to go?” he asked Rylie.
She nodded silently.
Rylie was unusually quiet on the long drive out of town. Seth waited an hour before trying to strike up a conversation, but she only responded by shaking her head or nodding. And when he asked if she wanted to take a break, she just shrugged.
Seth pulled into a gas station parking lot to buy a soda. He hesitated before getting out. “Is something wrong, Rylie?”
She glanced at him. Ducked her head. “No.”
Rylie was a horrible liar. The truth was written all over her face: she was freaking out about something, and it was killing her.
Seth glanced down at her right hand. The moonstone glimmered on her finger.
“Do you want anything to eat?” he asked.
She shrugged again.
Seth left her in the car while he bought a soda for himself and a green tea for Rylie.
When he returned, she was still staring out the window without acknowledging him. Her arms were folded tightly across her chest and her cheeks were pink.
Seth kept driving.
Another two hours passed. Two long, boring hours with nothing to do but stare at the asphalt.
The air was cool with autumn’s chill. Most of the trees were caught between summer and fall, with half of their leaves a dull shade of green, and the other half shimmering gold. The trees became more dense as they moved north, and then turned sparse again as they passed through a city. Nothing waited on the other side but plains.
“Let’s trade,” Rylie said at the next rest stop. She hadn’t touched her tea.
While she drove, Seth read the binder that Yasir had given him. He flipped through the pages one by one.
He had been drilled on werewolf hunting procedure using that manual a thousand times, and Seth knew the rules by memory.
Be careful when verifying a suspected werewolf. Double-check all of your sources.
Look for a history of crime, mental illness, and especially domestic violence. Werewolves are unstable and struggle to integrate into society.
Make sure that the werewolf is who you think they are before killing them.
Don’t kill them when they don’t have four legs and fur.
That was pretty much it. As far as hunting and killing tactics went, anything had been considered fair game by his parents.
There was nothing new in that part of the book. He flipped through the familiar chapters—the section on skinning, the section on removing teeth to keep track of the kills, the part about different species—and found a chapter that he didn’t recognize.
Pack behavior.
He read a few lines into it, skimming for words like “Alpha” and “mating.”
What he found made his blood run cold.
“What are you reading?” Rylie asked, breaking the silence.
He closed the cover. “Nothing interesting.” It was late afternoon; they must have traveled a pretty good distance while he was distracted, because he didn’t recognize any of the landmarks anymore. The long shadows of trees stretched across the road. “Where are we?”
“Nowhere right now. We’ll get to Aguilar in about an hour,” she said. “I’m getting tired. Where do you want to stop for the night?”
“Aguilar works.”
Seth zipped the binder up in his bag, and they finished the drive in silence.
The motel in Aguilar wasn’t much to look at. It definitely wasn’t up to Scott Whyte’s standards of cleanliness—just looking at the yellow curtains and tarnished brass numbers on the doors probably would have made him break out in hives.
But they hadn’t made advance arrangements, and there were no five star hotels in the middle of nowhere. So Rylie waited in the car while Seth went in to book the room.
They were in room number six, which was almost at the end. They parked in front of it and took their bags inside.
All they had by way of furniture was a TV stand, a side table, and one big bed. The comforter was probably even older than the curtains. But the TV was new, and there were streaks on the mirror, which meant someone had tried to clean the room at some point. Maybe even that week.
Rylie looked at Seth, and he looked at her.
I kissed your brother.
“I’m going to take a shower,” she said, grabbing a towel out of the closet and ducking into the bathroom.
When Rylie had gone to school in the city, some of her guy friends liked to play the field. Nick had bragged constantly about making out with different girls.
It was no big deal, he had said. As long as we didn’t have sex, it wasn’t even cheating.


But that word stuck inside her brain like a thorn.
Cheater.
She washed using the tiny bottle of shampoo that smelled like jasmine. It made her hair feel weird and crunchy, but it was the first time she had showered in months without Bekah banging on the bathroom door, so she tried to enjoy it.
That word hung over her like Pagan’s foul perfume.
Cheater.
She was going to have to tell Seth. She couldn’t keep quiet anymore.
After a few minutes, she gave up trying to enjoy herself. She got dressed, combed out her hair, and rejoined Seth.
He was sitting on the bed, still fully clothed except for his shoes, and watching the news while he oiled his gun. He smiled when she came out. It only made her feel guiltier.
“Good shower?” he asked.
She nodded mutely and sat beside him. The mattress springs creaked under her weight.
There was nothing interesting on the news. They were going on about all the disasters that had been happening in the west, from Oregon down into Nevada and Arizona, and Rylie was so sick of hearing about earthquakes and fires that she tuned it out.
