
        
            
                
            
        

    
MOON OF THE TERRIBLE
The Cain Chronicles, Episode 3
SM Reine
Copyright © 2012 SM Reine
Published by Red Iris Books


TABLE OF CONTENTS
The Challenger
Elopement
Versus
Pagan Poetry
Rest Stop
Bite of the Wolf
Bloodhounds
The White Knight
Talking in Code
Pink Lines


ONE
The Challenger
Abel was pretty sure that Levi had a death wish.
The guy was obnoxious on his best days, but the day that the pack moved into the California sanctuary was definitely not his best day. In fact, it might as well have been the worst since Abel came to know Levi—and he had seen some pretty terrible days.
It started first thing in the morning.
“Whoa, where are you going?” Levi asked, grabbing Abel’s shoulder when he moved to carry his bag into the west wing of the sanctuary.
Abel glared at the hand on his arm and swallowed back a growl. Scott was talking to a girl with a pixie cut at the end of the hall. He seriously disapproved of pack members fighting, and Abel tried not to piss off the man in charge.
“I’m going to my room,” Abel said.
Levi stepped in front of him. “That’s not your bedroom.”
Abel looked at the door in the hallway. They all looked the same: heavy iron painted to a friendly shade of white. But his bedroom in particular was at the end of the hall. There was no mistaking it for another.
“This is always my bedroom when I stay here,” Abel said. “And you better get that hand off of me if you want to keep it.”
Levi straightened his spine. He wasn’t nearly tall enough to intimidate Abel, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t try. “I rearranged the rooms.”
Abel ignored him and shoved the door open.
His bed was covered in an unfamiliar comforter. Posters of soccer players were plastered on every inch of wall, and those were familiar—Abel had tolerated having them in his shared bedroom at the other sanctuary for months, too.
“I needed a room close to my dad’s office,” Levi said. “You’re in the east wing now.” The smug, petulant voice was almost enough to make Abel clock him.
“On whose authority?”
Levi glared. “Mine.”
Abel jabbed a finger at the adjacent bedroom. That’s Rylie’s room. Remember Rylie? The Alpha? That’s where she stays, and I’m supposed to be next to her. Did you move her, too?”
“The Alpha’s room is intact, but you’re not the Alpha. I can move you around all I want.” He mimicked Abel’s threatening tone. “Now you better get out of my room if you want to have any room at all.”
Abel pulled his fist back to punch that look off of Levi’s face.
Scott’s voice cut through the hall. “Hey!” He stepped away from the girl to join them and Abel dropped his hand. He clenched his fist so hard that the knuckles popped. “Is there a problem?”
“Nope,” Levi said.
He smiled and shut his door.
The day didn’t improve after that.
There was an organization chart posted in the kitchen. Abel took a look over the heads of the werewolves clustering around it.
He had been moved to the smallest bedroom in the back corner of the east wing. The window faced the brick wall bordering the property. The bedrooms hadn’t been renovated as recently as those on the west wing, either; the paint was a dull shade of seventies yellow, and there were weird stains on the carpet.
He tracked down Scott, who was helping move Eldon and his wife into their bedroom. They were in the west wing.
“I’m not sleeping out there,” Abel said.
Scott didn’t even look at him. “We’ll talk about this later. The Union’s trying to find a place for their generator. Can you go help them?”
He gritted his teeth and obeyed.
But Levi had already beaten him to the Union’s RVs.
“What are you doing here, Abel?” Levi asked, stepping away from Yasir and the generator.
Abel counted to ten before replying. Seth was always encouraging him to do that when he was about to lose his temper, but it only seemed to make him angrier. “I’m helping the Union.”
“I’ve got it under control. We don’t need you. Why don’t you go pine over your brother’s girlfriend some more?”
Levi marched away before Abel could think of a response.
Yeah. Levi definitely had a death wish.
It only got worse over the course of the night. The kid was everywhere: in the kitchen helping Stephanie Whyte prepare dinner; in the dining room when the pack gathered to eat; and on the lawn when everybody moved outside to listen to Yasir explain their defensive strategies.
But Scott was there, too. Which meant that Abel couldn’t respond the way he really wanted.
God, he missed the ranch.
He found himself wandering through the back fields of the sanctuary, alone in the cold night. The quiet was heavy. His only companion as he walked was the sound of his feet on the grass, and the occasional rustle of dried leaves.
Abel had never been at the Whyte sanctuary without Rylie before. Now he had only been there for twelve hours, and he already didn’t like it.
The walk didn’t improve anything. Not his mood or his situation.
He angled his path to head back to the house, hoping that he could sneak into the east wing without running into Levi again.
No such luck.
The pack was still talking outside when Abel returned. Levi spotted him and jogged across the grass to catch him, nose pink with cold. “I need you to take the early morning watch. We’re going to work with the Union on defense, and rotate people around the walls to watch for hunters. You start at two in the morning.”
It was already approaching midnight. Abel wouldn’t even be able to sleep before his shift.
He lowered his voice to a growl that the rest of the pack wouldn’t be able to hear. “What do you think you’re doing? Rearranging rooms? Coordinating with the Union? Ordering the pack around? Ordering me around?” The last one was easily Levi’s worst crime.
“I’m taking charge of my pack. Is that a problem?”
Abel laughed disbelievingly. “Your pack? Your pack?”
“Do you see anyone else here that can make that claim?” Levi asked, spreading his hands wide.
“Just because Rylie isn’t here—”
“The position is always up for grabs. It belongs to whoever can take it.” Levi turned to leave. “Have fun with the two o’clock shift. Howl if you get shot again.”
Abel fisted Levi’s shirt and almost jerked him off of his feet.
“Levi!” Scott called from the door.
Reluctantly, Abel dropped him. Levi smoothed his hands down his sweater instead of leaving immediately. “It takes more than being a bully to be Alpha,” he said. “You’ve got to be a leader. Whether or not Rylie is here, she’s no leader. And neither are you.”
He turned on his heel and went inside.
Abel’s mood was blacker than the night of a new moon. His nerves thrummed with tension, and he was pretty sure he would bite anyone that tried to mess with him on the way back to his new bedroom. Fortunately, there was only one other occupied bedroom in the east wing. The lights were on when Abel approached.
He spotted the room’s inhabitant as she headed out the door with a towel under her arm and toothbrush in hand. It was the girl with the pixie cut that Scott had been talking to earlier.
She smiled brightly when she saw him. “Hi there! Are you in exile, too?” Abel only gave her a sideways look. She waved toward the west wing with her toothbrush. “All of the other rooms are filled, so Levi moved me out here. I think he doesn’t like me because I accidentally trashed his computer.” She stuck out her free hand. “I’m Crystal.” She pronounced it with an emphasis on the second syllable.
Abel didn’t take her hand.
His flat response only seemed to make her smile brighter.
“You must be Abel. I’ve heard about you.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Anyone who doesn’t get along with Levi is cool with me. The enemy of my enemy… right? And now we’re practically roommates. We can be friends.”
“I don’t need any friends.” The only friend he cared about was running across the country with his brother. Not a cheerful thought.
He turned to leave Crystal.
Footsteps pounded up the hallway.
Bekah appeared, out of breath and pale. “Oh, thank God you’re here, Abel.”
Unease crept over him. It was never a good sign when Bekah panicked. That could have meant anything—from “someone didn’t rinse off their dishes” to “Scott had a heart attack and died.” Either one would have her in a fit for days.
“What’s up?” he asked.
She grimaced. “Seth and Rylie are missing.”


TWO
Elopement
“What do you mean, missing?” Abel asked.
He stood in the center of Scott Whyte’s office, which was pretty much what he expected the office of a high priest to look like—pentagrams, brass tools, and old books everywhere. But he was barely aware of the weird gadgets on the shelves. He didn’t even care that Levi was watching silently from the chairs by the bookshelf.
“Seth and Rylie haven’t contacted us since yesterday,” Bekah said as she paced by the door. “Seth had specific instructions to contact me every eight hours so that we would know immediately if something has gone wrong.”
Abel crossed his arms. “And it’s been twenty-four hours.”
“Well… only eighteen. But he’s missed two check-ins!”
Scott sat behind his desk, fingers steepled in front of his face. He was a big guy, but even his girth was dwarfed by his executive leather chair. The contents of his desk had changed recently—he had more animal skulls and grisgris and fewer herbs. “Worrying, but I’m not sure that’s worth panic.”
“Yeah,” Abel said. “You don’t think they’re just somewhere without any reception? They were driving out to the big freakin’ empty. There’s no cell towers on the north end of the state.”
“But I gave him a satellite phone like this one.” Bekah pulled a phone out of her pocket. It was bulkier and uglier than most cell phones.
Scott’s eyes widened. “Is that…?”
She gave a sheepish smile. “Yeah. This one is Levi’s. I gave Seth mine. If he was okay, he should be able to reach me from the top of the Andes. Seth is responsible—he would never miss a call.”
“Give it another eight hours,” Abel said.
“They could be in serious trouble!”
Scott opened his mouth to respond, but the phone rang first. Seth’s name popped up on the screen.
“See?” Abel said, trying to hide his relief. “God, Bekah. You’re like some preteen girl. ‘Oh no, I haven’t heard from my boyfriend in eighteen hours, I think we’re breaking up.’ Give me a break.”
Bekah shot him a look, and Scott held his hand out for the phone. She passed it over. “Seth. What’s going on?”
The responding voice was tinny and quiet, but Abel’s sensitive ears picked it up anyway. “Scott? Hi. Sorry I didn’t call you earlier.”
“You had us worried. What’s going on?”
“I just got distracted.”
A long pause. Scott frowned and turned his chair to face the window. A few pack members were playing football outside, enjoying the cool California night. “And…? What have you found?”
“Nothing. But I wanted to tell you goodbye,” Seth said. “Rylie and I aren’t coming back.”
“What?” Abel asked, stalking around the chair. He reached for the phone, but Scott held up a hand to stop him.
“I don’t understand, Seth,” Scott said in a measured, psychiatrist kind of voice.
“We’re getting married. We’re going to move away and start our family. We don’t want to be involved with the pack anymore.” Another long pause. “I hope you can respect our wishes.”
“But—”
“Tell Abel that I love him,” Seth said.
And then he hung up.
Scott stared at the phone in his hand as Seth’s name blinked and vanished from the screen.
“Nice,” Levi said. “Good leadership skills.” Bekah slapped his arm.
“Something is wrong,” Abel said, ignoring the twins.
Scott turned his chair around again. “Rylie and Seth are both adults now. They’re entitled to make their own decisions.”
Abel shook his head. “No. You don’t get it. Something is wrong.”
“I can see why you think that Rylie getting married is wrong, but that doesn’t mean you have to freak out about it,” Levi said.
He gritted his teeth. “I know my brother. I know when something’s off. Seth never, ever says that he loves me.” And Rylie wouldn’t run off to get married without warning.


