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Dedication

FOR MY FRIENDS—

I’M NOT ALWAYS SURE WHY YOU PUT UP WITH ME, BUT

I’M SO GRATEFUL YOU DO.
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1

SOME ROOMS LOOKED BETTER IN THE DARK. THIS WAS definitely one of them.

Neon light slipped around the curtains, muted flashes of red as the vacancy sign blinked on and off. I shifted my weight and the mattress protested with a chorus of groans and squeaks.

“Are you okay?” Kyle’s voice was still rough around the edges as he tightened his arm around me. “Was it okay?” He had done this before; I hadn’t.

I pressed my lips to his bare shoulder. “It was perfect.”

The muffled sounds of a fistfight drifted in from the parking lot, and Kyle made a skeptical noise in the back of his throat.

“Okay,” I admitted, a sleepy smile tugging at the corners of my mouth, “so it’s not the most romantic place to deflower a girl.”

“Deflower?”

My cheeks flushed. I shrugged and my skin brushed his, sending a wave of sparks racing down my spine. “That’s what Tess calls it. Anytime she tries to give me a serious sex talk, she turns into the mom from a sixties sitcom.”

“Bet none of her talks covered werewolves.” A somber note crept into his voice, one that hinted at the reasons he had left.

“No,” I said, struggling to keep my voice light, “but she did say all teenage boys were ravenous beasts. Plus, her last boyfriend was a mass murderer. Compared to that . . .” I shivered and cursed myself. I didn’t want to ruin what we had just done with thoughts of Ben and everything that had happened in Hemlock.

Silence filled the spaces where our bodies didn’t quite meet.

“You shouldn’t have come after me,” he said, finally.

“I had to.” I couldn’t remember finding him or how we had gotten here or who had kissed who first, but I knew there had never been a choice. We were inevitable. “You know I did.”

“I know.”

“You can’t just run away.”

More silence.

“Kyle?”

“Yeah?”

“It’s still kind of perfect.”

He pushed the hair back from my face and traced the line of my cheek with the pad of his thumb. “I love you, Mackenzie.”

I opened my mouth to tell him that I loved him, too, but a particularly loud thud from the parking lot made me jump. “Okay, the setting could be a lot more romantic,” I said, looking over my shoulder. “The back of your car would at least be quiet.”

I turned to kiss him, but he wasn’t there.

“Kyle?” My throat was sandpaper dry, my voice thick with sleep. Soft snores came from across the room, and Jason’s shape—a tangle of blankets and skin—shifted in the dark. Outside, the fight in the parking lot was going strong.

I skimmed my fingers over the other side of my bed. The sheets were cold. Reality sank in: I hadn’t found Kyle; he had never been here; we had never done . . . that.

It had all been a dream.

For a moment, it was like losing him all over again, and I put a hand over my mouth to smother the small, strangled sound that lodged in my throat and fought to get free. I wouldn’t cry. I couldn’t cry.

Jason was sleeping seven feet away. If he woke, he’d put his arms around me and whisper that everything was going to be all right.

Part of me wanted the comfort and the lie—wanted it badly—but it wouldn’t be fair. Not to Kyle, who had walked away from everything to keep us safe. And not to Jason, who thought he loved me and who belonged to my best friend even in her death.

Burying the desire for comfort, I stood and made my way to the bathroom, ignoring the way the carpet crunched under my feet. The North Star Motor Inn—cash up front and no questions asked—was a step above a total dive, but it wasn’t a very big step.

I should know.

Home isn’t a permanent address—not for people like us. My father’s words drifted back to me as I flicked on the bathroom light. Hank had seen motels as the way stations between cons and as dumping grounds for things he no longer wanted. Things like me.

I ran the water in the sink and scooped up a drink in my palm. It tasted of chlorine and brine and did nothing to dislodge the lump in my throat.

Rat-tat-tap.

Three glistening drops of red hit the porcelain. They mixed with the water, tingeing it pink.

My heart jackhammered as I glanced up.

Amy—my best friend and one of Ben’s victims—stared at me from the other side of the bathroom mirror.

I scrambled away so quickly that I tripped and had to grab the towel rack to keep from falling.

“Easy, tiger.” Amy leaned forward. Her ink-black hair fell around her like a curtain and her eyes were shadows that shifted and swirled like smoke.

I hadn’t seen her in days—not since the night Jason and I had left Hemlock. Foolishly, I’d begun to think maybe I had left her behind.

“Just because you didn’t see me didn’t mean I wasn’t here,” she said, reading my mind in the unsettling way she sometimes did. “Don’t you remember what I told you?”

I shook my head. Amy had said a lot of things—both before and after death.

She pressed her fingertips to the glass, her manicured nails making the same rat-tat-tap sound the blood had made when it hit the sink. With each tap, fault lines spread across the mirror. “Something’s coming, Mac.” She sounded oddly sad. Almost apologetic. “It’s not over.”

