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PRELUDE
The White Dress
Moonlight shimmered in Gwyneth Gresham’s unshed tears. Her gray braids had been combed out and tied in an elegant knot, and she wore the only dress she owned—a modest cotton sheath patterned with yellow flowers.
She fidgeted with her niece’s sleeve, trying to smooth the satin flat.
“Why are you crying?” Rylie asked.
Gwyn picked up her shotgun and started loading it with silver bullets. “It’s just—you look beautiful, babe. I wish your dad was here to see the way you look tonight.”
Rylie swallowed around the lump in her throat. “I don’t.”
Her aunt jacked a round into the chamber. Propped the gun against her shoulder. “You ready?”
Rylie closed her eyes and imagined everyone waiting for her to step outside. Werewolves on one side. Plainclothes Union army on the other. A murderer hidden in their midst. And Scott Whyte waiting to officiate the wedding.
Music started to play outside the tent. Whether or not Rylie was ready, it was time to walk down the aisle.
She picked up the bouquet and used the blossoms to conceal the claws that had already replaced her fingernails. Her inner wolf was stirring.
Rylie took a deep breath and stepped outside for the wedding.


ONE
Eight Seasons
Two years earlier.
The forests of Gray Mountain were filled with shrieks and howls. Hunter was pitted against wolf. The soil absorbed splashing blood as gunfire echoed off of the rocks.
A woman, tall and dark-skinned with blazing eyes, dragged her son onto the rocks ringing the top of the mountain. Together, they approached the swollen moon.
“Where’s your girlfriend?” Eleanor demanded, shaking Seth’s arm hard.
“I don’t know,” he said through gritted teeth.
He was telling the truth. He really didn’t know that Rylie was watching from the trees.
She circled the battle silently, searching for a way in without getting shot. Her pack was getting killed as she watched, but she couldn’t do anything without risking Seth.
Her paws gripped the earth. Her nose tilted to the air.
The wind smelled of blood and bullets.
Eleanor shook her son again. “Rylie! Come and get him!” Her voice echoed over the yelping wolves.
The sight of Eleanor’s hand on her son filled Rylie with cold fury.
She leaped.
The power of the wolf’s muscles launched her from the trees and onto the rocks atop the mountain. Eleanor raised the shotgun, but Rylie bit before she could fire.
The feel of her teeth sinking into Eleanor’s leg was fleeting, but satisfying. Rylie jerked the old woman off her feet, and another wolf jumped onto the rocks to help—Abel. He was out for his mother’s blood.
But Eleanor wriggled free of them and smashed the shotgun into Seth’s gut.
Both wolves froze.
“Get down, Abel,” Eleanor commanded, and he could only obey or watch his brother get shot. When he slunk far enough away to satisfy her, she faced Rylie. “Change back.”
She did.
A few moments later, she was human. Blond hair hung around her bare shoulders. Her heated skin steamed.
Eleanor pressed her gun harder into Seth’s stomach and grinned an evil grin. “Walk to the top. Do it. Go on! Call your gods down, and tell them to save you!”
Rylie ascended, feet melting the ice. Late spring air kissed her bare arms with frosty wind.
Gray Mountain was supposed to be the seat of the gods, but Rylie never believed it. Not really. And yet, if she was the Alpha—the leader of the wolves, the one who could save them all—was it really so hard to believe there might be more than that, too?
She reached the top and stretched her arms toward the moon.
It was waiting. Expectant.
Her boyfriend watched her from below with desperate eyes, silently begging for her to save herself.
“Sorry, Seth,” Rylie whispered.
And she jumped.
Later, Rylie would try to make sense of what happened after she plummeted off of Gray Mountain’s peak.
She should have been bashed at the bottom of the cliff. She should have broken every bone in her body and died. But that obviously hadn’t been the case. Her memory was pretty blurry on the facts, but her survival was undeniable.
She was also certain that someone had spoken to her. Rylie had only the vaguest sense of what they said, but she knew it was apologetic. Something about how the werewolf ability wasn’t meant to be a curse.
Shouldn’t there have been a face to go with that voice?
All Rylie remembered clearly was the moon hanging low in the sky. She remembered being bathed in silver light and a weight lifting from her chest.
She had been given a gift: the ability to change into a werewolf at will, rather than being chained to the cycles of the full and new moon. It was liberation from the monstrous hunger.
But years later, she still had no idea who had done her such a favor.
When Rylie climbed to the top of the mountain, she wasn’t the same girl who had fallen.
She dragged Eleanor off of the cliff, and the woman died at the bottom of the rocks in the way that Rylie hadn’t. The smell of her blood washed over the breeze.
Maybe she was imagining it, but the moon seemed satisfied.
She embraced Seth and Abel, went home to Aunt Gwyneth’s ranch, and they worked together all summer to convert it into a sanctuary for the other werewolves who had survived.
Then they were supposed to live happily ever after.
Right?
Three months later.
Rylie sat on the side of the bed, struggling to hold back tears as Seth packed for college. He had been putting it off for weeks, but he had to move into the dorms that weekend; there was no more time to delay.
He didn’t have much to take—Seth was leaving his guns behind, so he only had a few outfits and the spiked plugs he kept in his pierced ear.
“I’ll call you as soon as I have my new address,” he said, stuffing a pair of jeans into his backpack. Wind chimes sang softly outside their open window. “We can write letters to each other again. It’s going to be fun.”
Fun? Rylie bit her bottom lip and picked at her thumbnail. How could being hundreds of miles away from her boyfriend considered fun?
He caught her expression and dropped to his knees in front of her.
“Oh, come on, Rylie. Don’t cry.”
“I just don’t think I can do this without you.”
Seth kissed her. His lips tasted salty.
He cupped her face in both of his hands and pressed their foreheads together. “You’re Alpha, Rylie. You don’t need me to control all of the werewolves. You can do it alone.”
“But I don’t want to do it alone.”
“Abel will help you,” Seth said.
She sniffled. “Abel isn’t you.”
“Yeah. He’s not. And don’t you forget that.” He flashed his lopsided smile. “You’re going to be okay. I promise.”
What was the point in arguing with him? He was leaving for college whether Rylie liked it or not, and she would have to finish off her last two years of high school responsible for two dozen werewolves—alone.
“I love you,” she said.
His lingering kiss was all the response she needed.
Abel took his brother to the airport. It was a long drive into the city, and they didn’t talk much. They hadn’t really talked at all since they worked together to kill their own mother.
It felt strange, knowing that Eleanor wasn’t out there anymore. After haunting them for so long—trying to kill Rylie, keeping Seth under her trailer, and stabbing Abel—he wasn’t quite ready to believe the nightmare was over.
He worried, just a little, that saying her name out loud might bring her ghost back.
They parked in the airport garage.
Seth sat in the passenger’s seat of the Chevy Chevelle, backpack in his lap, and didn’t move. A long silence stretched between them.
When two minutes passed without Seth getting out of the car, Abel’s lips spread into a forced grin. “You want me to walk you through security, bro? Need me to hold your hand?”
“You’ll look after Rylie, right?” Seth asked.
Abel blinked. “That’s the deal, isn’t it? I look after the ranch while she does school and homework. She handles the changes on the full and new moons. We already worked this out.”
“But you’re not going to look after her too closely.”
Seth’s expression was deadly serious. Abel’s shoulders tensed.
They studied each other from across the car. They might as well have been separated by a chasm.
“I’ll look after her,” Abel said finally.
“All right.”
They shook hands.
Seth climbed out and went to catch his plane.
Rylie was sitting on the back step when Abel returned to the ranch. She twisted twine around the stems of dried leaves to form an autumn bouquet, and he stopped at the bottom of the hill to watch. She was absorbed in her arrangement and didn’t seem to realize she was being watched.
She had changed since they returned from Gray Mountain. Not physically—she had the same almost-white hair, skinny legs, and heart-shaped face. But there was a new aura about her. Abel couldn’t help thinking that she was haloed by a powerful energy. The Alpha spirit.
Abel was supposed to look after his brother’s beautiful, sweet, deadly werewolf girlfriend for two years until she graduated high school—as long as he didn’t get too close to her. What did that even mean?
“It’s going to be a long goddamn two years,” Abel muttered to himself, slamming the Chevelle’s door.
Rylie looked up at the sound and smiled. She smiled to see him. It lit up her whole face.
Yeah. A really long two years.
And yet, somehow, twenty-one months, seven seasons, and forty-eight moons passed.