“Well.” Scott pushed his chair back and stood. “It’s a lot to think about. Maybe we should—”
“Get a search party together,” Abel said. “We can track them down.”
“I don’t think they want to be found,” Bekah said. She had a dreamy look in her eyes.
“Fine. I’ll go alone.” Abel turned to leave the office.
“Stop right there,” Scott said sharply. “We need you here. You’re an integral part of the pack.” When that didn’t stop Abel, he went on to add, “I understand you’re angry and dismayed—I would be too, but it’s late. Why don’t you at least think about it for the night?”
He stopped with one hand on the doorknob. His knuckles were pale from gripping it too hard.
Think about it for the night? When for all he knew, Rylie could be getting married the next morning?
Abel flung the door open and left.
Many miles away, Seth turned off the satellite phone, and a gray-skinned hand snatched it out of his fingers before he could react.
Eleanor pocketed the device and stepped back. “Good boy. Did it sound like they believed you?”
“Probably,” Seth said dully.
She laughed. She seriously laughed.
Seth tugged on his wrist experimentally. His captors had left one arm free so that he could use the phone, but his other was shackled. The chain looped through a hook on the wall and connected to Rylie’s wrist on the other end. She was still unconscious and didn’t stir at the motion.
The cell was better than being stuck in the crawlspace beneath a mobile home, which was what Eleanor had done one of the last times she held Seth captive. It was a broad, dusty room, like someone had dug into the dirt with a shovel. Roots jutted out of the crumbling walls. But there was a solid base of rock behind him, reinforced with cement bricks, and that was what Seth and Rylie had been tethered to.
It was almost laughable to think that his mother had captured him often enough to compare the quality of the lodgings. Almost.
“Well,” Seth said. “This is fun.”
Eleanor gave a thin-lipped smile. “We’ve been overdue for a family reunion.” Her ankle was ragged, baring the bone underneath, but there was no blood. It didn’t look like she was in any pain, either. The skin was dusty and dry.
“Are you a…?”
He wanted to ask her, Are you a zombie? But the words wouldn’t seem to come out. It felt ridiculous to say it. And yet there she was, standing in front of him as angry and alive as she had ever been.
“Am I dead?” Eleanor prompted. Her hand smoothed down his cheek, and the skin was cool and spongy. The exposed bone of her fingertips scraped his chin. “What do you think, son?”
“Yes.”
“Well, you’re right. I’m dead.” She straightened and spun with her arms out, like she was enjoying the sunshine in summer. “I’m dead!” Her voice echoed off of the cell.
So she wasn’t just dead. She was probably crazy, too.
“How?” Seth asked.
“Consider it a temporary loan,” Eleanor said. “There are ways to reanimate the dead, but it doesn’t last long. It’s… flawed.” She parted the filmy dress over her stomach. There was a hole where her intestines should have been, and he could see all the way through to her spine. “But giving an old body new life? That’s much more difficult. It requires a much more powerful sacrifice.” She turned her black eyes on Rylie. “Like a werewolf.”
Seth didn’t even think before reacting. He leaned forward, straining against the chains.
“Don’t touch her!”
“I can’t believe you came out of my womb.” Her hand trailed down her stomach, and for a horrifying moment, he thought that she was about to show him the aforementioned organ. But then she let the cloth fall closed again. “You and that waste of breath known as Abel.”
There it was again—that all-too-familiar feeling of rejection, and being hated by his own mother, and the nauseating sense of defeat. He had thought he was done with that.
“Abel is twice the man you ever would have let him become,” he said.
Eleanor sniffed. It whistled down her dry nasal cavity like wind through an abandoned house. “I don’t need either of you now. I have a son. A better son.”
The dread sank even deeper in Seth’s gut.
“Cain,” he said.
She nodded with a triumphant smile. “Cain.”
“You had a son with Aden, didn’t you? The werewolf?”
Her smile slipped. “How did you know about that?”
“I read your diary,” Seth said.
Eleanor paced, and her feet left tracks in the dust. “Did you see the part where he started screwing another woman? Or the part where I tortured him with silver and ripped out his cheating heart?”
“I didn’t read that far,” Seth said. But he was not even a little bit surprised.
“He thought that he could love me and leave me.” She gave a short sniff. “I guess he was right, in the end. But he left me a present first.” She ran her hand over her hollow stomach again.
“So I have another brother.”
“A better brother. A loyal brother. A brother who learned that I died, and harnessed the forces of Hell to bring me back. Not an idiot boy who ran off to college and is planning to marry a werewolf,” Eleanor said.
The shock must have shown on his face, because she laughed riotously at him.
“Yes, I know! Cain is watching. Cain is always watching. You would be shocked at how much I know.” Eleanor shoved her face close to his. “Cain is with the pack, even now. Before anyone realizes that he’s there…”
She snapped her bony fingers. Seth jumped at the sharp sound of it.
“What are you going to do?” he asked, voice hoarse.
“First, Cain is going to kill the entire pack. Then he’s going to come back, and he’s going to kill your girlfriend to give me life.” Eleanor smoothed her hand down Seth’s cheek again. It was only then that he noticed the mark on the inside of her wrist: the tattoo of a bleeding apple. “As for you? We’ll have to see.”
A raspy, rattling cough rose out of her chest, and she hacked into her hand. Black fluid splattered on her fingers.
She backed away, stumbling a little.
Pagan must have been listening, because she immediately opened the door to the cell. She was wearing a hip holster weighed down by a handgun, like a cowgirl in black leather about to meet another shooter at high noon.
“Can I have fun with them?” Pagan asked, giving Eleanor a hand up the stairs. She wasn’t too steady on her destroyed ankle.
All of Eleanor’s mirth was suddenly gone. “Maybe later. I’m feeling a bit under the weather now.”
The demon supported Eleanor under the elbow as she passed through the door.
“See you soon,” Pagan said.
She blew a kiss at Seth and shut the door with a very solid clang.


THREE
Versus
Getting married. Abel glared his fury at the grassy fields, which were dotted with Union tents. It felt like he had swallowed a jagged boulder.