But that left nothing for her to think about except Abel’s bruising kisses, and how much her body ached to do it again, and her resolution to tell Seth what had happened.
Her boyfriend set down his gun.
“Okay, Rylie. What’s eating at you?”
She threw her legs over the side of the bed and turned her back so that she wouldn’t have to see his expression.
Deep breaths.
“I kissed Abel,” she said, twisting the moonstone ring on her hand.
“You kissed…” He trailed off, like he couldn’t quite understand the words.
She bit her bottom lip and nodded.
He was quiet for so long that she had to look over her shoulder to see his reaction. But his face was blank as he stared at the wall. There was no way to tell what was going on in his head.
The news program switched to commercials. A used car ad blasted through the room. Something about big deals and low interest rate and no payments for a few months.
Seth didn’t move.
She couldn’t stand his silence. “What are you thinking about?”
“You kissed my brother,” he said. He sounded numb. “What do you think I’m thinking about?”
Rylie smothered her face in her hands. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened. I’d been trying to avoid him, but like I told you, I’ve been feeling so—so weird about him—and when I realized I was leaving, and he was—”
He stood up abruptly, pushing his chair back. “Stop.”
Seth didn’t sound numb anymore. He sounded angry.
She shut her mouth. Here it comes.
He strode to the bed, and she tensed. But he only unzipped his suitcase.
“I shouldn’t be surprised.” He pulled out the binder he had been reading in the car while she drove. “That’s what this said would happen.”
Seth tossed the binder on the bed. It slid across the old bedspread to her, so that she could read what was printed on the cover at an angle. Hunting the Once-Human Beast.
She reached out to touch it, and then decided she didn’t want to. “Is that…?”
“Yeah. It’s my dad’s book. He did more research into them than he originally published, including an entire chapter on Alphas. My mom had a copy of his rough draft on Gray Mountain. I’ve been reading it.”
“What does it say?”
Seth gave her a long look. His gaze was almost pitying. “In traditional pack structure, there are two Alphas—a male and a female. It’s a matriarchal structure. The female who runs the pack chooses her Alpha by mating with him.”
Rylie’s stomach dropped out. She wavered.
“Oh.”
“It’s supposed to be for the good of the pack. She picks the strongest man and… well, you know.” He shrugged. “Alphas are a weird thing with werewolves anyway. They only start popping up when the pack is in duress. You were chosen because werewolves were about to go extinct anyway, so your job includes the… expectation… that you’ll help repopulate the species.”
She clenched her fists so hard that her fingernails bit into her palms. “I won’t bite anyone. I’m not turning anyone else into a monster.”
“That’s the thing.” He blew a breath out of his lips. Stared at his feet. “My dad’s research said that werewolves can be born, too.”
“What?”
He held up his hands and took a step back, like her shock was a physical force that had shoved him. “There were no references cited on his research. There’s no way to verify that it’s true.”
Rylie let the words sink into her.
Werewolves can be born.
She crossed her arms over her stomach. “So… if I had a baby, it would be a werewolf?” Her cheeks heated, and her vision blurred. “So you and me… we can’t ever…?”
He sank onto the bed at her side.
“We don’t know that yet.” Seth pulled Rylie against his chest and buried his face in her hair. His breath was hot down the back of her neck.
So her wolf’s attraction was worse than she expected. It wasn’t just something wildly out of her control—it was a drive to breed a species of monsters.
Rylie thought she was going to throw up.
“I’m not doing that,” she said. “I would never.”
He rubbed small circles over her back. “I know.” His chest rose and fell under her cheek. “You don’t have any control over what’s happening between you and Abel. This is a werewolf thing. The wolf choosing Abel as her mate isn’t your fault any more than the wolf killing all those people years ago.”
Tears burned paths down her cheeks.
“But it is me,” Rylie said. “I kissed Abel.”
“Because the wolf took control of you. Hey, look at me.” He took her by the arms and fixed a serious gaze on her. “You are not the wolf. The wolf is not you. I love you, Rylie Gresham. We’re stronger than this. And I’m not giving you up to some ridiculous werewolf mythology without a fight.”
She hung her head, unable to meet his eyes. “I love you, Seth.”
“Do you?”
“Yes,” she said. “You know that. I’ve loved you since the first time I saw you at camp. That won’t ever change.”
“Then that’s all that matters,” he said. “We’ll get through this together. Okay?”
She nodded and leaned against his shoulder. He held her tightly and didn’t let go all night.



TEN
An Answer
The drive wasn’t as tense the next morning. They kept the windows rolled down, even though the air was cold. It felt good whipping around Rylie’s face.