TWO
Departure
It was the night before a new moon, and Rylie was worrying.
She paced outside the door to Abel’s bedroom, listening to him move inside as he packed for an overnight trip. Rylie already knew what he would take: an extra shirt, a pair of pants, and a handgun loaded with silver bullets.
He hadn’t shot any werewolves in years, but it was better to have it. Just in case.
“Why don’t we send someone else?” she whispered to the mirror at the end of the hall, rehearsing her speech. “Maybe Bekah could get this one? No, wait, she’s got yoga in the morning…”
Dammit, Rylie just didn’t want Abel to leave. Not the night before a moon. Especially not when she was still helping the new werewolf, Vanthe, get settled into life at the sanctuary.
June was late in the season for snow, but it wasn’t unheard of. What if they closed the roads and he couldn’t get back before the next evening’s new moon?
She would have to handle almost two dozen werewolves.
Alone.
The door opened, startling Rylie from her thoughts. Abel loomed over her.
He was taller than Rylie. Of course, at six-and-a-half feet, he was taller than pretty much everyone. The sharp odor of silver and gun oils drifted from the backpack at his shoulder.
Abel didn’t look surprised to see her waiting for him. “Hey, Rylie.”
“You can’t leave,” she blurted, totally forgetting every single one of her not-so-carefully prepared arguments. She even forgot her authoritative “I am Alpha and you should do what I say” voice.
Abel’s grin stretched the scars on his cheek. He barked a laugh and sauntered into the kitchen without responding.
She watched his retreating back, mouth hanging open.
He was pretty good at communicating without words—werewolves were big on that whole body language thing. And Abel’s swagger spoke volumes.
They weren’t polite volumes.
The Alpha wolf inside of her gave an offended growl.
Abel wasn’t running, but his legs were so long that Rylie had to jog to catch up with him. By the time she reached the kitchen, the back screen was slamming shut with a rusty whine.
The newest werewolf, Vanthe, was helping Aunt Gwyn pull a tray of broiled meat out of an oven. “Food’s almost ready,” she said when she spotted Rylie. “Better warn the troops.”
“They’ve been out in the fields all day. We’ll have to ring the big bell,” Rylie said, but she didn’t grab the mallet. She squeezed between Gwyn’s hip and the kitchen island.
“What’s the rush?” Vanthe asked. He was a tall, lean man in his late twenties with dark skin and shockingly blond hair.
“Abel’s going to pick up another wolf from the airport.”
Gwyn threw a critical look over her shoulder as she turned off the second oven. They’d been forced to expand the kitchen in order to accommodate the ravenous appetites of twenty werewolves, and dinner took all three ovens to cook on most nights. “So…?”
“So tomorrow night’s the new moon!”
“He’s a big boy, Rylie,” Gwyn said.
She also said something else, but Rylie didn’t hear it, because she was rushing out the back door to catch Abel. It was one of the first really warm evenings of summer; the darkening sky was thick with the haze of heat, cicadas echoed over the hills, and a breeze sighed through the long grass.
Rylie found Abel throwing his backpack in the passenger’s seat of the Chevelle. He had washed his car that morning, and it glimmered in the porch light like a steel blue jewel in the otherwise dusty ranch.
“Come to tie me to a chair so I can’t leave?” Abel asked.
She ignored the taunt. “Let’s send someone else to get this one. Like Levi—he’s not doing anything.”
“It’s only a couple of hours away. Not a big deal.” He slammed the door shut.
“But what if something happens?” Rylie pressed. “What if you can’t get back in time?”
Abel rolled his eyes. “Then I’ll lock myself in the hotel room for the change, and the Whyte family’s going to get a huge cleaning bill. Like I said. Not exactly a big deal.”
She bit her bottom lip, watching as he circled the tailgate. That wasn’t what she meant. In fact, she hadn’t even given consideration to Abel transforming without her presence.
He stopped to lean on the trunk of the Chevelle. Abel gave her an appraising look, and she stared back, chin lifted in challenge.
Abel had been mauled in a werewolf attack before they met, but every time he transformed, the scars healed a little more. The skin on his temple and chin was still twisted, but his eye and mouth were untouched now. He had actually managed to grow a complete goatee.
He still looked wholly terrifying to new people, which made him perfect for intimidating young werewolves into good behavior. But Rylie knew better than to be scared.
“Are you worrying about me?” he finally asked.
She dropped her gaze first. Some Alpha. “I just can’t handle all the wolves without you,” Rylie told her feet.
It had been almost two years since they officially opened the sanctuary and Rylie took charge of an endangered species. She had survived almost fifty moons as the head of her pack.
Fifty moons. Shouldn’t that have been enough for her to feel confident in her ability to lead?
But the idea of getting through a moon without Abel at her back made her heart beat against her ribs like a mouse trying to escape a cage.
Abel pushed off the trunk of the car and stood over her. A hand touched her chin. Dull surprise jolted through her as she looked up at Abel.
Rylie expected him to tease her. He always teased her.
But his face was totally serious.
“I’ll be back in time.” Abel’s deep voice vibrated with intensity. “I’m not going to leave you alone. I promise.”
Her cheeks heated until she thought that she might catch fire.
It looked like he was thinking of saying something else. His golden eyes were fixed on hers, and his mouth opened. Rylie found herself staring at his lips. He was looking better and better now that the scars were healing.
But then he dropped his hand, and he was grinning again—that lopsided grin that looked so much like his brother’s.
Abel climbed into the driver’s seat of the Chevelle and rolled down the window. “You better have a bed ready in the barn when I get back tomorrow.”
He gunned the engine, and she hugged her arms around herself as she watched him peel down the path toward the highway. The tail lights shrunk and faded into the sunset-lit hills.
Her heart was still beating hard, but not from fear.
Vanthe emerged from the kitchen holding the mallet. “Dinner’s ready. Gwyn says to ring the bell to let everyone know.”
She shook her head to clear it. “The bell is on the front step. You want to go around the other way.”
He didn’t move. “What’s up with that guy?”
“Abel?”
“Yeah. He smelled like silver.”
“He used to be a werewolf hunter,” she said. “Old habits are hard to break, I guess. He still takes a gun with him when he picks up new guys. Like he did with you last week.”
Vanthe’s eyes widened. He had the same gold irises that all werewolves did. “How did a hunter end up your second-in-command?”
Because I bit him.
Rylie gave Vanthe a shaky smile instead of answering aloud. “You should probably go find the bell. Gwyn might not turn into an animal twice a month, but she’s pretty scary when people don’t do what she tells them.”
He saluted her and loped around the building, vanishing into the shadows. As soon as he disappeared, Rylie sagged against the fence.
Just the thought of having to sit down to eat with the pack made her tired. Even Bekah and Levi treated her weird, and they had known her before the Alpha thing. Abel was the only one who made her feel normal anymore.
Up until the moment he touched her chin, anyway. Now she thought she might explode into a thousand pieces.
“What was that?” she whispered into the night, brushing her fingers over her jaw. She could still feel his skin on hers.
Loneliness. It had to be loneliness.
Only one more week until the semester ended. Then Seth would come home for the break between terms.
Summer couldn’t come fast enough.