“Whatever,” he muttered, stalking to one end of the patio, and then the other. “Forget them. Who cares? It’s not like I wanted to be best man or something. Screw weddings.”
So maybe they were eloping. He wouldn’t put anything past Seth after that moronic proposal in some stupid cow field.
Abel never would have proposed in a field.
He growled at the train of his own thoughts. “What am I thinking? Shut up.” Marriage was never an option for him in the first place.
But that didn’t mean he wanted Rylie to marry Seth, either.
Levi strolled out of the kitchen, his hands stuffed in his pockets. “Talking to yourself is a sign of schizophrenia. You’re at the age where that starts kicking in. Maybe you should talk to my dad about it.”
Abel fumed in silence. His muscles vibrated with tension.
Don’t hit him. Don’t hit him.
But Levi kept talking.
“If Rylie bailed, I guess there is plenty of room for a new Alpha now. And I thought I was going to have to fight for it.”
Don’t hit him…
“You know what I’m going to do as soon as I become Alpha?”
“No, but I bet you’re going to tell me,” Abel said through clenched teeth.
Levi strolled over to him at the edge of the patio. His golden eyes were gleaming. “I’m going to get rid of you. That’s what I’m going to do. You’re like a poison in the pack. And I’m going to excise that poison.”
Abel’s fists clenched.
He glanced in the kitchen. Empty. He looked out at the grassy property. Also empty. Everyone was inside their tents for the moment.
No witnesses.
He hauled back and punched Levi across the face.
After wanting to do it for hours—actually, for months—all of the energy captive in his muscles was unleashed in a single blow. Levi was flung backwards off of the porch. He sprawled on the grass.
Abel stalked toward the other man, grabbed his shirt, and lifted him off of the ground.
“I am sick of listening to you talk,” he growled, preparing to throw Levi.
There was commotion in the house. A door opening.
“Wait! Stop!” Bekah shouted.
Levi used the distraction to pull the silver pentacle out of his shirt. It was enchanted to keep from hurting him, and let him transform between moons. But Abel had no protection from it.
Levi rammed the silver pentacle into his face. Abel roared and dropped him, twisting away from the burn.
The sting of silver was even more sickening when he was still recovering from the recent gunshot wound. It made his ears ring and his eyes blur.
A fist appeared in his vision the instant before it struck.
Levi punched Abel in the face, and when he staggered, Levi struck again in the gut. He doubled over as all of the breath rushed out of him.
He used his momentum to pile-drive into Levi, sending them both to the ground.
“Stop it!” Bekah cried.
It was more of a wrestle than an actual boxing match, but Levi fought dirty, jabbing his fingers into Abel’s face and biting down on whatever limbs he could reach. He was full of jabbing elbows and clawed fingers.
The fight made Abel’s wolf side wake up. He growled as he fought back, snapping his teeth and fighting to stay on top.
Levi’s hands closed on his throat and squeezed.
He was already short on breath. Black fuzz crossed Abel’s vision.
It took all of his strength to flip Levi onto his back, pin him down with his knees, and rip the hands off of his neck. Abel roared as he punched one more time—the last time.
He snapped Levi’s head to the side so hard that something snapped.
Blood trickled out of Levi’s nose and down his lip.
He didn’t try to fight back. His eyes were dazed and unfocused.
Abel’s wolf was satisfied.
“What did you do?” Bekah shrieked, grabbing his arm and pulling him off of Levi.
“He started it,” Abel said.
“Oh my God!”
She dropped beside her twin brother and shook him. “Levi? Can you hear me? Are you okay?”
Abel glowered at Levi’s semi-conscious form. “You don’t have what it takes to be Alpha, asshole. Think about that next time you pick a fight with someone who’s twice your size and twice as mean.”
“You didn’t have to do that,” Bekah said. There were tears in her eyes.
“I know where I’m not wanted,” Abel said. “When Levi stops seeing stars, tell him he can have what he wants. I’m gone. I’m not sticking around wherever he is.”
“Where are you going?” she called after him as he strode into the kitchen.
“I’m going to find Rylie,” Abel said. “And I’m going to bring the real Alpha back to take care of her pack.”
Abel randomly selected a set of car keys from the drawer in the kitchen and then headed out to the vehicles parked on the lawn.
A group of people was already waiting for him: Trevin, one of the werewolves from the Gresham sanctuary, the girl with the pixie cut, and Vanthe. “Took you long enough,” Trevin said.
Abel frowned. “What are you guys doing here?”
“We heard that Seth and Rylie are in trouble, and that you’re going to go save them. Trevin and I thought you might want some backup.” Vanthe puffed up his chest, as if to show off how impressive his stature could be. He was pretty tall, but he wasn’t very muscular.
Well, it was going to be a long drive. Company wouldn’t hurt. And it would go a lot faster if they could take shifts behind the wheel.
“Whatever,” Abel said, pressing the “unlock” button on the keychain dongle. The headlights on one of the vans flashed. “What about you? What do you want?” He addressed the girl with the pixie cut directly. What was her name? Crystal? She already had a backpack on one shoulder.
“Levi’s already made it pretty clear that I’m not wanted here,” she said with a shrug. “Us east wingers have to stick together, right?”
“No,” Abel said.
She smiled brightly. “So where are we going?”
“Hunting.” He popped the trunk on the van and threw his bag inside. “There’s a good chance we’re going to come across bad guys. People will die.”
It didn’t faze Vanthe at all, but Crystal missed a step as she approached the van.
After a moment, she threw her bag in, too.
“Sounds like my kind of party,” she said, just a little less brightly than before. “Let’s go!”


FOUR
Pagan Poetry
Being held captive was pretty boring, so Seth was glad that Rylie reached consciousness shortly after Eleanor left. She groaned and winced as she sat up, but as soon as she heard the rattle of chains, her eyes flew open.
“Pagan!” she cried, as if suddenly remembering what had happened to her. She pulled against her bindings hard enough to jerk Seth to the side.
“Whoa, hang on!”
Her eyes traveled up the chain to where it connected with him. “Seth? What’s going on? Where are we?”
He sighed, tugging on his shackle to give him a little slack. “We’re in a basement or something. I don’t know. We’ve been kidnapped.”
“Kidnapped? Seriously?”
“Yeah.”
She bumped her head back against the wall and stared at the dirt ceiling. She looked exasperated more than worried. “How long have we been down here? Scott’s going to notice when we don’t check in and send someone to find us, right?”
“Actually… they forced me to call Scott and tell him that we were eloping.”
“Like, marriage elopement?” Rylie smothered her face with a hand. “Oh God. Abel.” She wiped her hand down her face. There was still no worry in her eyes, and it made Seth love her just a little bit more. “You know, I bet none of my friends from high school have ever been kidnapped. But this is, like, the third time you’ve been taken.”
“I know.” Seth grinned. “At least I have really attractive company this time.”
She rolled her eyes, but crawled along the wall to his side. “I don’t feel well. I think I’m going to barf.”
Seth rubbed a hand over her shoulders. “They must have hit you pretty hard. I’m sorry. It takes a lot to knock out an Alpha werewolf.”
Rylie wiggled under his arm and pressed herself to his side. He squeezed her tight.
“Who is ‘they,’ anyway?” she asked. She started twisting the links between her hands, muscles straining as she fought to break them. The metal was too thick, even for a werewolf.
“Cain and all of his… I guess you’d call them followers,” Seth said. “I only know about two of them—Pagan and Stripes, who’s dead now—but I think there are probably more.”
“Wait a second. You met Cain? Who is it? What does he look like?”
“It’s kind of a long story,” he said. “I haven’t met Cain yet. But I know who he is.” Rylie gazed up at him, and her big, golden eyes were so imploring. He sighed. “I guess I have another brother. A half-brother. My mom dated a werewolf before she married my dad.”
“So Cain is a werewolf,” Rylie said.
“Yeah. I guess so. But it’s not just that—it seems like Cain is some kind of… a necromancer?”
Her brow knitted. “What’s that?”
Here it comes. He took a deep breath. “It’s a kind of witch. A really rare kind of witch. They can bring people back from the dead.”
Seth didn’t have to say anything else. Rylie’s face darkened like a storm blocking the sun. The worry that had been absent earlier appeared, along with fear—and anger.
“Eleanor,” she said. The words rippled out of her, already sounding inhuman and guttural.
“Wait! Don’t shift!”
She peeled back her lips to bare her teeth. Her gums were dotted with crimson. Rylie grunted, and squeezed her eyes shut. “But I can break these chains if I change—and we can get out of here.”
“That’s what they want you to do. They want to sacrifice a werewolf. You have to stay human,” Seth said.
Her eyes popped open. “Sacrifice?”
“Eleanor’s a zombie or something. She thinks that sacrificing a werewolf will give her life again.”
Rylie’s lip dropped over her teeth again. “But I’m helpless if I can’t change,” she said.
“Not helpless,” Seth said, taking her hand. She gripped it so hard that his bones creaked. “I’m here. I’m not going to let anybody hurt you.”
She smiled weakly, licking away the blood that had emerged from her loosening gums. “I don’t know if you noticed, but we’re chained together. If I can’t break these shackles, then neither can you. You’re as helpless against Eleanor, Cain, and Pagan as I am.”
The door at the top of the stairs squealed open, and Pagan stepped in. Her arm was still bandaged from Rylie’s attack, but she looked otherwise unharmed.
“Did I hear the dulcet tones of my name being taken in vain?” she asked, shutting the door behind her. She wore a black bustier and boots that had six inch heels and laces all the way up to her knees. “Please, tell me what you’re discussing. I love girl talk.”
“I was just talking about how we’re going to break free and escape in a few minutes,” Seth said. He lifted his wrist. “Want to help me by opening the shackle?”
Pagan grinned. “Just like how you helped me escape your cellar by having a couple of Union guys torture me with a car battery?”
“You shot my brother.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, but he didn’t die or anything.”
“And neither did you,” Seth said.
“That was your mistake.” Pagan drew a silver knife from behind her back. “So here we are! Eleanor wants to torture you two, but she’s not feeling her best. So she asked me to see what I could do about getting our wolfy friend here to Hulk out. Cain’s busy, so we have a few days before he gets back. We can take our time. Fun, right?”
“I could just kill you,” Rylie suggested, her voice gravelly.
“No, no, don’t change yet. I haven’t even gotten started yet.”
Pagan drew a few more silver weapons from various places on her body—knives out of her boots, a stiletto from her bustier, silver pins from her hair. Seth was impressed that she could hide that much in such a tight outfit.
“Don’t get angry,” he whispered to Rylie. “She feeds on anger and aggression. It’ll only make her stronger. Just… stay calm.”
It was like telling a tornado to chill out. Rylie was a ball of tension and fury under his arm.
Pagan hummed happily as she laid everything out. She had a dozen silver objects—enough to poison an entire pack of werewolves.
She cooed over each of the knives, like they were something cute. “Oh my, this will do nicely. I bet I could get you to transform if I forced this one down your throat.”
“What do I do?” Rylie asked Seth, barely moving her lips.
“Nothing. We can’t do anything.”
“That’s the spirit,” Pagan said.
But just because they couldn’t fight didn’t mean that Seth had to wait for the demon to torture them, either. He took a deep breath to settle his nerves. “What do you know about Eleanor and Cain?”
She crouched just out of Rylie’s reach, resting her elbows on her knees. “I know that they pay my bills and keep me well-fed. Plus, they’re going to let me torture you guys, which is—you know, total Christmas bonus here.” Pagan shrugged. “Money and blood. What else can a girl ask for?”
“Love,” Rylie said.
Pagan rolled her eyes. “Please.”
“Okay. If we can’t appeal to your human side, maybe I can try your common sense,” Seth said. “Eleanor used to be married to a kopis. A hunter. He specialized in werewolves, but they killed a couple of demons, too. If Eleanor comes back, she’ll probably go back to her old ways.”
“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, kid, but I’m kind of hard to kill,” Pagan said.
“So you want to ally yourself with someone who doesn’t care about you? At all?”
“I’m a demon. It’s how we roll. But please, do keep trying to talk me out of doing terrible things with your adorable hero talk—it’s sweet. And while you do that, I’m going to get busy encouraging the wolf to come out and play with me.”
Pagan trailed her fingers over the pins and knives, like she was trying to decide which one she wanted to use first.
Rylie growled, eyes blazing with anger as her nostrils flared. “Touch me, and I’ll bite you. I don’t need a wolf’s mouth to rip your face off.”
“No… we aren’t going to use those on you yet, blondie,” Pagan said. “I think I have a funner idea of how to get you to change.”
She grabbed Seth’s hand, clenched one of his fingers in her fist, and snapped the bone.