A large crack split her face in two and the mirror exploded outward.

I woke—really woke—gasping. Soft yellow light filled the motel room, and I was lying, fully clothed, on top of my bed.

I struggled to shake away the fog of sleep.

Jason and I had come back to regroup. I remembered lying down—just for a second—and . . . nothing. I must have passed out.

A ball of lead settled in my stomach as I realized I was alone.

I checked the bathroom—empty—and then pulled my phone from my pocket. Ten p.m. I’d been asleep for over three hours. Pacing, I dialed Jason’s number. The call went straight to voice mail.

“Where are you? I woke up and—”

My foot hit something smooth and solid. I glanced at the floor and then crouched down.

“GoddamnitJason.” I breathed the words in a rush as I straightened, one hand still pressing the phone to my ear, the other holding a half-empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s.
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THERE WERE FIVE BARS WITHIN STUMBLING DISTANCE OF the motel, but in the end, I found Jason right back where I had started.

More or less.

We were in room eleven. He had made it as far as number seven before slumping to the pavement, bloody and battered, beer and whiskey riding his breath. He’d forgotten the room number. And his key.

That had been thirty minutes ago.

Now he leaned against the bathroom door frame, shirtless, blond hair still dripping from a dunk in the sink. Two cuts crossed his chest—just over his heart—like the X on a pirate’s map. There was a third gash on his upper arm. A broken bottle, he had promised. All three. Not claw marks.

I thought he needed stitches, but he had refused to go to the hospital.

He reached past me and set a bloodstained washcloth on the edge of the sink. “You can’t give me the silent treatment indefinitely.” The slur had left his words, but his voice was slow and cautious.

I stared at his tattoo in the mirror—the black dagger on his neck that marked him as an initiate in the largest anti-werewolf group in the country—before dragging my eyes upward.

Jason’s gaze was brilliant green and bloodshot.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?” The words—the first I had spoken since he told me where he had gone—sliced my throat like razor blades.

“No.”

I glanced at the floor where his shirt lay in a crumpled heap. Torn and stained red, it was beyond saving. The cuts were bad, but they weren’t that bad. I’d had enough practice patching people up—my father and, more recently, Jason—to know that much.

“Not all of the blood is yours.” I closed my eyes and gripped the edge of the sink.

“It’s Tracker blood.” There was an undercurrent to Jason’s voice that was as dark as the stains on his shirt. “All of it. We ran into a fleabag and his reg girlfriend. He tried to throw a guy through a wall while she came at me with a busted bottle. Tiny, but fast.”

I tightened my hold on the sink, clutching it so hard that I cut off the circulation in my fingertips. “You could have been killed.” Another thought occurred to me. A group of Trackers didn’t just happen onto a werewolf by chance.

“They were hunting.” Hunting wolves. Hunting people like Kyle. “They went on a hunt and you went with them. Did you . . . did they . . .” I sucked in a deep breath. “What happened to the reg and the werewolf?”

“They got away. Both of them.” There was a faint rustle of denim and then Jason was behind me. I could feel the air he displaced and the heat radiating off his skin. If I turned my head, I’d smell the alcohol on his breath. “I wouldn’t have let them hurt her. The reg.”

“And the wolf?”

He hesitated. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “It almost killed a man. . . .”

“A man who was hunting him.” Jason didn’t deny it. “What if it had been Kyle?”

“What if . . . ? Jesus, Mac. Kyle’s my best friend.”

I opened my eyes. I wanted to say I was sorry and I knew; instead, what came out was, “You promised to stay away from them.”

Jason held my gaze in the mirror. “The local Trackers are the best way to figure out where a wolf in Denver might go. You know that.”

I did know, but if Jason got sucked back into the Trackers, if they ever discovered the part he had played the night their leader had been killed . . .

I had almost lost him to them once.

“I didn’t have a choice, Mac. My father’s going to report the car stolen and Tess is going to report you missing—sooner rather than later. We’re running out of time to find him.”

“And the drinking?”

Jason was standing close enough that I felt him flinch. He reached for me, but I pushed past him and out of the bathroom.

I stopped when I was halfway to the motel room door. I wanted to storm off, but I’d have to come back here eventually. Jason was all I had. I crossed my arms and waited, half hoping, half dreading he would try to talk to me.

He didn’t.

The bathroom door clicked shut. A moment later, the shower clanked to life.

Kyle had once told me that I needed to have faith in people instead of expecting them to let me down. But putting my faith in Jason’s promises had almost gotten him killed.

I couldn’t lose anyone else. Not after Amy.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and punched in a number. A familiar, melodic voice answered on the third ring.

“I need a favor.”

The Denver Bus Center wasn’t hard to find. My hands tightened on the wheel as I pulled off the street and up a ramp marked Public Parking. After today, I would well and truly be on my own.

“I thought we were getting breakfast.” Jason flipped open the glove compartment and dug through a rat’s nest of paper and plastic.