THREE
Mail
If there was one constant to life on a ranch—even a ranch filled with werewolves—it was the omnipresence of chores.
Rylie woke up to work before sunrise, and she could already feel the new moon approaching. It whispered to her from the dark sky beyond her window. She parted her curtains to gaze up at the smattering of stars fading into the velvety blue of false dawn.
The moon was only a sliver of fingernail over the hills.
I’m coming…
That whisper used to fill her with dread, but it no longer held any sway.
She closed the curtains and ignored it.
Hoping that she was the first to wake up, Rylie grabbed a pair of jeans and work boots off of her dresser and sneaked into the hallway.
The bathroom door was open.
“Success,” she whispered. When was the last time she had gotten to shower without waiting in line?
Feet thudded down the hall. A shoulder bumped hers.
“Sorry! Emergency!” Bekah’s honey-blond curls flashed past her, and the bathroom door slammed shut. The lock clicked.
The pipes in the walls rumbled as the shower blasted to life.
“Hey!” Rylie pounded her fist into the door, forgetting that everyone else was still asleep. “Showering is not an emergency! I was here first!”
Bekah started humming show tunes.
“I’m sending you back to California,” Rylie growled, more to make herself feel better than anything else. The Riese twins, Bekah and Levi, split their year between the two sanctuaries. They would be going back soon anyway.
Grumbling to herself, Rylie hiked the jeans over her hips, stuffed her feet into boots, and went out to labor in the fields alone.
She usually shared the chores with Abel, so his absence quickly became hard to ignore. Feeding the chickens and checking the fence for holes wasn’t nearly as much fun without someone to distract her.
By the time the sun rose, the temperature was already over seventy degrees, and she was sweating.
Rylie tried not to watch the highway for signs of the Chevelle, but when she finished making a lap around the outer layer of fencing, she found herself sitting on a post to watch for Abel anyway.
Only a few hours until the moon. Only a few hours until she had to be Alpha again.
Where was he?
A car approached, but it wasn’t the Chevelle—it was the mail truck.
Her heart jumped.
Rylie ran to the mailbox, and she arrived just as the truck pulled away with a cloud of dust in its wake.
There was a lot of junk mail and hospital bills, but there was also a padded manila envelope with Rylie’s name on it. Another letter was addressed to her, too. All the return address said was, “Seth.”
The sight of his slanted handwriting made loneliness gnaw at her stomach. Despite his promises to visit between every semester, he had started doing summer and winter classes, too—they hadn’t been together for longer than a weekend since spring break the year before.
Opening the envelope made his smells wash over her, bringing back memories of their time together.
Meeting at summer camp. Fighting off his werewolf-hunting mother. Working on the ranch together. Having to leave him so she could get control of her wolf and become Alpha.
Before she could read the letter, the big red pickup rolled down the hill. Gwyn stopped beside her.
“Where are you going?” Rylie asked, passing the bills through the open window.
“Thought I’d stay in the city tonight. Escape the furry…” Gwyn whirled her finger through the air, as if searching for a word. “You know.”
“Are you worried about getting hurt?” she asked, frowning. It had never been a problem before.
Her aunt’s eyes were warm. She reached down to brush the hair over Rylie’s shoulder. “Not with you in charge, babe. I could just really use the vacation. I’ll only be a few days.”
Rylie made herself smile and nod, but worry knotted in her throat.
The only reason Gwyn ever went to the city was for treatments at the hospital. But the antiretroviral cocktails had been working great, especially since Rylie had been keeping a close eye to make sure her aunt took them.
Things weren’t getting worse again… were they?
“Love you,” Rylie said as Gwyn wiggled the gearshift.
Her aunt shot a knowing smile at her. “No wild parties while I’m gone. And if you’re going to drink, don’t touch the liquor on the top shelf. That’s the good stuff and it shouldn’t be wasted on teenagers.”
“Gwyn!”
“See you soon,” she said with a wink.
The truck groaned down the path.
Rylie waited until she reached the privacy of her bedroom to read Seth’s letter. She curled up among the fluffy white pillows in bed with it, leaving the padded envelope on her desk.
 
Rylie,
That last picture of you almost killed me. You’re so damn beautiful. Being away from you makes it hard to breathe.
My every waking hour is consumed with studying for finals, but I keep losing concentration to think about you. The way your hair falls over your eyes when you’re sleeping. The taste of honey on your lips lingers. When I try to study for my anatomy lessons, I can only think about your body.
Stupid as it sounds, I’m counting the hours until the last final ends and I can join you at the ranch. As I write this, only one hundred forty-six hours remain—only.
I’ve got a surprise for you. It’s going to be good. Promise.
See you soon.
With all my heart,
Seth
 
Unable to control her smile, she hugged the letter to her chest and closed her eyes.
Saturday. Just three days, and she could have the real thing.
Her gaze drifted to the other piece of mail with her name on it. She sniffed the padded envelope. It smelled faintly of gunpowder—one of Seth’s distinctive odors. It must have been the surprise referenced at the end of his letter.
Rylie peeled the envelope open. A small box fell into her lap, along with a dried red rose and a slip of paper. Even though the flower’s petals were dried into curls, its perfume lingered. Sweet musk drifted through the air.
She opened the note. There was only a single line inside: I’m coming for you.
She blinked and reread it, then read it a third time.
I’m coming for you.
Her smile faded a fraction.
What a weird message. Of course Seth was coming for her. He would be back next Saturday.
Feeling uneasy, Rylie opened the box—and almost dropped it.
There was a silver bullet inside.


FOUR
Missing Wolf
The breeze cooled as the sun dropped low to the horizon. The barn cast long shadows over the fields, and lights turned on inside. Dark figures moved on the other side of the frosted glass.
After they got rid of the herd, they had converted the barn into a dormitory for the sanctuary’s werewolves. Rylie kept an eye on them from the back step of the ranch house.
She should have been down there to help them prepare mentally for the night’s transformation.
But she didn’t get up.
Rylie considered the box in her cupped hands. She hadn’t opened it again, but she could smell the silver bullet through the wood. It made her queasy to have it close.
Who would have sent her such a thing? She didn’t have any enemies—none that were still alive.
Laughter floated over the breeze from the barn. The younger wolves were joking and roughhousing, like they were at a sleepover.
Why should they be nervous? Rylie had helped them through a dozen painless changes.
And they hadn’t gotten any death threats lately.
Lights appeared on the highway at the bottom of the hill. She had watched enough cars approach and pass that she didn’t get excited.
But this one slowed as it approached the driveway.
Her heart skipped.
Abel.
The wolf pressed against the inside of her ribs, like an excited dog leaping at the return of its friend. She shoved her beast aside, jumped to her feet, and stuffed the box into her pocket—bullet and all.
The Chevelle pulled up to the tree at the bottom of the hill. Abel stepped out alone.
She jogged to the car. “You’re late.”
He grinned to see her. His gold eyes flashed, and his cheek dimpled. “It hasn’t even been a whole day. You’re so impatient.”
Rylie wanted to hug him, but she stopped a few feet away and ducked her head. “Where’s the new kid?” she asked, forcing her voice steady even though her stomach twitched like she had swallowed a jar of lightning bugs.
“Never showed.” He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “The flight was late, and he wasn’t on it.”
“Then what are we supposed to do?”
“Dunno. We can call the Whytes later and see what they say.” He slung his backpack over his shoulder and started toward the house. He hesitated at her side. “I told you I would be back in time.”
Rylie’s inner wolf swelled at his proximity, urged on by the approach of the new moon and the sounds of her nearby pack. She found herself leaning forward, closing her eyes, and smelling his chest.
There was so much information in his scent—his journey to the city, the beef jerky he had eaten on the trip, all the people at the airport, the hotel room. It flooded Rylie’s mind with color and borrowed memories.
When she opened her eyes, Abel was staring at her.
“Sorry,” she said. She meant to step back, but she had been rooted to the spot. Rylie had no control over her legs.
Normally, Abel would have picked on her for that slip in humanity. He never missed an opportunity to harass her.
But this time, he smelled her back.
He lowered his face to her neck and brushed his nose over the skin bared by her tank top. His breath breezed over her throat.
Rylie shut her eyes and clenched her hands tight, resisting the urge to touch him.
The wolf wanted to rub the side of her face against his. Mark him with her scent, and be marked.
Abel’s eyes flicked up to her lips. His face hovered close enough that she could smell the minty flavor of his gum.
My pack, the wolf whispered.
Shut up, Rylie responded, giving her beast a hard, internal jab.
It took all of her strength to take one step back, but once she did, the second step was easier. She cleared her throat. Nudged a rock with the toe of her shoe.
Abel straightened and didn’t remark on the moment of weirdness—which only made it weirder. He rubbed a thumb down a ridge of scar on his cheekbone. “Better get everyone together for the change.”
She stayed by the Chevelle as he entered the house.
Somehow, the box with the bullet found its way into her hand again, and Rylie’s fingers tightened around it. The corners bit into her palm. A painful reminder of Seth.
What was she thinking?
Bekah jogged past with a couple of other werewolves—Eldon and Simone, who came from Canada—and Rylie waved at them. They were still new enough to the change that they needed to work out energy before moonrise.
Thankfully, Abel’s door was closed when Rylie retreated to her room.
She found a pen and paper and sat at her desk. She had a computer, but the internet in the countryside was really slow, and there was something romantic about seeing his handwriting. It reminded her of swapping notes at summer camp.
Contemplating the blank page, she twisted the pen’s cap between her fingers.
Should she tell him about the bullet?
A door opened and closed somewhere else in the house. Abel flashed by the outside of her window and headed toward the barn.
She ducked her head and didn’t look at him.
The silver bullet sat next to her lamp as she wrote.
 