FIVE
Rest Stop
Abel hadn’t bothered to spend time getting to know the other werewolves at the sanctuary. Going on an impromptu road trip with three of them changed that—but not in a good way.
Crystal insisted on taking a break at every rest stop they passed so that she could use the bathroom. Trevin liked to sing along with the radio—and not very well. And Vanthe always
drove like he was trying to escape the law. Which they would be soon, if Abel let him continue driving about twenty over the speed limit.
It was the perfect storm of annoying behavior. If he had to listen to Trevin’s off-key rendition of one more pop song, Abel was going to dig his eardrums out with a spork.
By the time they stopped at a gas station in Utah, Abel started entertaining fantasies of abandoning the other werewolves. How fast could he load up the tank, jump behind the wheel, and drive away? He eyeballed the rising numbers on the pump.
Unfortunately, Crystal came out before he had even finished filling the tank. It had started to snow, but like most werewolves, she didn’t seem to care. She was wearing cutoff shorts, a midriff shirt, and drinking from a soda cup that rattled with ice.
“You drinking another one of those?” he asked. It was already her third one that day. No wonder they kept having to stop for the bathroom.
“I can’t sleep in the van, and I’m tired,” she said. “The caffeine helps.”
Abel grunted. The pump clicked—tank full. He jiggled the nozzle and returned it to the hook.
“Where are the guys?” he asked.
Crystal shrugged. “Buying nachos or something. So what’s with you and the Alpha?”
The speedy change in subjects almost gave him whiplash. “What?”
“Rylie,” Crystal said. “You’ve got to be pretty good friends, if you’re willing to drop everything and drive cross-country to find her.”
He narrowed his eyes at her.
Friends? Did friends slam each other into walls and share the hottest kiss Abel had ever experienced? Did friends lay awake at night, thinking about what Rylie was doing in the room beside his, and wondering how she would react if he knocked on her door? Did it hurt like hell when friends were running off to marry other people—like his brother?
Resisting the urge to tell Crystal where she could shove her questions, Abel stuck to saying, “Yeah. We’re friends.”
He threw open the driver’s side door and got inside. Crystal got in the passenger’s seat.
“Alpha,” she said. “That’s pretty epic.”
He turned on the van and pulled it into a parking space beside the station. And then he turned up the radio to try to drown out Crystal.
She didn’t seem to notice or care. “So… are you dating her?”
Abel’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. There were a lot of ways he could describe their relationship. Weird. Frustrating. Complicated. But dating? “No.”
She sighed. “Good.”
The satisfaction in her voice made him give her a second look. Crystal was angled in the seat so that she could face him, long legs extended under the dashboard as she twirled a lock of short hair around her pinkie finger.
“What did you say?” he asked.
She giggled. “Sorry. That’s weird, isn’t it? That’s definitely weird. Can I try again?”
His brow dropped low over his eyes. “Try what?”
“I was just wondering if you’re single. That’s all.” And then she giggled again, and he realized that it was a nervous sound.
Abel’s eyes skimmed up her legs to her flat stomach, the low neckline of her shirt, and the mounds of her breasts. It had been a long time since he had been acquainted with those parts of a woman.
When he finally reached her eyes, he knew that she had seen him looking. She didn’t look like she minded. Not at all.
“To be honest, I didn’t really come on the trip because Vanthe mentioned that something was wrong with our Alpha,” Crystal said.
Yeah. He was starting to get that impression.
For a minute, he was tempted by the offer she made by jutting her chest forward and leaning on his armrest—really tempted. All those mornings waking up naked beside Rylie weren’t easy on a man. And he had been on edge ever since that last night at the Gresham ranch.
Crystal was hot. No denying that.
But the longer he gazed at the swell of her hip and her fingers tracing a circle on her thigh, the more he thought about a girl with pale skin, and skinny legs, and a smile that was as unique and beautiful as an eclipse.
Abel didn’t have enough time to formulate a response. The back door slid open, and Trevin climbed inside.
“Burrito?” he asked, shoving a wad of aluminum foil that smelled like beans and eggs between the seats by Abel’s face.
Abel curled his lip. “No.”
Vanthe got in behind Trevin and closed the door. “How much further?” he asked.
After more than a day on the road, Abel hadn’t thought even once about what was waiting for him on the end of it: his childhood home. But they were drawing close enough that he couldn’t avoid it anymore.
He reluctantly opened the map and took a look. “I think we’ll be there in about four hours. Depends on how many times we stop after this.”
“Great,” Crystal said, sliding back to sit in her chair properly and buckling her seatbelt. She never took her eyes off of Abel. “I can’t wait.”
He didn’t think she was talking about reaching the end of the line.


SIX
Bite of the Wolf
Rylie and Seth had been dating for three years, and she thought she knew everything about her boyfriend by that point.
She knew that he talked in his sleep. She knew that he liked chocolate ice cream better than vanilla, especially when mixed with nuts. She even knew the name of the second grade teacher he had for two weeks before Eleanor moved him out of town again.
But she hadn’t known that he could withstand having every bone in his left hand broken without screaming.
Guess she learned something new every day.
Pagan heaved a sigh as she turned Seth’s purpled, swollen arm in her hands, looking for a place that she hadn’t damaged yet. Each of the joints was turned the wrong way. His skin was mottled with purple bruises.
Seth hadn’t made a single noise. Not since he told Rylie, “Don’t watch.”
She tried to do as he told her—it would only be worse if she got mad and gave Pagan what she wanted. So Rylie had only peeked twice. She regretted both times.
He remained silent as Pagan pinched his shattered thumb. “Well, this is no fun,” she said, dropping his arm. “You’re not getting angry at all.”
Seth breathed hard through his nose. His skin was ashen gray, almost the same color as Eleanor’s. “My mom trained me to withstand torture,” he said without a hint of emotion. “You can thank her for it.”
Pagan snorted. “Great.”
She slammed her fist into Seth’s face, knocking his head into the wall.
Rylie wasn’t expecting it, and the shock made her wolf instantly take control. “Stop it!”
“That’s a little better,” Pagan said. “That’s more of the animal I want to see. I think we’re warmed up now—don’t you?”
Rylie strained on the end of the chain, her hand swiping uselessly through the air.
She roared her frustrations.
“Rylie!” Seth shouted, jerking on the chain that connected them. “Calm down!”
“Well, don’t do that. Things are just getting good!” Pagan said.
The door at the top of the stairs opened. A brunette man wearing a black polo shirt gestured. “I need you, Pagan,” he said.
Rylie was surprised enough to see someone new that she immediately stopped fighting. She sniffed the air. The man wasn’t a werewolf—so not Cain.
“Hold onto that thought, blondie,” Pagan said. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
She went upstairs, and the door shut behind her.
Only then did Seth groan.
Rylie sat at his side, careful not to touch his arm. “That was amazing,” she whispered. “How did you do that?”
He cradled his hand against his chest. “You kidding? That was no worse than sitting through my anatomy finals.”
It was probably meant to make her laugh, but the wolf didn’t think it was funny. Seth’s pheromones smelled sick and heavy—like wounded prey. She found herself staring at his broken fingers.
Her stomach growled. When was the last time she had eaten?
“Are you okay?” Seth asked, stirring her out of her reverie. She slumped against the wall.
“Yeah. I just… I don’t know how to get out of this without changing.”
“What if I picked the locks on our shackles?”
Seth held up two of the silver pins that Pagan had laid out with her other weapons. Somehow, he must have slipped it away from her stash while she was torturing him.
Rylie’s relief was instant, dizzying—and brief. “But your fingers are broken.”
“I’ll walk you through it,” he said. She pulled her sleeve over her hand and let him drop the pins into her palm.
Footsteps beat against the floor over their head. It sounded like Cain’s people were pacing.
Rylie’s heart sped as she peered closely at the lock.
“What do I do?” she asked.
He described the process to her—pushing each of the tumblers into place with the first pin, and then using the leverage of the second pin to turn the lock.
Rylie tried. She really did. But she couldn’t even imagine the inside of the lock based on his descriptions, and she wasn’t nimble enough with her shirt over her hand. Especially not when the wolf felt like it was still circling inside of her skull.
She slipped and burned her fingers on the silver. The pins dropped to the floor. Her eyes burned. “I can’t do it. I can’t, Seth.”
He rested his unbroken fingers on top of hers. “There’s one other thing we can try. It’s crazy, but we’re running low on options.”
“What?”
“Bite me,” Seth said.
Rylie stared at him. “What?”
“You heard what I said. Bite me.”
The implications of his order dawned on her, and with it came a creeping feeling of dread.
She shook her head fervently. “No, Seth!”
“Look, think of it this way,” he said. “If you can infect me, all my wounds will heal within hours. Best case scenario, I heal my hand, pick these locks, and we can worry about the werewolf thing after we escape. Worst case scenario…” He gripped her hand tightly in his. “Cain wants a werewolf for his ritual? He can have a werewolf. But he can’t have you.”
She pushed him away. “No. I’m not going to do it. I would rather change and take my chances against all of them with my teeth.”
“If Abel can handle being a werewolf, so can I,” he said.
Rylie gave a disbelieving laugh. “That’s not what this is about, is it? Like, some new phase of your stupid competition with your brother? Who can be the bigger, badder wolf? No! It’s not worth it, Seth!”
“This is about survival, and keeping you safe. I can’t protect you if I don’t heal this hand,” he said, getting onto his knees in front of her as the chains rattled. “I’m sorry.”
And then Seth slapped her.
Rylie’s hand flew to the heated spot on her cheek where he had struck. She sucked in a hard gasp. “Hey!”
“Bite me,” he said, and he hit her again on the opposite cheek.
Anger built inside of her, making the werewolf stir.
Was he insane? Suicidal?
“Be careful,” she whispered, scooting back into the corner until she hit the wall and had nowhere else to go. “You’re making me mad. The wolf—”
Seth’s lips were stretched into a grimace, as if he was the one getting hit. “I know.”
His third blow was a close-fisted strike. Pain exploded in Rylie’s jaw. She sprawled on all fours.
“I’m not going to bite you,” she said, but her voice was deeper than usual, and her teeth were aching.
One of her canines dropped out of her mouth.
“Don’t transform,” Seth warned her.
She tried to say, “Then stop hitting me!” But all that came out was a low whine. The bones in her face ached.
He shoved his wounded arm into her mouth.
The wolf bit.
Rylie shoved him back, but it was too late. The taste of blood had flooded her tongue, coppery and tangy and sickeningly delicious.
“No,” she whispered.
She tried to wipe the blood off of her tongue—tried to take back what she had done. But it was too late. It didn’t take much to spread lycanthropy.
Her mingled fear and horror was strong enough to drive away the wolf, leaving Rylie feeling emotionally raw and exposed.
She had bitten Seth.
He leaned against the wall with a groan, eyes squeezed shut. His forehead shone with sweat. “Now we just have to wait,” he panted, cradling his bleeding arm.
Rylie gave up fighting it. She collapsed in the corner and began to sob.