They arrived at Seth’s old house by late afternoon.
It was at the end of a long, empty road that had no name, and it was so isolated that Rylie thought it might have once been a hunting cabin. Yellowing trees crowded around it on every side. Her feet crunched on leaves as she got out of the Chevelle.
“Is it abandoned?” she asked.
Seth took his rifle out of the car and slung the strap over his shoulder. “You tell me.”
Rylie tilted her nose to the air and sniffed. All she smelled was rotting leaves, squirrels, and the droppings of deer that had passed by the previous week. “Humans haven’t been here in a while.”
“Good.”
The front door wasn’t locked. Seth pushed it open, and the hinges gave a protesting whine.
The curtains were drawn, so the living room was dark. Half of the furniture was missing—there was still a coffee table and couch, but judging by the discoloration on the walls, shelves and paintings had been removed.
Aside from the dust, it looked like a family easily could have lived there just the week before. There were even photos over the fireplace.
Rylie stepped in behind Seth, taking another short sniff.
Old smells lingered in the air—smells she couldn’t place. Animals, maybe.
“So this is where you grew up,” she said, trailing her fingertips over the mantel. Her skin came up covered in a thick layer of dust and dirt.
She brushed the glass over a photo clean. There were two smiling faces underneath—little boys with broad grins, big eyes, and coarse black curls that stuck out in every direction. They were hugged by a man with blue eyes and brown hair. He had the same lopsided smile that Seth did, and Abel’s lips. It had to be their dad.
Her heart fell looking at the picture.
“What was your father like?” she asked, picking up the frame to rub off more dust.
Seth stuck his hands in his pockets and glared at the house. Even if he looked happy in the photo as a child, he didn’t seem happy to be there now.
“I don’t remember him very well, but I know he was driven. He was pretty funny, I guess. He laughed a lot.” He scrubbed a hand over his stubble. “He yelled a lot, too. Mostly at my mom. But Eleanor gave as good as she got.”
“I believe that.” Rylie showed Seth the photo.
His eyes raked down the image. “That was a few weeks before Dad died.” Seth opened his mouth, like he was going to say something else about it, but then his jaw clapped shut.
He took the picture from her and set it on the mantel again.
Seth moved into the kitchen, leaving Rylie alone.
A chill settled over her as she stood in the middle of the ghost of Seth’s childhood. The dusty furniture, the dirty photos, the dark room—it suddenly had the feeling of a mausoleum.
She cracked a window to let in the breeze. Light splashed over the room. The sun warmed her face. “I don’t think Cain has been here,” she called into the kitchen.
No response.
She opened another window to let in more light, but it didn’t help much. Everything looked more miserable with better lighting, from the cobwebs hanging from the ceiling to the tattered rug in the hall.
There was a notebook on a table next to the couch. She opened it to the first page.
Seth had been practicing his handwriting. His name was written on it in a dozen different sizes, with the occasional backwards letter. Seth and Abel had been kept out of school for most of their childhoods. He’d had to teach himself to read and write.
She closed the notebook again.
A breeze fluttered through the curtains, and the faint smell of flowers reached her. It smelled like roses.
Had there been any roses outside?
“Weird,” Rylie muttered, following the faint smell of flowers outside.
It was the wrong time of year for anything to be blossoming. The only thing growing in the flower beds were weeds and grass.
Rylie circled around the back.
There was that flower smell again. It caught her nose, and she turned to look for the source in the trees.
And then she heard it—the crunch of feet on fallen leaves.
Rylie turned too late.
Something whistled through the air and connected with the back of her skull. Stars flashed in her periphery. Her vision faded at the edges.
She hit the ground. Dirt impacted her cheek and nose.
Her head swam, and Pagan’s shuffling footsteps sounded distorted, as though she heard it through rippling water.
Rylie was stunned, but the wolf wasn’t.
Move.
She rolled onto her side. An instant later, a silver knife whistled through the air and plunged into the dirt where she had been laying.
Pagan jerked it free of the ground.
Rylie turned inward, focusing on her wolf. Help me!
Something buried deep in the wolf’s instincts recognized Pagan’s black irises, the pale skin, the sour smell.
The demon swung the knife again. The wolf lifted Rylie’s forearm to protect her face, and Pagan’s wrist struck her on the elbow.
Rylie lifted her feet, planted them in Pagan’s stomach, and kicked.
Her attacker soared through the air. Struck the tree with a cry. Dry leaves showered around them.
Rylie rolled onto all fours, and her hands were bloody. It wasn’t an injury—her fingernails had fallen out when she wasn’t paying attention. They had already been replaced by fresh, glistening claws.
Pagan lunged for her, and Rylie swiped. Her claws raked through the air.