Dear Seth,
Hard to believe the end of the school year is already here. Finals made the last couple of weeks fly past.
It’s always kind of bittersweet when summer comes around: on one hand, I’m deliriously happy, because it means I get to see you; on the other hand, knowing that I’m leaving all my friends and teachers for a few months is sad, too.
Now there’s an added dose of melancholy when I walk the halls of our high school. It’s been empty without you for two years, but it was something we had shared together. Being there made it easy to retreat into thoughts of you and your arms around me.
But once the bell rings on the last day, that’s it. I’m never going back. A chapter of my life is ending and I don’t think I’m ready for it.
There’s so much I’m leaving behind. Memories of being friends with people like Tate—I still miss him, even if I still can’t meet his eyes after what happened to his mom. Watching you at football games. Studying together in the library.
I worked so hard to finish high school. I had to make a lot of sacrifices.
I should be happy, right?
 
Rylie hesitated, pen hovering over the page. She bit her bottom lip.
She didn’t want to worry him with the bullet yet—there was no way to know who had sent it anyway. But a million other things were on her mind, and didn’t know how to approach those, either. The werewolf that didn’t show up at the airport. Gwyn’s worrying secrecy.
And worst of all, The Abel Thing.
What could she say about that? “Hey Seth, I’ve been having funny feelings for your brother lately. My wolf wants to rub him. What do you think I should do about that?”
Yeah, right.
She sighed and propped her chin on her hand. Abel was gathering the rest of the werewolves at the bottom of the hill. They were knee-deep in long grass, and butterflies and bees flitted through the air around them.
Rylie had worked at his side enough that she could imagine the way the summer heat would make his sweat glisten on his shoulders, the smell of his perspiration, the pleasant baritone thrum of his voice.
As she watched, he stripped off his shirt and tossed it onto the rocks by the pond.
Her cheeks heated. She turned back to finish the letter.
 
I miss you. Come back soon. Please.
All my love,
Rylie
 
She folded the paper, stuck it in an envelope, and took it down to the mailbox.


FIVE
Changing
Twenty werewolves.
The number went up and down as months passed. The previous summer, there had been thirty at the sanctuary; over Christmas, it had been only a dozen. But twenty was what they had on the night of the new moon.
The werewolves were volunteers, not prisoners. They were strongly encouraged to spend every moon at the ranch, and many of them did. But they had jobs, families, friends—lives that they couldn’t all leave.
Twenty werewolves meant a lot of families missing their daughters, fathers, and brothers.
There was nobody to miss Abel. He hadn’t spent a single moon away from the sanctuary since they opened it.
Bekah and Levi had already stripped naked and waited by the pond, talking quietly about mundane things. A couple of others began to follow suit, but most people stayed dressed until their changing forms ripped through their clothing. It was hard to let go of human modesty.
Abel would have stripped too, but it embarrassed Rylie. Instead, he waited with her on the back porch of the ranch house wearing nothing but sweatpants.
Rylie surveyed her pack from the back porch of the ranch, hands gripping the wood railing.
Everyone was spread over the hill. Watching her. Waiting.
She drew in a breath and let it out slowly. From a few steps away, Abel watched her shoulders rise and fall under the straps of a white linen dress. The gown was laced together with loose threads that would fall apart when she shifted. It was only a shade paler than her skin in the starlight.
If the moon had taken form and walked on earth, Abel was pretty sure it would have looked like Rylie.
“Five minutes,” she said in a low voice.
Abel repeated it louder for the benefit of the other wolves. “Five minute warning!”
She twitched, as though the volume of his voice startled her.
Rylie glanced at him. Her eyelashes fluttered as she drew in a shuddering breath and bit her bottom lip. Abel found his gaze strangely fixed on the indentations her teeth left in her skin.
She returned her gaze to the pack below them, but she spoke directly to him. “Where do you want to change? Do you want to go down with them, or…?”
“I’ll change with you. Always do, don’t I?”
“I just thought…” Rylie trailed off. He watched her throat work as she swallowed.
He briefly considered going down the hill to change with the other wolves, but the idea of leaving Rylie alone made his hackles rise. She always walked among the pack in her human form. What if one of them attacked before she could change? Even an Alpha’s throat could get ripped out.
“I’m not leaving your side,” Abel said.
Rylie nodded, but didn’t speak.
Five minutes passed too quickly in the still silence. They always did on the night of a change.
Movement rippled through the waiting wolves. A brown-haired girl named Pyper cried out.
It was time.
The energy shifted around Abel. His skin prickled, and the hair stood up on the back of his neck. “Rylie?”
She looked at him again. There was no human left in her eyes.
Rylie held out a hand. Abel took it.
Their interlocked fingers were in stark contrast to each other—his skin darker than the midnight sky, and hers paler than the moon. The calm, assuring aura of the Alpha swept over him.
He transformed quickly.
The bones in his face made muffled cracking noises as they extended into a muzzle. His knees reversed and unbalanced him, forcing him to the ground.
His fingernails fell out. Rylie hadn’t released his hand—the sharp tips of his new claws pressed gently into the back of her hand. She had to let go once his fingers shortened into paws, but she sat at his side until he was done. Her hand stroked the ruff of fur that sprouted form his neck.
Only a few minutes later, he was done.
Gwyn had taken a photo of Rylie and Abel’s wolf forms once, just so he could see what he looked like. She put the picture on the mantle like it was a family Christmas shot. He was the size of a small pony, with sleek midnight fur and luminous eyes.
He shook himself, and flecks of blood sprayed the patio.
“Are you okay?” Rylie asked. She was frowning and biting her lip. Damn, that drove him crazy. He bumped his nose into her hand to tell her that he was okay.
The sounds of other changing wolves filled the night. Rylie rose to her feet, and he followed her down the hill.
She remained human as she moved through the pack. When a werewolf cried out, she sat with them until the transformation ended, and Abel watched to make sure they wouldn’t lash out at her. But none of them dared. Her power was too immense.
One by one, human flesh yielded to fur. Two legs became four.
Within twenty minutes, everyone had changed.
Their hairy bodies milled around Rylie, struggling to get as close to her as possible. She lifted her arms so that they could butt their noses into her ribs, the small of her back, her calves. They smelled her, licked her, bowed on their forelegs to show submission.
Abel remained at her side. Her fingers brushed his forehead.
“Go,” Rylie said. “Run.”
He threw his head back and loosed a howl. A small wolf the color of honey—Bekah—echoed his wail.
That was all the permission they needed. The werewolves scattered, jumping over rocks and tearing lines through the tall grass.
Rylie didn’t change.
Abel tilted his head and whined.
“Not tonight,” she said. “I don’t want to be with the pack in this mood.”
Abel pushed his head low to the ground, tail high in the air. Even though he didn’t use words, his message was meant to be obvious: Come play with us.
Rylie laughed. “But Abel…” He darted at her heels and nipped lightly. She jumped. “Hey! Don’t forget who’s the Alpha here.”
He rolled onto his side in a good patch of dirt and wriggled. More wolf-speak. This time: I’m not listening to you.
She rolled her eyes. “You’re a disrespectful jerk.”
Pyper zoomed past with Analizia and Levi hot on her tail. Rylie whirled to watch them run, and Abel couldn’t resist—he lunged into Pyper’s side, sending both of them rolling down the hill.
Levi pounced. The three of them were a tangled mess of legs and tails, and Abel had no idea who he was biting.
Rylie’s laughter drifted toward the stars.
Abel would have done pretty much anything to evoke that noise from her.
“Okay,” she said. “Fine. I’ll be right there.”
Rylie changed, and the pack ran as one.
Abel woke up covered in dew with someone pressed against him. He twisted around to see Rylie curled in the fetal position, her back against his. The sun hadn’t quite risen yet. A line of sugar ants marched over her bare hip.
He sat up to look at her, and for once, he really looked at her. The long line of her ribs down to her waist, the swell of her hip, the delicate lines of her legs. The bottoms of her feet were dirty. Four parallel, silvery scars marked her chest. Feathery white-blond hair fanned through the grass.
They were laying in the grass near the pond, far from the barn and any other wolves. Abel wasn’t sure how they had ended up alone. He couldn’t remember his nights as a wolf. But he had the vague impression of a beautiful night and the wind in his face.
And Rylie. Always Rylie.
His brother’s girlfriend.
But when was the last time that asshole spent longer than a weekend with her? Seth had sent her flowers for her eighteenth birthday. Flowers. That was it. He hadn’t even been able to go to her graduation.
She was turning into a woman while he was away at medical school. How was Abel supposed to keep from noticing that? He wasn’t selfless. And he definitely wasn’t blind.
“By becoming a priest,” he muttered, glancing at her bare hip again.
He brushed the ants off of her. Rylie gave a sigh and rolled onto her back without waking up.
Abel’s fingertips lingered on her skin, so soft and smooth.
Bad idea.
He turned from her with a groan and rubbed a hand over his eyes. Coffee sounded good. Better than thinking those kinds of thoughts about Rylie.
Abel left her sleeping peacefully by the pond and went to make coffee.
As it turned out, Abel really sucked at not thinking about Rylie. And the faster Saturday approached, the harder it became.
He probably should have been excited for his idiot brother to come back. They always had fun when Seth was around. It meant getting to tussle in the dirt, race through the fields, and shooting cans in the back forty. Brother stuff.
It also meant that Rylie was going to spend every waking moment with Seth instead of Abel.
He watched her out of the corner of his eye while they ate dinner together the next night. The werewolves were enjoying an entire cow’s worth of beef in the barn, but he sat on the stoop with Rylie, like the two of them always did. The setting sun turned her skin the same shade of gold as her hair.
“I’ve decided to take the year off,” Rylie said. She cut her steak into a lot of tiny pieces and ate them one by one. “Before going to college, I mean. If I go to college at all.”
“But you got a million acceptance letters.”
She shrugged. “Seems weird to leave when you still need me here.” Rylie glanced at him. “I mean, the werewolves need me. All of them. It’s not like a year without school will atrophy my brain.”
He pushed lightly on the side of her head. “It might. You could turn into a vegetable.” She elbowed him.
“At least I would be safe here. Werewolves don’t eat vegetables.” Rylie’s smile faded. “But they might eat my aunt if I’m not here to control them.”
“You think I can’t protect Gwyn?”
“That’s not it. I know you would take care of her. I trust you.” Her golden eyes zeroed in on him. “What do you think I should do?”
Their momentary scuffle had left them sitting a few inches closer on the step. They weren’t touching, but electricity made the air between them vibrate.
He opened his mouth to tell her that she should go to college in the fall. It’s what Seth would have said if he was there. It was the selfless thing.
But it wasn’t what came out.
“I don’t want you to go anywhere,” Abel said.
The corner of her mouth lifted in the tiniest smile. “Me neither.”
Inside, the phone rang.
They both moved, but Abel was faster. He launched to his feet and almost spilled the plate.
“I’ll get it,” he said.
He left Rylie on the step.
Bekah had reached the phone first. She paced through the hallway as she talked. Levi lounged on the couch with his head propped on one arm and a book on his lap.
Even though the call had been answered, Abel let the door fall shut behind him anyway.
Levi looked up from his book. “You remember that Rylie’s dating Seth, right? And that they’re totally, completely, head over heels for each other?”
“No. I’ve got amnesia and completely forgot the mushy bullshit that happens when they’re together. Are you stupid?” Abel didn’t bother trying to make it sound like he was joking.
“Just checking, because I saw you guys eating dinner out there. You looked pretty comfortable.”
“Aren’t you and your bitch sister supposed to be in California?”
“Dad told us that we’re staying for an extra couple of weeks,” Levi said, licking his thumb and turning a page. “He’s worried about hunters around the sanctuary in California.” His eyes flashed to Abel over his knees. “And if you call my sister a bitch again, I’m going to mess you up.”
“Then you better mind your own damn business.”
Bekah entered the living room and held the phone out. “Scott wants to talk to you, Abel.”
He glared at Levi and took the phone into his bedroom.
When the Riese twins were in town, Abel had to share a room with Levi. Everyone shared their living space—only Rylie and Gwyn got to have private rooms. Levi decorated his half of the room with soccer posters. A bong stuck out of a shoe under his bed.
Abel had his guns hung on the opposite wall, just to help remind his roommate what would happen if Levi got into his private space.
“Abel?” Scott asked over the phone. He had a deep, pleasant voice that was probably really good for soothing patients. Scott Whyte was a therapist and witch of the Wiccan persuasion. He also owned both of the werewolf sanctuaries, east and west.
“Yes, sir?”
“I thought you would want to know that Isoba Briggs’s family has filed a missing person report.”
It took him a minute to remember why he recognized that name. “You mean, the werewolf kid who never showed up at the airport?”
“That’s right. He’s not at home and he’s not in your hands. Which begs the question… where is he?”
Abel felt an all-too-familiar sense of looming dread. He ducked to peer out the window. Rylie was still on the step.
“I can go look for Isoba,” Abel said.
“I’ve already asked Seth to make a detour before joining you at the ranch. He agreed. I want you to stay close to home—I’ve seen strange activity from hunters in the region, and I wouldn’t be surprised to see it in yours, too.”
“Union?”
“Yasir said it’s not them, and I believe him,” Scott said. “These appear to be freelancers. But a lot of creatures are turning up dead—mostly demons so far. I don’t want any of them to be werewolves.”
“Understood. We’ll protect the pack.” He hesitated. “So when will Seth be back?”
“When he finds Isoba.”
Rylie wasn’t going to be happy to hear that. Abel, however, suddenly felt light. “Thanks for keeping me informed, sir.”
“You’re welcome. Stay safe.”
Scott hung up.
Abel watched as Rylie stood from the step and stretched her fingers high over her head. Her shirt lifted, baring a line of midriff over her belt.
It was a lot less than he saw on every new and full moon, but a strange feeling guttered through him anyway.
Abel really sucked at being selfless.