SEVEN
Bloodhounds
When they were less than an hour from the house, Crystal insisted on making one more pit stop. Just an hour away, and she couldn’t hold it.
“Women,” Abel muttered, leaning on the hood of the van while he waited. Trevin had gone inside for another burrito, but Vanthe stuck around to keep him company.
“No kidding,” Vanthe agreed. He pulled off his knitted cap, rubbed the coarse blond hair on his head, and then tugged it back on. “I heard Scott and Levi talking before we left. They said that Seth was going to your old house.”
“Yeah. But my family’s not there.”
“Where are they? I mean, I know that Seth’s your brother, but what about mom? Dad?”
Abel stuffed his hands under his armpits to keep them warm, even though he hadn’t really been cold a moment before. “They’re both dead. Killed by werewolves.”
Vanthe clicked his tongue against the back of his teeth. “That’s rough.”
Abel thought back on the day his mother died. Eleanor had stabbed him with a knife before she went down. She used his transformation into werewolf as her excuse for attacking, but Abel felt like she had been stabbing him in smaller, less-literal ways for years.
Constantly showing preference to Seth, her precious baby. Ignoring him. Being condescending and outright hateful.
And yet, until she fell from the cliff, some part of him had still hoped that they could be a family again someday. A very small part.
“I guess,” he said, even though it had been too long since Vanthe spoke.
The other werewolf lifted an eyebrow. “You guess?”
Abel shrugged. He kicked a pile of snow. “Things were tough between us. We had problems, but… she was my mom.” He gave a stiff shrug. “You know?”
“Yeah. I know.”
They shared a long moment of understanding silence.
Trevin and Crystal came back out. She attracted stares in her micro-shorts and midriff in the falling snow. She grinned at Abel. He didn’t smile back.
“All right,” he said. “Let’s go.”
Abel’s childhood home looked exactly the way he remembered it: run down, crappy, and miserable. He could smell Rylie and Seth as soon as he stepped out of the van, and he could also smell that they hadn’t been there in days. It was enough to make him want to get back behind the wheel and leave immediately.
“What is this place?” Crystal asked, coming to stand beside him. He could feel the heat radiating off of her exposed skin.
He glared at the windows, the curtains, the dead garden, the surrounding trees. Everything was covered in an inch of snow. It reminded him of the time that Seth and Abel had built a snowman in the yard—and how Eleanor had told them they were morons for wasting the afternoon like that.
“Nowhere important,” he said.
The snowfall would have muted the freshest trails, and he was suddenly a lot less optimistic about finding anything at the house. But Vanthe and Trevin circled around the back anyway, noses lifted to the air.
“I smell gunpowder and leather,” Crystal said. “Who is that?”
Abel drifted behind her, making no effort to sniff around. “My brother.”
Her nose wrinkled. “And I smell… perfume?”
That was weird. Rylie didn’t wear perfume anymore.
Abel took a deep breath in.
Crystal was right. The smell of perfume drifted through the air, thick and flowery. “Guess a woman must have been here recently,” he said with a frown.
“Hey!” Trevin called from the back of the house. “I think I found something!”
He was kneeling on a patch of snowy ground when Abel sprinted to his side. He was still eating the gigantic burrito from their last pit stop, and one of his cheeks bulged with a mouthful of beans and tortilla.
“What are you talking about?” Abel asked. He didn’t see anything weird.
Trevin used his ungloved fingers to scoop up a handful of snow and expose the ground underneath. The soil was stained with dried blood.
Abel felt like the ground had vanished beneath his feet.
Was that Rylie’s blood? Or an enemy’s?
He muttered a curse and bent low to smell the earth. “Good find,” he told Trevin. “Where’s Vanthe?”
The other werewolf took another big bite of burrito and jerked his head toward the trees. “He ran off into the forest.”
“Why?” Crystal asked.
“Maybe he needed to pee. I don’t know.” Trevin held his food toward her. “Hungry?”
She wrinkled her nose. “No.”
Abel ignored them as he cleared away more snow to inspect the blood. It was a small splatter, so it must not have come from a very big injury. Trevin’s nose was good for picking it up under all of the moisture.
But he did smell more of that sticky-sweet perfume.
“You picking that up?” Abel asked Trevin as he swallowed the last of his burrito and wadded the aluminum foil.
Both Trevin and Crystal sniffed.
“That perfume,” she said.
It smelled familiar, but Abel couldn’t place the odor—it was too faint to get a good read. He got to his feet and started following it.
“Stay with the van,” he yelled over his shoulder. “I’ll be back soon.”
Abel left the other werewolves behind. As soon as he disappeared into the trees, he drew the handguns he had in the shoulder rig under his jacket. They felt satisfyingly solid in his hands.
The smell of perfume grew stronger as he delved deeper into the forest. The ground sloped toward a river.
An old cabin squatted on the opposite shore. It was backed up against a cliff, and surrounded by split-rail fencing that looked so old that Abel thought it might crumble at a touch. Icicles hung from the edges of the roof.
As far as Abel could see, it could have been just about any cabin in the woods. Maybe it belonged to hunters—normal hunters, of the “let’s kill ducks and deer” persuasion.
Except that he smelled more blood.
And Rylie.
It was the faintest trace of her lemony scent, but it stirred his wolf in a way that no other smell could.
Was that his mate’s blood? Had she been hurt?
He slid down the embankment and crouched on the bank of the river to get a closer look.
A man stepped around the side of the house. He wore a black jacket, black slacks, black shoes. Was he a Union hunter? A flare of red, the scent of tobacco—he was smoking a cigarette.
Someone called out. The man turned.
Pagan approached from the forest, armed with silver knives and a dainty pistol. The angular cut of her hair swayed every time she stepped over the snow.
They exchanged words, but Abel saw their lips moving, he didn’t hear anything they said. His head was filled with white noise. His heart pounded in anticipation.
Pagan stepped through the front door of the cabin, disappearing into its shadowy depths. The man in black paced around the other side of the house.
His back was turned. He was alone.
Abel slipped around the boulders, stepped through a shallow portion of river, and crept up behind the man.
The smell of Rylie was stronger on the other bank, and now he could smell his brother, too. Stress and pain hormones poured out of a tiny window near the base of the cabin. There must have been a basement.
His quarry stopped, dropping his cigarette and kicking snow over the embers.
Abel jumped.
He hit the man from behind and wrapped his arms around him in a bear hug. Abel clapped a hand over his mouth.
The guard gave a muffled shout of surprise as he tried to twist free. Weak little human—Abel barely felt him struggle.
Abel smothered him with one huge hand, using his other arm to drag the man to the ground. The kicking grew weaker. His beating fists slowed. After a slow count of twenty, he wasn’t moving at all, but Abel kept his hand in place for a few more seconds—just to make sure.
When he dropped the guard, Abel wasn’t sure if he was alive or not. It didn’t really matter.
Rylie was close. He could feel her.
He dragged the body behind the house and listened at one of the windows, trying to detect motion within. He heard quiet footsteps. Smelled a strange, musty odor that reminded him of cemeteries. There were three, maybe four, distinct people within the cabin.
He checked the ammunition in his guns—each had twelve rounds in the magazine, and one in the chamber. Twenty-six silver bullets. Two idiots that needed to be rescued. One Abel.
“Hang in there, Rylie,” he muttered, creeping toward the front door.
And then he kicked it open.


EIGHT
The White Knight
After a few hours of waiting for something to happen, Rylie came to two conclusions: First, that boredom was just as effective a form of torture as breaking bones, and second, that there was no way in heck she was going to let Seth get sacrificed.
Her boyfriend slept against the wall, curled around his hand and breathing shallowly.
Rylie wasn’t sure exactly how much time passed, but his bones were still broken. Did that mean he wasn’t going to become a werewolf, or just that he wasn’t going to heal until the moon?