The demon leaped out of the way just in time.
But the wolf anticipated that, just as it anticipated that she would attack again from the left. Her eyes and the tension in her muscles gave her away.
Rylie drove her elbow into Pagan and threw her to the ground.
The demon didn’t attempt another attack. Her eyes focused on something in the distance.
“Cain! Help!” Pagan shouted.
Cain?
Rylie turned. But before she could see who was attacking, something struck the back of her skull, in the same tender spot that Pagan had beaten earlier.
She blacked out before she hit the ground.
Seth wandered through the house alone, gazing at everything his family had left behind.
The front bedroom had belonged to Abel, and there were no toys in it—even as a child, he had been more interested in knives and handguns. His bed had plain sheets. The walls were bare.
How many hours had the brothers spent in that room, making up stories and wrestling on the floor? He couldn’t begin to count them.
The next bedroom had belonged to Seth. It was barely bigger than a closet, but it had been his kingdom. The only place he was safe when his parents argued.
He didn’t open the door to look inside.
Seth went to his mom’s bedroom and stood in the doorway.
Once, Eleanor had thrown him over that chair in the corner and whipped him when he made a mistake.
Then there was the time she punched a hole in the wall when she was aiming for his head. It used to be hidden by a desk, but that piece of furniture was gone now. The hole remained.
Her straightening iron was on the table under the window—he didn’t even want to remember what she had done with that.
Yet those were still the friendliest features of the room.
Eleanor had been obsessed with what she called The Process: a methodical way of identifying werewolves so that she could kill them as soon as they changed. But she had gotten The Process from his dad. And he had been the master of it.
Their bedroom walls were covered in corkboard, and every inch was layered in maps, handwritten notes, news articles, and receipts. It seemed his dad had been hunting an entire pack of werewolves the last time he had been in the house—probably the pack that eventually killed him.
It used to make him so angry to think about what the werewolves had done to his dad. To his family.
But now he saw the names and pictures of suspected werewolves in the pack, and it made him angry in an entirely different way. Each face belonged to a human, not a monster. A brother, a mother, a girlfriend, a son. Family.
No wonder they had killed his dad. He had been killing everyone they loved.
Something green and square under the bed caught his eye.
Seth dropped to his knees and pulled it out. It was a metal case with a padlock, and a label affixed to the lid that said, “Eleanor.”
His mother had threatened him every time he approached the lockbox as a child, like it was filled with dangerous explosives. But there was no way she had been worrying about his safety. That wasn’t her style.
She must have been hiding something from him.
Seth found a hammer in his dad’s toolbox and broke the lock open.
He lifted the lid, and the smell of a hundred memories swept over him. Some herbs, her favorite lotion, mothballs. There was a switchblade in the box, a locket with some hair in it, and a diary.
He remembered his mom writing in a journal frequently when he was young. Her entries had served to catalog their most recent kills; she hadn’t considered them private or tried to lock them away. What made that diary different?
He sat with his back against the wall to read it.
The dates on the entries were old—well before he was born. Seth skimmed the early entries. She had grown up in the city, and it talked a lot about her time working at a diner. She wrote a lot about one particular customer. A handsome, unnamed man. Was that where she had met Seth’s dad?
Aden. She called him Aden.
Seth read on in sick fascination as a teenage Eleanor wrote about her developing relationship with Aden. They started dating. Then they started sleeping together. She shared way too much information about that—he skipped those parts.
And then she wrote about discovering that Aden was a werewolf.
Seth stared at his mom’s handwriting.
His mother had dated a werewolf before she married a werewolf hunter?
He realized that the house was awfully quiet. Rylie hadn’t followed him back into the bedrooms, and it had been several minutes since he heard from her.
“Rylie?” he called.
No response.
He got to his feet and took the diary with him as he searched the house. The kitchen and living room stood empty.
Seth stepped out the back door. “Rylie?” he called. “I think I’ve found something.”
The air was still and silent in the clearing behind his dad’s house. Leaves drifted from the skeletal branches overhead.
He checked around the side of the house, but the Chevelle was where they parked it, and none of their bags were missing.
Where could Rylie have gone?
A soft, feminine voice called to him from the woods. “Seth?”
“Rylie?” he responded, following the sounds into the trees.
Someone was standing in the shadows behind an oak, but it wasn’t his girlfriend. It was a tall, muscular woman shrouded in filmy black material. Her curls hung loose around her shoulders.
The skin on her leg was ragged below the knee, baring ankle bone. It didn’t seem to hurt. In fact, she smiled.
Eleanor reached out a hand with fleshless fingertips to beckon to Seth.
“Hello, son.”
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