SIX
Dominance
Saturday arrived, but Seth didn’t. Instead, he called Rylie’s cell phone.
“I’m in North Harbor,” he said.
That was all the way on the east coast. Her eyebrows knitted. “What? Why?”
“The missing werewolf—Isoba Briggs. Scott asked me to go looking for him, since I’m the only hunter he knows that isn’t working for the Union. You know how I can sense werewolves and stuff.”
“You were supposed to come home today,” Rylie said, sitting on the edge of her bed. She almost missed.
“I know, but I’m the most capable of tracking Isoba down. I can’t help it.”
Her voice came out barely louder than a squeak. “You couldn’t help it last winter, either. You haven’t been back in a long time.”
“Come on, Rylie. It’s only until I find the werewolf. I’ll be back soon.” When she didn’t reply, he went on in a lower voice, like he was trying to soothe her. “You know I would rather be with you.”
She swallowed down her anger. The wolf stirred at the emotion, and she was dangerously close to growling. “Fine.”
“I’ll move as fast as I can.”
“Okay.”
“I can’t wait to see you,” he said, still in that deep voice that stirred feelings deep in Rylie’s midsection. That was how he talked to her on their long nights alone in the fields together, or when they locked themselves in her room for days on end.
She sighed. “Miss you.”
He apologized one more time. He sounded like he really meant it.
Then she hung up.
A day passed, and then two.
Gwyn came home from the city and wouldn’t tell Rylie what she had been doing.
A few werewolves left. A couple of others came in.
The days quickly turned into a week, and then the full moon came and went.
Still no Seth.
Rylie was frustrated by hanging around the ranch without him. It didn’t help that the Riese twins hadn’t gone back to California yet—Scott hadn’t given them the all-clear, so they were still sharing the house and its lone bathroom.
And something had changed with Abel.
He hadn’t been arguing with Levi as much. He was sticking closer to Rylie, too.
He also stared at her a lot.
Every time she turned around, he was watching her. Like when she was working on repairing a hole Pyper had ripped in the fence—he stayed on a nearby hill the whole time, like he expected her to run away. Or when she was cooking dinner for the other werewolves, he actually stuck around in the kitchen to help. He never helped with dinner.
Abel didn’t take his eyes off of her. Not even once.
The werewolves threw a party in the barn a few days after the full moon. They played loud music, stomped their feet, clapped their hands, and danced. Occasional howls—the kind that came from drunken human mouths—broke the night.
Rylie didn’t join them. She watched from the fields beyond the ring of light.
They had opened the barn door and turned on all of the lights, so she could see into the common area inside. Scott had given them several couches and a big TV, which was playing a horror movie. Bekah was dancing on the coffee table. Kiara piped music from her Mac Book through the big stereo. Rylie could smell the liquor from yards away.
Levi stumbled out of the barn.
“Rylie? Is that you?” he called, shielding his eyes to peer into the darkness. When Rylie didn’t step forward, he lifted his nose and sniffed. “Why are you hiding?”
“I’m not hiding,” she protested.
Levi followed the sound of her voice to the side of the barn, where she sat in the grass. He flopped beside her and propped his head up on his arms. He reeked of whiskey. “Seems you’re having fun out here.”
“I’m just enjoying the stars,” she said, picking at her thumbnail.
“Why don’t you ever spend time with the pack?”
Rylie frowned. “What are you talking about? I’m always with the pack, especially now that school’s over. I have nothing else to do.”
“Sure, you’re always around, but you don’t spend time with us. You’re usually off with Abel.”
“I’m not right now.”
“That’s because he’s dancing with Bekah,” Levi said.
Rylie’s head snapped up, and she searched the barn until her eyes fell on Levi’s sister. She had taken over the Mac Book and had found a cowboy hat somewhere. Abel was on the opposite side of the room—sitting on a leather couch to talk to Vanthe.
Her pounding heart slowed. “He is not.”
“No, but I wanted to know what you would do if he was.” His gaze was a little too sharp for someone who smelled very, very drunk. “Why do you care what he’s doing?”
“Why do you care? Are you dating Abel? Are you jealous of him?” Rylie snapped. “No. You’re not.”
“I care what the Alpha is doing. And yeah, before you ask, it is my business. The Alpha’s mating is everyone’s business.”
She had been prepared to storm away, but she froze. “Mating? What mating?”
Levi picked a piece of dry grass out of the earth and picked at his teeth. “Oh, Scott hasn’t mentioned that yet? Whoops.” The way he met her eyes full-on was werewolf body language. And it was just as disrespectful as anything Abel did. Even worse, it was a challenge to her dominance.
Her voice hardened. “Tell me what you’re talking about. Right now.”
Levi stood. He was only an inch or two taller than her, but he seemed to loom.
He flicked the grass to the ground. “You know, Alpha isn’t something you’re born into. Status as Alpha has to be earned. Or taken.”
Blood rushed through her ears as the wolf grew inside of her.
Her fingernails itched. She looked down, and was surprised to see blood spotting on the edges—the way it did when she was on the verge of changing into a wolf. She clenched her fists to keep them from falling out.
“Are you saying you want to fight me?” she asked, and there was a growling edge to her voice.
Before Levi could respond, someone else spoke.
“Having fun out here?” The words were light, but the tone wasn’t. Rylie smelled Abel on the breeze as he took position at her back.
Levi faltered, glancing between Rylie and Abel. Tension corded his neck with muscle. “We were just talking.”
Abel stepped in front of Rylie, blocking her view of Levi with his broad back.
“Go talk with someone else,” Abel growled.
Levi backed away slowly. “I was getting bored out here anyway.”
Rylie watched until he was in the barn party again, and then she sank to the earth, hands gripping her temples.
Mating? Alpha challenges? Shouldn’t she have known everything there was to know about werewolves three years after she was bitten?
“Was that punk threatening you?” Abel asked, hovering over her. “I’ll take him down. I’ll go and—”
“No,” she interrupted. “I mean… yeah. He was threatening me. But you can’t take him down. I think I have to do it.” Rylie looked up at Abel. He looked angrier than she had seen him in a long time. “I’m the Alpha. I have to keep control.”
Abel’s lip peeled back to bare his teeth. “Help never hurts.”
“Have you heard anything about…” She hesitated.
It seemed really, really awkward to ask her boyfriend’s brother about the mating habits of werewolves.
“What?” Abel asked.
Rylie shook her head and checked her fingers. Only the nail on her thumb had come loose. It would grow back soon. “Nothing. Never mind. Forget about Levi. You were having fun—you should go back to the party.”
“I should have been watching you.” Resolve hardened his jaw. Her eyes followed the scars from his temple down to his neck, where they disappeared under the collar of his black tank top.
She faced the waxing moon, hugging her arms around herself. Rylie had to stop staring at him. “I miss Seth,” she sighed.
Abel didn’t respond.
“Is there any word on the missing wolf?” she asked.
“Not yet. And there’s nothing we can do about Seth unless you want to go look for this Isoba kid yourself. So you should stop worrying about it. Come on, let’s go party—they’re playing good music.”
“That’s a great idea,” Rylie said.
Abel started to walk back to the barn. “Awesome.”
“No, not the party. Looking for Isoba. Let’s do it.”
“Seriously?”
If the choice was between waiting at the ranch for Levi to challenge her, or leaving to be with her boyfriend… It was hardly a difficult decision.
“Seriously,” Rylie said. “Let’s go.”