Either way, he was unconscious from the pain, and he couldn’t pick their locks. They were still trapped.
And they were running out of options.
Rylie tried to pick the lock again while Seth slept, but it was just as impossible on her second try. She also tried to squeeze her hand out of the iron ring, but it was snug against her skin. Transforming wouldn’t help—the wolf’s leg was too thick.
What did that leave? Tearing the wall down? Chewing her arm off?
A new man entered the room, carrying a bucket under his arm. He looked like the other guy Rylie had seen—muscular, frowning, and dangerous.
He emptied the bucket that Pagan had left behind for effluence into the one he was carrying. His mouth twisted as he poured.
It was hard to tell under the smell of the buckets—which was an odor that the wolf found interesting more than disgusting—but she thought she could smell metal on him. Iron, like the shackles.
Keys?
Seth had his side of the chain pulled tight as he slept. The Union guy was just out of arm’s reach. But if she could get him to step over just two feet…
“Hey,” Rylie said.
Her captor didn’t respond.
“Can you wait a second?” she asked. “I have to pee, and I don’t want it sitting in the bucket.”
That got his attention. He looked disgusted. “You couldn’t have done that before I came down? I’m not watching you take a piss.”
“Well, it’s not like I knew you were coming. Please? It smells awful.”
He rolled his eyes, picked up the bucket, and stepped over to drop it at her side.
She moved fast.
Rylie’s hand lashed out. She caught his pant leg and jerked him off of his feet. He shouted as he fell—hopefully not loud enough for Pagan to pick up on it.
Before she could think too much about it, Rylie slammed his head into the wall.
His eyes blanked. He went limp.
“Sorry,” she whispered, feeling nauseous.
Rylie patted him down as footsteps creaked on the floorboards overhead.
There was something hard in the man’s left pocket—a cell phone, and a pair of keys.
The basement door opened. Rylie was still fumbling with her shackle when Pagan stepped onto the landing. “Crap,” Rylie breathed, jamming the key into the lock.
The demon shot down the stairs in a flash and appeared at Rylie’s side.
The shackle fell off of her wrist, leaving a raw ring on her skin. “Hey!” Pagan shouted as Rylie rolled under her arms, just barely dodging her swiping grip.
She darted for the stairs.
A hand clamped on her ankle, and she lost balance. Rylie slammed face-first into the steps with a shriek.
She kicked Pagan in the face. “Get off of me!”
The first blow wasn’t enough to make her let go, but the second was—especially since Rylie’s heel caught her in the jaw and snapped her head back.
Pagan stumbled, and Rylie scrambled into the cabin above the basement.
The building only had one room: a kitchen, den, and sleeping area all rolled into one. An ancient freezer stood against one wall beside a beaten sofa. A TV stood under the window. Everything smelled of age and dust—and Eleanor.
But there was nobody else in sight. Rylie bolted for the front door, hoping to draw Pagan outside.
The demon was too fast.
Pagan got to the door first and blocked it with her body. She drew the gun and pressed it to Rylie’s temple.
“Think your super-healing can fix a bullet in the brain, Alpha?” she asked.
Rylie never got a chance to respond.
The front door exploded behind Pagan. Fragments of wood scattered over the floor, and the handle bounced near Rylie’s foot.
“Freeze,” growled a familiar, masculine voice that made Rylie’s heart stop beating.
Abel stood on the other side of the broken door, covered in dust and wearing anger like a cloak of vengeance. He held two handguns, each of them the size of small cannons.
Pagan didn’t listen to him. She swung her gun around to aim at Rylie again.
Abel shot first.
His bullets smacked into the wall. Pagan was a blur as she leaped behind the table. The demon shoved the couch, hard enough to knock it into his legs and unbalance him.
Abel shot two more times—and with werewolf reflexes, his aim never dropped from the demon, even as she darted toward them for a final attack.
Those bullets took her straight in the chest. She stopped with a cry as though running into a wall.
But she didn’t fall.
Her black eyes glimmered as she stared down at her chest. A smile grew on her lips. “Delicious,” she said.
Rylie recalled what Seth had told her about megaira—that they fed on aggression, and it could make them heal anything. Abel was like a turkey dinner for the demon.
But Rylie wasn’t driven by aggression. It was fear that made her jump onto Pagan’s back before she could return fire at Abel.
The gun flew from her hand and skittered across the floor. Pagan didn’t even blink. She drew another knife and swung.
Rylie ducked and caught her wrist, twisting it to the side at the last moment.
She struggled to wrestle the dagger out of Pagan’s grip, but the demon’s fingers were locked tight around the handle. There were no bones in her hand to break—she felt weirdly slippery, like she was made of oil barely contained in a thin film of flesh.
They ran into the freezer, and the force of the blow knocked it onto its side. The cabin shook with the force of it. The floor cracked.
Rylie scurried over the top, trying to put it between her and Pagan as she swiped the blade through the air again.
She tripped over the cord and fell.
Pagan grinned as she chopped at the nearest limb she could reach—Rylie’s leg. But Rylie jerked her foot away just before it hit.
The knife sank into the power cord.
Something popped, and Pagan screamed. Sparks flared.
All the lights went out.
Rylie’s eyes took a moment to adjust. Pagan’s hand was still locked on the knife, eyes wide and mouth hanging open. Her skin was completely transparent. Her bones glowed underneath.
Abel stepped up behind her, put the gun to the back of her head, and fired.
Pagan didn’t heal that one.
The demon slumped to the floor and fell on Rylie’s legs. She gave a little cry of shock and clapped her hands over her mouth.
Abel hauled Rylie to her feet, gripping her shoulders in his massive hands.
She was still dazed, in shock—everything had happened too fast for her to process it.
Her shaking hands lifted to his face.
He felt so solid, so wonderfully real.
“You came for me,” Rylie said. “Seth told you that we were getting married, and you came for me anyway.”
“Are you stupid? Of course I came for you. You’re my pack.” His eyes glowed in the dim light. “I know when something is wrong.”
“But… that one night…” She couldn’t seem to get the words out. She swallowed hard.
“When we kissed,” he prompted. He stared at her lips when he said it, as if he was thinking of a repeat performance, and she flushed with heat.
“Yeah. After… that… I thought you weren’t going to want to have anything to do with me.”
His fingers tightened painfully. It was a good kind of pain. Like being wrapped tight in armor. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”
“Whore,” said an all-too-familiar voice. “Isn’t perverting one of my sons enough for you?”
Abel crushed Rylie to his chest as he turned, like he could protect her with the sheer mass of his body.
Eleanor stood in the open doorway.
She wasn’t looking good. Her skin had lost a lot of its rich, dark tone and become a rubbery shade of gray. Her lips were shriveled, her hands looked like the branches of trees in winter, and—were those bones sticking out of her fingertips?
Abel froze in shock.
“Mom?”
“Beast,” she spat, advancing on them. One of her legs dragged behind her. “Idiot. Failure.”
Rylie broke free of his grip and stood in front of Abel. It was a ridiculous attempt to shield him—he was a foot taller and twice as broad, and no physical barrier could spare him from the sting of the insults.
“Shut up,” Rylie said.
Eleanor’s black eyes glimmered. “Useless slut.”
Rylie lunged.
In life, Eleanor had been fast enough to match any hunter, or any werewolf—but in death, her dusty muscles were slow. Rylie drove into Eleanor’s gut. There was nothing there to stop her. Rylie’s shoulder sank into her dress and hit bone.
They both crashed to the floor.
Death might have taken strength from Eleanor, but it seemed to have also taken away her ability to feel pain. She recovered from the shock instantly, seconds before Rylie.
Her brittle fingers closed around Rylie’s throat and squeezed.
She was strong—so impossibly strong.
But Abel’s fury was stronger.
He roared something incoherent and filled with pain, and his hands clamped down on Eleanor’s arms like shackles. He ripped her free of Rylie’s throat, wrenched his mother to her feet, and lifted her in the air. Dirty, bony feet kicked near Rylie’s face.
Abel shook her. “Never again!”
“Let me go!” Eleanor shrieked, beating against him. “You stupid, hideous—”
Whatever else she had to say about Abel, Rylie never heard it. He carried her from the cabin and into the woods. Their yells echoed and multiplied, bouncing off the trees and filling the valley by the river.
Rylie scrambled to her feet and chased them outside.
Abel and Eleanor grappled by the river. He held her over the rushing water, fury blackening his features.
“Wait!” Rylie cried.
She could barely understand Abel through his responding growl. “I’m going to rip her head off.”
“But then we might never know who Cain is!”
He shook his mother hard. She clawed at his forearms with her bony fingertips. “Who is Cain? Where can we find him?”
Eleanor spat in his face. There was no saliva in her mouth—black fluid splattered over her lips.
Rylie hung a few steps away from them, torn between letting Abel get the revenge he had deserved for years and trying to spare the only person that she knew had answers.
She was so distracted by the confrontation that she almost didn’t hear it when someone approached from the forest.
“Abel!” barked a sharp voice.
Rylie turned.
The newest werewolf at the sanctuary, Vanthe, had sneaked up behind them. And he was holding someone by the throat—Seth.
Vanthe’s arm was covered in shaggy fur, claws dug into the tender skin beneath Seth’s jaw, and his eyes glowed silver. Not gold. Silver.
“Let Mom go,” he said.
“No way,” Rylie exclaimed. “That’s not possible.”
“Surprised?” Vanthe asked.
She tried to make the mental adjustment—he was Cain, not Vanthe. And as soon as she thought the words, she started to see the similarity.
His skin wasn’t as dark as Seth and Abel’s, and his hair was a very rough, very curly blond. His werewolf dad must have been white. But he did share features with Eleanor: the curve of his lips, the shape of the eyebrows.
How hadn’t she seen it earlier?
Abel was still holding Eleanor off of her feet, but his anger had turned to shock. He was speechless.
“I’m not surprised,” Rylie said, which was true—she would have had to be thinking clearly to be surprised, and it felt like her ability to process rational thought had evaporated. “I really mean that it’s not possible. Pagan called your name before she kidnapped me. You couldn’t have been here and traveling to California at the same time.”
He smirked, like the incongruity amused him. “I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”
“Like necromancy?” Seth asked, and the claws tightened around his throat.
Instead of answering, Cain focused on Abel. “I told you to put her down.”
For a moment, Rylie thought that Abel was going to ignore him—or that he would drop Eleanor in the water. Would he really sacrifice Seth like that? Could he?
“Abel,” she whispered, heart pounding.
His eyes flicked to her. Pain crossed his features.
Slowly, he turned around and set his mother on the snow. She staggered to Cain’s side. “Son,” she said warmly, placing a hand on his shoulder. Her gaze chilled when she turned it on Seth. “My only son.”
“Now drop Seth,” Abel said.
“Fine,” Cain said. “He’s not the one that I want anyway.
He didn’t drop Seth—he threw him.
Abel’s reaction time was good. He just barely caught him before he slipped into the river.
But it meant that neither of them were close enough to Rylie to keep Cain from grabbing her.
His hand clamped tightly on her arm, and he jerked her into his grip. She felt the silver pinch of claws on her throat and gasped.
“You killed my mother,” he hissed into her ear, tightening his hand as he took a deep sniff of the side of her face.
The claws bit into her jugular, and Rylie knew that there was nothing she could do. She couldn’t change in time. Abel and Seth were running, but they wouldn’t be fast enough.
She was about to have her throat ripped out.
But Cain froze as blood trickled down her neck. “Wait,” he said, taking another smell of her. He turned his burning gaze on his brothers. “Wait!”
They froze.
“What are you doing?” Eleanor asked.
Cain released Rylie’s throat and shoved her. She stumbled over the ground and spilled onto her side. Abel stepped over her, hiding her behind their protective wall of bodies.
But Eleanor and Cain didn’t try to attack.
“What happens right here, right now—it doesn’t really matter,” Cain said, hooking his arm around his mother’s shoulders. “I have men in the Union. As soon as I left, they will have seized the sanctuary. They’ve killed the impure so we can start over.”
“The impure?” Seth asked. He was still pale and wavering on his feet.
“Those who were bitten instead of born. It’s time for a change.” Cain’s eyes glowed silver. “And that change begins with you, Rylie. Congratulations.”
With that confusing proclamation, he hugged Eleanor tight and ran from the woods.
He vanished in an instant.