SEVEN
Seaside
Rylie called Scott and made arrangements. By the time dinner rolled around the next evening, she was on a flight with Abel to North Harbor.
She hadn’t flown since becoming a werewolf, and getting confined in a metal tube with a few hundred humans was overwhelming. Cigarette smoke. Body odor. Deodorant. Shampoo. Leather. Cotton. Dirty feet. She could barely distinguish one odor from the others.
Her hands gripped the armrests. Rylie took shallow breaths and tried not to smell anything until they landed.
Seth didn’t answer his cell phone, so they headed straight for his hotel when they hit the ground.
North Harbor was a small town with cramped streets that stunk of fish. A gray haze hung over the air, and a storm brewed over the steely ocean. The damp breeze cooled her to the marrow. Fifty-five degrees in early July—there had to be some kind of law against that.
The back roads were too narrow for vehicles, so the cab dropped them off at the end of Main Street, less than a mile from the hotel.
Rylie stopped to look in a shop’s window. They had cable-knit sweaters prominently displayed on the mannequins. Apparently, cold summers didn’t surprise anyone but her.
“Hang on,” she called to Abel, who had walked away without her. “I want to buy a sweater real quick.”
He stopped and rolled his eyes. “We’re a block away from the hotel.”
“But it’s cold.”
Abel shucked his shirt so that he was wearing nothing but the tank top underneath. He draped it over her shoulders. It was warm and engulfed her in his smell.
To her surprise, he reached back to pull her hair out of the collar. His hand lingered on her shoulder.
After a second, he stepped back. Coughed into his fist.
“You can get a sweater later.” Abel’s voice sounded weird. “Let’s go.”
Scott Whyte always made sure they had first-class accommodations when they traveled, and the hotel he had put Seth up in was no exception. It was an old building that smelled like it had been recently remodeled—Rylie detected the aroma of paint and newly-quarried stone.
They went inside. The lobby had marble floors and a chandelier, and the man at the front desk gave them a skeptical look when they asked to call Seth’s room.
“Are you expected?” he asked without reaching for the phone.
Abel leaned over the desk, using every inch of his six and a half feet to tower over the receptionist. “Yes.”
The man shrunk back and dialed.
When Seth didn’t answer, it took him two tries to hang the phone up again. “I don’t think he’s in his room.”
Rylie frowned and stepped outside to call his cell phone again. No response. “He’s probably hunting,” Abel said, appearing at her side.
“But I haven’t heard from him in two days. What if he’s hurt or something?”
She expected Abel to blow off the suggestion, but his brow drew low over his eyes. “I’m going to look around town. See if I can find Isoba’s house. Stay here, at the hotel.”
“But—”
He didn’t give her a chance to argue. Abel strode away, leaving her alone with a chilly breeze and darkening skies.
She kicked a rock into the rosebush.
“Some Alpha I am,” she muttered.
Rylie waited on a stone bench in the gardens, sheltered under the branches of a tree. She played games on her cell phone until she beat her score on Bejeweled Blitz for the third time, and then put it away to keep from killing the battery.
Still no Abel or Seth.
An older couple jogged into the hotel, casting worried looks at the sky. They didn’t even give her a second glance under the tree.
Five minutes later, she understood why. Thunder rolled in the black clouds as wet circles began appearing on the cobblestone path. The hush of rain on leaves followed an instant later.
Within seconds, it was pouring.
Rylie was dry under the tree, but she couldn’t leave unless she wanted to get soaked. She sat tight with her carry-on bag at her side and Abel’s shirt hugged around her, more grateful than ever for its warmth.
A woman ducked under the tree with her, holding a newspaper over her head. “Nice day, huh?” she asked, shaking rain out of her jacket’s lapels. Rylie shirked back as she got splashed.
“Yeah. It smells nice.” The scent of wet asphalt and soil wasn’t the only nice part about the rain—it also had a dampening effect on all the other confusing smells that had been bothering Rylie.
The woman gave her a weird look at that. Her silky black hair was chopped in a perfect A-line at her angular jaw. “I was being sarcastic.” Her jacket gapped, and Rylie glimpsed a camisole and shorts. The newcomer was no more prepared for the weather than Rylie.
“Are you a guest at the hotel?” she asked.
“No. I’m just looking for someone who is.” She folded the newspaper and glared at the sky. “I’m Pagan. What’s your name, kid?”
“Rylie?”
Pagan arched a thin eyebrow. “That’s a man’s name.”
Annoyance made the wolf stir inside Rylie.
“Oh yeah? What kind of name is Pagan?”
“Heck if I know. You’d have to ask my parents that one.” The woman stepped beside the bench, and her perfume wafted toward Rylie—a musky, flowery scent that almost made her gag. “Looks like the rain isn’t letting up anytime soon. Man, the streets get totally dead when it pours, don’t they? But that’s good. Means there aren’t any witnesses.”
Witnesses?


Too late, Rylie smelled silver.
And then there was a gun in her face.
She ducked. A shot rang out.
Rylie hit the ground with her hands over her head, braced for the burning agony that followed getting hit by a silver bullet. Someone cried out, and it took her a moment to realize that it was Pagan—not her own voice.
The pain never came.
Pagan fled. Her feet flashed past Rylie’s face.
Another gunshot rang out.
A hand jerked her to her feet, and she thought it was Abel for an instant, and she was relieved enough that she wanted to hug him tight. But he was too short to be Abel, and his hair was too long.
Rylie recognized his smell before his face.
Gunpowder. Leather. The musk of sweat.
“Seth,” she whispered.
“Are you okay?” her boyfriend asked, grabbing her upper arms. Seth looked a little older than she remembered. He was growing into a more adult frame. His shoulders were broader, his arms were thicker, and his voice was maybe a fraction deeper. “Are you hurt? Did she—”
“I’m fine, she didn’t hit me, nothing hurts.”
“Thank God.” He lifted her in his arms, squeezing a laugh out of her. “You’re crazy, you shouldn’t be here,” Seth said, but he kissed her before she could reply.
It had been too long since she had seen him, been held by him, kissed his lips. Rylie could have vanished into his embrace. She wanted to roll herself in his smells and drown.
He set her on her feet, and she ran her hands over his face, tracing the familiar cut of his cheekbones and ears and forehead. His skin was damp, and his straightened hair was starting to frizz from the moisture.
“You’re soaking wet,” Rylie said, and then she kissed him again, just because he was there.
“Let’s get inside,” he mumbled into her mouth.
“I don’t care about the rain.”
His eyes danced with mirth as he pulled back and grabbed her hand. “I’m more worried about the hunter who just tried to kill you. I didn’t land a fatal shot. She’s still out there—alive.”
“Oh,” she said. “Yeah. That.”
Seth’s room was decorated as nicely as the hotel lobby. He had a four-poster bed with fluffy pillows, a fireplace, and Rylie was pretty sure that she glimpsed a Jacuzzi through the cracked bathroom door. Scott Whyte really didn’t skimp when making travel reservations.
As soon as they crossed the threshold, Seth locked the door, peeked out the window, and shut the curtains. He left wet footprints in his wake.
“You’re making a mess of everything,” she said, knowing it was stupid to be worried about the mud when Pagan was still out there. She felt strangely numb. It had been a long time since she had a gun pointed at her.
“Just making sure the room is secure.” Seth cupped her face in his hands. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
She nodded. “I’m just glad she didn’t hit you.”
“Didn’t hit me?” He laughed. “God, I’ve missed you, Rylie.”
He stripped his shirt off over his head and used it to dry off his chest. The ability to speak completely fled from Rylie as she took in the sight of his broad shoulders and muscular arms. Seth had definitely been finding time for the university gym.
“Who was that woman?” Rylie asked when she remembered how to use the English language.
“I think she’s a hunter or something. I’ve been tracking her for days.” He kicked off his shoes. She realized that she was dripping on the carpet too, so she followed suit. Seth pushed her shirt off of her shoulders and gave it a funny look. “What is this?”
Rylie took Abel’s shirt from his hand and dropped it on the pile of shoes. “You mean, a hunter like you? A kopis?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I haven’t been able to get close enough to get a good read on her. But I’m glad I was following her today.”
His hands went to her jeans and popped the button open.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
His eyes sparked. “Helping you dry off.” He lifted the hem of her shirt, and she obediently raised her arms so that he could strip it off. It wasn’t even wet. He lowered his lips to her neck. “I’ve missed you so much,” he murmured.
Rylie had meant to call Abel and tell him that she found Seth. She also had meant to head out and help search for Isoba so they could go home as soon as possible.
But as soon as Seth touched her, all those thoughts were completely forgotten.
The rain poured outside, but they were safe and dry in his hotel room.


EIGHT
A Second Present
Abel picked up the smell of other werewolves a half a mile away from the hotel, and he followed it to a cluster of houses built on a cliff over the ocean. They looked like vacation rentals, and judging by the empty streets and dark windows, they were all unoccupied. It smelled like nobody had been inside of them for weeks.
Except for the one on the end. Someone had touched the front door. He detected the scent of skin oils on the handle, and the sour perfume of silver.
How many people walked around vacation rentals carrying silver?
Abel drew the gun at the small of his back and kept it aimed at the ground as he walked around the house looking for an open window. The back door was cracked.
He perked his ears up, listening for the slightest hint of motion. But the house was completely still.
Abel glanced at his phone to make sure there was no text message from Rylie before slipping inside.
The back hallway was empty, but as soon as he crossed the threshold, a new smell smacked him in the face—like copper pennies and slabs of pork. Blood and human flesh.
He led with his gun as he eased around the corner into the living room.
That was where he found the werewolf.
The body was spread-eagle in front of the fireplace. The bearskin rug underneath was ruined with his blood. Seth wouldn’t have been able to find it—he could only sense living werewolves, and this one was definitely dead. He’d probably been dead for days.
Abel wiped the blood off of the face of the corpse using a blanket from the couch. His features were sunken and pale, but it definitely looked like the picture he had seen of Isoba. He was starting to decompose.
“Damn,” Abel swore under his breath.
He did a quick check for the source of the blood and found a bullet wound on his chest. Whoever killed him must have smeared it everywhere. There were red footprints on the carpet and a smear on the wall.
Abel followed the smear into the kitchen and found something written on the counter.
It was hard to read—finger-painting in werewolf blood wasn’t exactly the most legible way to leave a message. He squinted at it but couldn’t read past the first word: “this.”
A silver bullet had been left on the counter, and a dried red rose. Abel pocketed them and took another look at the bloody message. When he finally made it out, a chill settled over him:
This is for you, Rylie. Sincerely, Cain.
The fireplace in Seth’s hotel room crackled with merry flames. Rylie crouched in front of it, warming her chilly fingers as Seth talked on the phone.
“It’s definitely a hunter,” he said. He had called Scott Whyte after taking a shower with Rylie, and his hair was tied back with a bandana. It was also the only thing he was wearing. Orange firelight danced on his bare skin. “She was armed with silver bullets.”
She listened carefully to pick up Scott’s end of the conversation. “Have you found Isoba yet?”
“No, but Abel is looking.”
“Let me know as soon as you find him. I’ll book flights for all of you. We need to stay close to the sanctuaries and protect our packs. Look after Rylie.”
“Yes, sir.”
He set the phone down, and Rylie watched as he dressed. When had he become so confident, so self-assured? When had he become such an adult?
She found herself rising to her feet and rubbing her hands down his bare back, enjoying the feeling of his muscles under his skin as he zipped his jeans. He had a tattoo of the moon and a wolf’s paw on his shoulder.
“I’m not going to get dressed very fast if you keep doing that,” Seth said.
“I’m okay with that.” Rylie pressed her face between his shoulder blades and took a deep breath. He smelled so familiar, so warm.
But not like pack.
She stepped back, disappointed, and he faced her. His smile faded when he saw her expression. “You okay?”
Levi’s mention of Alpha wolves mating almost spilled off her tongue. But she bit it back and forced herself to smile. “I’m worried about Pagan.”
Seth pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her.
“You’re safe,” he whispered into her hair. “I promise.”
Rylie didn’t like having to think of such dire things when she was finally with him again, after so long. She nestled her head under his chin. “I got your present.”
“My letter?”
“No, the box and the flower,” she said. “It was weird, but… sweet? I guess? I don’t really understand it.”
He took her by the shoulders and held her at arm’s length, brow furrowed. “I didn’t send you a box and a flower.”
Her stomach flipped. “But you said you had a surprise for me.”
“That wasn’t it. What was in the box?”
“I brought it with me. Here…” Rylie opened her carry-on bag and pulled out the present she had received at the ranch. She handed it to him.
Seth opened it. His face darkened. “Was this all you got?”
So it wasn’t from him. She felt like she could have thrown up. “There was also a note. It said…” She swallowed hard. “It said ‘I’m coming for you.’”
The atmosphere in the hotel room was suddenly a lot less romantic. Seth held Rylie close, and she clung to his shirt, longing for a time that they could be together without the looming threat of mortal peril.
Abel met Seth in the hallway outside the hotel room. Abel tried not to feel annoyance when Seth slipped out and quietly closed the door behind him, like he was trying to keep his brother from seeing into the room.
“What did you find?” Seth asked, leading him a few feet down the hallway.
“Isoba’s body, and a note written in blood. It said, ‘This is for you, Rylie.’ And it was signed by someone named Cain.” Abel kept his tone level, but he didn’t miss the Biblical implications of the name—Cain had killed Abel, after all.
Seth didn’t miss it, either. “You think that’s really the killer’s name, or is that a direct threat?”
“No idea. But Isoba was shot with a silver bullet.”
“There’s way too much silver flying around today.” Seth turned off the phone and clenched it in his fist. “A hunter tried to shoot Rylie outside the hotel today. And someone sent her a silver bullet at the ranch.”
Abel felt his eyes widen. “When?”
“She said it was a couple of weeks ago.”
And she hadn’t told him? A low growl rose in his throat.
How the hell was he supposed to protect Rylie from hunters if she didn’t tell him when she was in danger?
Seth blew a breath out of his lips. “I don’t think she needs to know about the note from this Cain guy. It’ll worry her too much. But we have to get her somewhere safe.”
Abel nodded sharply. “The ranch isn’t good enough. We should stay on the move. We should—”
“Rylie’s not the only one we need to protect,” his brother interrupted. “We should go home and fortify.”
“And risk Rylie? They know where she lives.”
“They haven’t attacked the ranch yet.” Seth glanced back at the hotel room. “Not until today, and I think that was an accident. Pagan didn’t know she was going to stumble on Rylie here. She must have been looking for me. No—something else is going on.”
Abel wanted to argue further, but the hotel room door opened, and Rylie’s head poked out. She was wearing a bathrobe. Which meant that she had gotten undressed at some point.
Anger surged through Abel, sudden and powerful. He knew that Rylie and Seth had sex. Lots of it. Their bedrooms at the ranch shared a wall, after all, so it was hardly a revelation. But he couldn’t shake the mental image of throttling his little brother.
“What’s going on?” Rylie asked, glancing between them.
“We’re going back to the ranch,” Seth said, joining her at the door. “Get your bag together.” She disappeared, and Seth tossed something to Abel. He caught it. It was the shirt he had given Rylie. “I think that’s yours.”
He closed the door and locked Abel out.