NINE
Talking in Code
Trevin and Crystal were still waiting by the van when Rylie reached the top of the hill. Abel lagged a few feet behind, carrying Seth.
As soon as he set his brother down, he rounded on Trevin.
“Show me your arms and chest,” Abel ordered Trevin, eyes burning with fury. “Take off your shirt!”
“Whoa there,” Trevin said, holding up his hands in a gesture of peace. “Did we miss something?”
“Vanthe is Cain,” Rylie said.
Both of the werewolves looked genuinely shocked. And they smelled genuine, too—although Rylie didn’t think that meant anything. She hadn’t smelled Cain’s lies either.
Trevin took off his sweater and showed them his skin. He didn’t even blink when Abel checked his legs, too. There was no tattoo of a bleeding apple in sight.
Crystal was barely dressed, so she had nowhere to hide a tattoo. Rylie checked anyway.
They were both clean.
“We have to get back to California,” Rylie said.
They called the Whyte sanctuary at the first gas station they reached, but nobody answered. “It doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” Trevin said when they set out again. Seth was unconscious again from the pain of his hand, so Trevin was driving as quickly as he could to the nearest hospital. “Maybe they’re just busy.”
“Fifty werewolves, a coven of witches, and the Union are all too busy to pick up a phone?” Rylie asked.
Even Crystal didn’t laugh at that.
Seth was showing signs of shock, so the doctors checked him into the hospital for a few hours of observation. Rylie borrowed a phone and called the sanctuary again—still no response.
Which left Rylie nothing to do but talk to Abel.
She found him standing outside in the snow with that girl werewolf, Crystal. Rylie hung back under the hospital awning to watch them talk.
Crystal was leaning toward Abel and giggling, like he was saying the funniest things ever. She poured flirty pheromones into the air. But even without Rylie’s sense of smell, she would have been able to tell that Crystal wanted him—and bad.
Rylie swallowed back a growl as her inner wolf surged.
Don’t get jealous, she told herself.
Easier said than done.
Crystal pressed herself against Abel’s side, and before Rylie could think about what she was doing, she strode across the parking lot.
“Hi,” she said, interrupting them.
Crystal hugged his arm tighter. “Oh, Rylie! I didn’t hear you coming!”
She gritted her teeth together. “Yeah, I bet you didn’t.”
Abel’s glower shifted into a hint of a smile, like he thought her reaction was funny. “What do you want?” he asked.
“You,” Rylie said. Crystal looked surprised, and Rylie realized what she had said. Her cheeks heated. “I mean, I want to talk to you. Pack stuff.”
Abel glanced down at Crystal. “Catch you later?”
The girl disengaged. “Okay. Sounds good.” Her cheeks dimpled when she smiled.
Rylie glared at Crystal as she walked away.
“Want to walk?” Abel asked.
She nodded, and they set out. They walked together in the silent, snowy night, shoulder-to-shoulder. There wasn’t much town to walk through—the hospital was on the outer edges of the city, and they were soon on an empty highway.
Abel stopped and sat on the fence, one knee propped up on the railing.
“Why did they let me go?” Rylie asked.
He didn’t look angry anymore. Instead, he looked worried. “I don’t know. A new beginning. What’s that even supposed to mean?”
Rylie had no answers. It wasn’t like she had ever thought to prepare herself for “what to do when your zombie in-laws rise from the dead and attack.”
“What do we do if he was right? If we get back to the California sanctuary, and everyone is…” Rylie bit her bottom lip. She didn’t need to say what they were both thinking.
Abel’s brow dropped low over his eyes. “We’ll find Cain and kill him.” The words fell flat in the night. Rylie shivered. “Don’t worry about it. Not yet. We don’t know that anything is wrong.”
That didn’t make her feel any better. She bit her bottom lip and ducked her head. “I think we need to talk about everything that’s been going on. Not the Cain thing. The… other stuff.”
Abel lifted his eyebrows. “Yeah. I think we do.” He hooked a finger in the waistband of her jeans and dragged her to stand between his knees. He grabbed her hips, dug his fingers into her lower back, and leaned toward her neck.
She pushed his hands off. “Not like that.”
He gave her a look that was way too innocent to be genuine. He had instantly flipped from his gloom to something a lot more… intent. “Like what?”
“Just because we kissed once doesn’t mean we have a…” She flapped her hands in the air. “Relationship. I’m already in a relationship.”
Abel didn’t seem to be listening. He stood over her, so impossibly tall and broad that he filled her vision. She could barely breathe.
She went on, even though it was really hard to keep track of her train of thought.
“Werewolf packs have two Alphas. A man and a woman. I think that our wolves are just… drawn to each other. But that doesn’t mean…”
Abel’s hand pressed into the small of her back, tugging her chest against his.
Wait, what had she been saying?
“I shouldn’t have kissed you,” Rylie rushed out. “I’m not going to pretend there isn’t something between us. There is.” In fact, there were two flimsy layers of clothing between them. And the wolf would have liked it if there was a lot less. “What’s happening is some werewolf thing. Seth and I have something else.”
“A tedious relationship that’s hung around two years too long?” he asked, tracing his thumb over her bottom lip. How was she supposed to talk when he was doing that?
“Love,” Rylie said. “And a history. He’s given up everything for me.”
“But Seth doesn’t need you like I do.” He caught her hand and brought it to his face, pressing her palm against his scars. It always surprised her how much softer the ridges were than they looked. “I need you, Rylie. Just like I need air. And just like you need me.”
He bent down, and she knew with sudden surety that he was about to kiss her—and that she wanted to be kissed.
“Don’t,” she said faintly. He didn’t stop, and his lips brushed over hers. So she shoved him harder. “I said, don’t!”
He sprawled on the snow.
She was shocked to see him fall—she hadn’t meant to hurt him. But Abel didn’t seem bothered. He only propped himself on his elbows so he could stare at her.
“You need a werewolf mate,” he said.
She took a deep breath. “Maybe I do. But… I bit Seth.”
“You did what?”
She lifted her chin in defiance. “He forced me to do it.”
Abel stared at some invisible object in the distance—maybe the horrible memories of the first time he had been bitten. “Why the hell would he have done that?”
“He was trying to protect me. And I think… I think he wants to be changed.”
“What an idiot,” Abel said.
Rylie didn’t exactly disagree on that point. “We’ll know if he’s going to change tomorrow. On the next moon.”
Abel stood, anger clouding his features. But there was something else there, too—something that looked a lot like pain. “So maybe you don’t need me after all,” he said in a low voice, almost too quiet for her to hear. “But nobody needs me.”
“Abel…”
But he had already walked back up the highway, leaving Rylie alone in the snow.
The Gresham ranch was a short detour on the way back to California, and the moon was approaching quickly. Seth had been held at the hospital for too long—they were out of travel time.
So they returned to the abandoned sanctuary for what might be Seth’s first night as a werewolf.
Nobody came out to greet Rylie, Seth, and Abel on arrival. The house’s windows were dark, the burned husk of the barn was a black mark on the fields, and it was eerily quiet.
“Looks… nice,” Crystal said in a falsely upbeat voice.
“Shut up,” Trevin responded.
She gasped.
“Let’s just get inside,” Rylie said. “I feel too exposed out here, and moonrise is coming in a few hours.”
Hot prickles rolled down Seth’s spine.
Moonrise.
It came all too quickly. Seth lingered outside to watch the sunset, his hand in a cast and stomach knotted with nerves. After witnessing so many werewolves changing, he wasn’t sure what to expect. He still felt normal.
Shouldn’t he have been feverish? Restless? Hungry?
Trevin and Crystal ran into the fields before they had even shifted—in opposite directions. So when the kitchen door behind Seth opened again, he expected it to be Rylie. But the silhouetted figure was about a foot too tall, much too broad, and way too masculine.
It was Abel.
“What are you doing out here?” Seth asked.
Abel came to stand beside him. “I’m here to get you through your first change.”
“I thought Rylie was going to help me.”
“You got me through my first six moons. I’m going to get you through yours.” He bared his teeth in an unpleasant grin. “I’m being sentimental, so shut up and appreciate it, numbskull.”
“But you’re going to change into a wolf, too,” Seth said. “You won’t be very helpful when you’re licking your own nuts and chasing your tail.”
Abel jerked his thumb at the house. “Rylie’s watching from inside. She’ll using her magical powers to monitor our changes tonight.”
“She’s staying human again?”
“Guess so. She said she’s been feeling crappy—like she has the flu or something. She didn’t want to run around in the snow.”
Seth frowned. The flu? Rylie never got sick. He didn’t think werewolves could get sick. Was she avoiding him?
Or was she avoiding Abel?
After a long moment of silence, Abel asked, “How do you feel?”
“I’m okay, but that doesn’t mean anything, does it? The shift is completely mental on the first moon,” Seth said. “I don’t even know if Rylie can control me. You might want to tie me down if it looks like I’m losing it.”
“I’ll just punch your lights out if it looks like you’re going to change.”
Seth rolled his eyes. “This is so much better than having my girlfriend with me.”
“You’re welcome.”
“Thanks, by the way,” Seth said, keeping his voice carefully casual. “For coming to rescue us. You probably saved our lives.”
His brother shrugged it off. “Whatever. I knew something was wrong as soon as you said that you loved me.”
Seth’s smile slipped off of his face. “Yeah?”
“Yeah. I knew you were talking in code.”
Seth hung his head and kicked his foot in a clump of snow.
Actually, he had just been thinking about how much he had been fighting with Abel—especially since Rylie had come between them. And he figured that there was a pretty good chance of Eleanor killing him.
He didn’t want to die without his brother knowing the truth: that he really did love him.
Seth laughed and raked a hand through his hair. “Good thing you caught onto the code.”
“I’m not an idiot,” Abel said. He blew a breath of fog into the cold air. “Who am I kidding? I’m a huge goddamn idiot.”
“I don’t know about idiot, but you did kiss my girlfriend. That’s not cool, man.”
“Look,” Abel said. “It’s probably hard for you to understand with your meaty doctor brain, but—God, you’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?” He folded his arms. Unfolded them. Stared at the ground. “What I… feel… for Rylie… is nothing that I’ve ever felt before. But she wants you. Not me. And now I’m feeling really gay, so can we drop the subject?”
A smile slowly grew on Seth’s face. “And Abel’s heart grew three sizes that day.”
“Screw you, dork wad.”
“No, it’s cute. Really cute.”
“Shut up.” Abel shoved Seth a little too hard. “You guys will make great Alphas together. Just the perfect fucking prince and princess of wolves.” He stripped off his shirt and unbuckled his pants. “You don’t need me. Not tonight. Not ever.”
“Wait,” Seth said, but his brother only turned away and loped into the night.
Seth stayed outside, waiting for his change. Younger werewolves changed later—sometimes not until midnight. But midnight came and went, and he still felt fine. Cold, but fine.
He went inside and listened to the wolves howl until he fell asleep on the couch.
Seth woke up after sunrise totally human.


TEN
An Answer
Rylie didn’t expect to be able to sleep the night of the moon—not when she couldn’t reach the California sanctuary, Cain and Eleanor were still out there, and there was a chance that her boyfriend was about to become her mate in a literal way.
But she did sleep, and she woke up with the sun creeping over the horizon. She felt just as tired as she had been before sleeping.
And nauseous.
Rylie rolled over in bed and threw up on the floor.
She groaned. Her mouth tasted horrible.
Where did that come from?
Rylie staggered into the hallway. Seth was on the couch, human and asleep. She sneaked a towel out of the linen closet and wiped up her bedroom floor.
He was still sleeping when she threw the towel in the laundry and got into the shower.
Rylie stood under the hot water feeling dizzy and tired. She had to lean against the wall to stay standing. As if getting kidnapped by her zombie in-laws wasn’t enough misery on its own, she had to go and catch a bug, too.
“Bad timing,” she muttered to the showerhead, like it cared.
Rylie popped open the shampoo bottle, and the smell of flowers wafted through the bathroom. It reminded her of Pagan. Her stomach clenched.
She closed the bottle and breathed shallowly, trying to suppress the nausea.
When the surge subsided, she toweled off, wrapped herself in her robe, and slipped back into her bedroom. The couch was empty—Seth must have finally woken up. The house smelled like cooking bacon. That didn’t help her nausea at all.
Even though it was cold, Rylie threw open her window to try to air out the room.
A piece of paper fluttered to the ground.
She bent down to pick it up, and for an instant, she thought it was going to be another gift from Cain—another threat. But the handwriting was too blocky and uneven.
It was from Abel. All it said was, Gone to hunt Cain.
Abel was gone?
She sat down on the edge of her bed, feeling even sicker than ever.
Rylie showed Seth the note at breakfast, while Crystal and Trevin devoured a cow’s worth of steak. All he said was, “Okay.” Like it wasn’t a big deal. Like Rylie didn’t feel like an important part of her life had just been amputated.
They got back on the road an hour later—even though Rylie felt like she was on the verge of throwing up again, and the smell of the car’s oils weren’t helping.
Nobody talked as they beelined for California.
They stopped in town to fill up the gas tank, and Rylie took the chance to pace the parking lot, hands hooked together behind her head. She was feeling a little better than before—still exhausted, but not as queasy.
Maybe she wasn’t sick after all. Maybe it was just stress.
But then she walked around the back of the gas station, and it came over her all at once.
Rylie threw up all over the ground.
She groaned and wiped her mouth clean on the back of her hand. A feeling of dread crept over Rylie as she stared at the puddle of vomit.
Werewolves didn’t get sick.
But there was more than one reason she could be throwing up.
“No way,” she whispered.
Seth was putting the cap back on the gas tank when she recovered enough to walk around to the other side of the parking lot again. He hadn’t seen her throw up. Crystal and Trevin looked like they were arguing in the backseat of the van.
“Ready to go?” Seth asked.
“Yeah, I just need to use the bathroom,” she said. “I’m not feeling awesome.”
“Take your time. I’ll stretch my legs,” Seth said.
Rylie ducked into the gas station and pulled a wad of cash out of her pocket. Twenty-three dollars. Would it be enough?
Her cheeks burned as she found the aisle with the condoms, headache medicine, and pregnancy tests. They had two different brands. One of them was for early detection, and the other had two sticks in it.
The one with the two sticks was a dollar cheaper, so she grabbed it. She also picked up a pack of gum and a green tea before going to the counter.
“Congrats,” said the grizzled old woman behind the counter. Her nametag said “Brenda.”
Rylie blinked. “Huh?”
“Congrats on the good news. That’ll be twenty-one fifty.” She dropped the pregnancy test into a bag.
Rylie didn’t think her cheeks could have burned any hotter. “I don’t think I’m really pregnant. It’s just in case.”
Brenda gave her a knowing look and pulled the bathroom key off of the wall. “Come on.”
She set a sign on the counter that said “Out for Lunch,” and then took Rylie to the bathrooms and unlocked the door.
“Thanks,” Rylie said.
“Hang on a second.” Brenda disappeared, and came back with a paper cup from the break room. “You’ll need this. You have to pee in the cup and put the sticks in them. Read the directions. They’re pretty good. I’ve got six kids, myself.”
Six kids? Rylie felt dizzy.
“I’m not pregnant,” she whispered.
Brenda patted her on the shoulder, pushed her into the bathroom, and shut the door.
The light over the toilet flickered on. Rylie opened the box and read the instructions. Brenda was right—they were very clear. It would be pretty hard to mess it up.
Her heart pounded as she did her business, dipped the sticks in her urine, and set them on the edge of the sink.
The instructions said three minutes. Three minutes until Rylie would know.
She paced around the tiny, dingy bathroom with her hands jammed under her arms.
What if she was pregnant? A werewolf that had babies would have more werewolves. Cain was proof of that. And she had promised not to continue the species.
It wasn’t that Rylie didn’t want to be a mom—she just hadn’t ever given it that much thought. She didn’t get along with her own mother, Jessica. They had zero interests in common. And the only other mom she knew well at all was Eleanor. Hardly a shining example of motherhood.
Somehow, three minutes passed.
Rylie picked up one of the sticks and held it to the light.
There was one pink line on the right, rich and dark and thick. She grabbed the instructions. One line was just the control to show the test was working—that didn’t mean anything.
But when she tilted the test, she could see another line, too. A very faint, but definitely pink, line. Right where the positive line was meant to show up.
Rylie dropped the first test and picked the second one up. The line was there too.
Her legs suddenly wouldn’t support her weight anymore. She sat down hard on the toilet seat.
Someone knocked on the door.
“Rylie?” Seth asked. “Are you almost done?”
She felt like she had swallowed an entire pack of werewolves, and that they were warring in her stomach. “Almost,” she croaked.
“Trevin wants another burrito. Do you want anything to eat?”
“No. I’m fine.”
Except that she wasn’t fine. And nothing was going to be fine ever again.
Rylie was pregnant.


THIS ISN’T THE END OF THE STORY!
But I need your help, reader friends! Please join me on my Facebook and share your thoughts on what should happen in Episode 4, Red Rose Moon. YOU are going to help decide the course of the story!
Chime in here: smarturl.it/sotms
Make sure to sign up for my mailing list so you know the instant Episode 4 is available: smarturl.it/armyofevil
I can’t wait to find out what happens next!
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Happy reading!
~Sara (SM Reine)
facebook.com/authorsmreine
 
Check out Red Iris Books for more of the best in dark fantasy!
redirisbooks.com
facebook.com/redirisbooks

cover.jpeg
iﬁbon of the terriblgﬂ






images/00001.jpg
Seasons Of 11

M/ CAIN CHRONICLES