NINE
Surprise
The drive from the airport to the ranch was silent and tense. Rylie wasn’t sure if she was imagining it or not, but Seth and Abel weren’t looking at each other. They didn’t speak—not even once—the entire time they were in the car.
Gwyn met them by the Chevelle. She hugged Rylie first, but she embraced Seth extra tightly, too.
“What’s the word?” she asked.
Rylie didn’t bother sugarcoating it. Not for someone like Gwyn. “We found Isoba dead. There are hunters after us, and we need to prepare for the worst.”
Her aunt didn’t even blink.
“Possible war, huh? I’ll haul out the spare lumber in case we need to block the windows. Dinner is cooking. Check on it in five minutes, unless you want your meat burned.”
She headed down to the shed, and Seth followed. “I’ll help you.”
Rylie suppressed a smile. If she had been the hunters, she would have thought twice about attacking anywhere that Aunt Gwyn was protecting.
After a moment, Abel and Rylie were alone aside from the bees and the summer heat. He stared at a fixed point on the horizon, expression unreadable.
“What are we going to do?” she asked.
He didn’t look at her. “Don’t get all worried. I’m sure Seth will look out for you.”
Abel vanished into the house.
“But who will take care of you?” she whispered.
Rylie was too wired to sleep after dinner. She kept thinking about the bullet she had gotten in the mail, Pagan attacking her under the tree, and Isoba—poor Isoba.
She decided to put her energy to good use and check for holes in the outer fence one more time. Their barbed wire helped contain the werewolves on full and new moons, but would it be enough to hold off an attack by hunters?
Hunters. Rylie shivered. It had been a long time since she had to fight for her life.
Indentations in the mud on the other side of the fence caught her eye, and she crouched to take a closer look. They looked like tire tracks—deep ones, like those a semi might leave behind. And there was also a set of footprints.
Rylie sniffed. The faint hint of perfume lingered around the mud. Even though it was starting to fade, the odor of flowers was cloying and sweet.
That was Pagan’s perfume. She must have followed them—it smelled like she had been there just hours earlier.
Rylie straightened, half-expecting to come face-to-face with a gun. But the terrain was empty as far as she could see. The clear silver light of the summer moon showed her that.
A dark figure moved in the fields behind her.
Unease crept over Rylie, and she briefly considered running. But then the breeze carried Seth’s smell to her.
She waited for him to join her. “What are you doing out here alone?” he asked, eyes scanning the fields around them.
“Look at this.” Rylie pointed at the tracks. “I smell Pagan. She was here this afternoon.”
“She’s checking us out.” Seth shook his head. “You shouldn’t be out here.”
“I couldn’t sleep. I’ve been worrying.”
He squeezed her hand. “Nothing is going to hurt you. I promise. I won’t let it happen.”
“But it’s already July. You’ll go back to school next month—and then what?” Rylie’s voice trembled. She took a deep, steadying breath. “I mean… it’s fine. But it’s easy for you to tell me not to worry when it won’t be your problem soon.”
“Your safety is always my problem,” Seth said, pressing her hand to his chest. “You fill my mind and heart. I’m not going anywhere until I know you’re safe.”
She wanted to say, What about Abel? But she kept her mouth closed.
“We should go inside,” she said instead.
“Wait a second.” He gave her a lopsided grin. “You never asked about the surprise I have for you.”
She had completely forgotten about it. Mortal peril was pretty distracting. “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…” He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “I’ve been thinking a lot lately. About our relationship.”
Rylie 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? And with everything happening now—this Cain thing and missing werewolves and silver bullets…”
Cold fear washed over her. “You’re not breaking up with me, are you?” she asked, cheeks heating and eyes blurring.
Seth’s chuckle stopped her before she could start crying. His smile made her heart skip a beat. “Are you serious? I would never let you go, Rylie. I’d have to be stupid.”
“Then what?”
Without letting go of her hand, he dropped to one knee.
He pulled a small box out of his pocket and opened it. A slender gold ring was nestled inside.
Rylie’s heart gave up beating entirely. She couldn’t breathe. She could barely even stand up straight.
His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard.
“Rylie… will you marry me?”
She searched for words and found none. But then motion on the hill caught her eye.
There was somebody watching Seth’s proposal.
The night was bright and clear enough that, even at that distance, Rylie could see the stricken expression on Abel’s face.
And she also saw when someone stepped up behind him and raised a gun.
Pagan.
“Abel!” she yelled, but it was too late.
The gun fired.


THIS ISN’T THE END OF THE STORY!
But I need your help, reader friends! Please join me on my Facebook and tell me where you think the story should go from here. Should Rylie agree to marry Seth? What do you think is up with Abel and Rylie? Who is Cain, and what does he want?
Share your thoughts and vote on what’s going to happen in Episode 2, Blood Moon Harvest. YOU are going to help decide the course of the story!
Chime in here: smarturl.it/sotms
And sign up for my mailing list so you know the instant Episode 2 is available: smarturl.it/armyofevil
I can’t wait to find out what happens next!


AUTHOR’S NOTE
Thanks for reading. I hope you’ve had fun with my werewolves! You can find the first series with Rylie and friends at smarturl.it/seasonsofthemoon
I’m a full-time writer these days, so I really appreciate all your help spreading the word about my books. If you want to get involved, go ahead and…
Share it! My books are lendable and DRM-free. You can loan them to other Kindle owners or share the file with friends.
Leave a review! Help other readers find the good stuff by sharing your honest thoughts on the Amazon page, Goodreads, or your blog.
Sign up! Join my new release notifications mailing list and march with the Army of Evil! smarturl.it/armyofevil
Happy reading!
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