“Lunch,” I corrected as I turned off the ramp. “It’s past noon. And we are.”

He paused his search just long enough to shoot me a skeptical look over the top of his shades. “Week-old sandwiches from a bus station vending machine wasn’t what I had in mind.”

“I’m surprised you want to eat at all, considering you felt too hungover to drive.” I bit my lip and backed Jason’s SUV into a space as he located a small bottle and popped two white tablets. “I just have to do something. You can wait here. I’ll crack a window.”

“Right. Because I’m a child or a puppy.” He followed me out of the car and downstairs.

The inside of the bus terminal seemed unnaturally dark and dingy in contrast to the bright morning outside. A tired-looking woman hauled a screaming toddler toward the restrooms while a junkie rocked back and forth on a bench. A few security guards wandered through the crowd, their yellow shirts the only spots of color.

“Middle America at its finest,” muttered Jason. The corners of his mouth twisted down as he watched a cleaning lady mop up a puddle of vomit. “Want to explain why we’re here?”

I pushed back the coins on the bracelet I wore—Amy’s bracelet—to peer at my watch. I hadn’t factored in traffic and we were a few minutes late.

“You can’t seriously think Kyle’s been hiding out in a hole like this.” Jason made it sound like we were standing on skid row. To someone as rich as he was, maybe the distinction didn’t seem that big.

I fingered the edge of a coin and swallowed. I had rehearsed what I would say all morning, but now that we were here, all my practiced words deserted me.

Before I could recapture them, the crowd shifted and someone squealed my name. I caught a split-second glimpse of dark skin and bright fabric before I was tackled by five feet and one inch of enthusiasm.

“Human ribs,” I gasped. “Can’t. Breathe. Se—re—na.”

A flicker of embarrassment crossed Serena Carson’s face as she released me. “Sorry. I forgot.” She raked a hand through her shoulder-length curls and scanned the crowd to see if anyone had noticed her minuscule slip. Serena was usually very good at hiding her condition. She had to be. Like Kyle, and thousands of other werewolves living underground, she’d be sent to a government rehabilitation camp if anyone found out she had lupine syndrome.

She turned back to me and frowned as she catalogued the bags under my eyes and my rumpled clothes. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look like hell. And I’m saying that as someone who spent the night on a Greyhound listening to the life story of a guy called Murray the Rat.” She slipped a backpack from her shoulder and tossed it at Jason.

He caught it effortlessly, his eyes impossible to read behind the sunglasses. “Carson. Fancy seeing you here.”

I shot Jason a nervous glance, then flashed Serena a small smile. “Not all of us dress like every day is a casting call for America’s Next Top Model.”

She glanced down at her outfit—a turquoise bomber-style jacket over a belted pink shirt and gray capris—and grinned. “The shoes don’t really work,” she said, gesturing to the blue Chuck Taylors on her feet, “but I figured flats would be better for pounding pavement.”

“They look good. Tess has a pair just like them.” Guilt flooded me at the thought of my cousin. “Is she okay?”

Serena nodded. “Upset and worried, but okay. At least you’re providing the mother of all distractions from Ben. No sign of him,” she added, before the question could leave my lips.

I exhaled. I still wasn’t sure how—or if—I should tell Tess that Ben was the white werewolf who had terrorized Hemlock and killed Amy. As far as she knew, he had dumped her and skipped town to hook up with his ex. I wanted it to stay that way until I figured out what to do.

Serena glanced at Jason and arched an eyebrow. “Speaking of distractions, I told everyone at school that you went to Vegas on a bender. Mac and Kyle are supposedly tracking you down before you marry a hooker and sign away the family fortune.”

Without a word, Jason turned and headed for the parking garage, striding through the crowd like he expected them to clear a path for him. Most of them did.

Serena shot me a bewildered glance. “Okay, since when does Jason Sheffield care about his reputation?”

I sighed. “It’s not that. I sort of didn’t tell him you were coming.”

The look on her face slid from bewilderment to reproach. “So he doesn’t know why I’m actually here? Oh, this is going to be fun.”

“I just couldn’t figure out how to tell him.”

“Well, you’d better think fast,” she said, falling into step next to me as I started after Jason.

“Did you really tell everyone we were in Vegas?”

She nodded. “Figured it was either that or say you had a pregnancy scare and ran away because you didn’t know which of them was the baby daddy.”

“Soap opera much?”

Serena shrugged. “We do live in Hemlock.”

Truer words had never been spoken. I shook my head. “Thanks for coming.”

“Are you kidding?” She grinned. “Denver is like the ultimate werewolf hot spot. I’ve been dying to check it out for years.”

We reached the stairs to the upper parking level. Jason was almost at the top. The set of his shoulders was stiff and he dangled Serena’s backpack by one strap, gripping the fabric so tightly that his hand shook.

“Jason?”

He kept walking.

I jogged up the stairs. Serena didn’t follow, trying to give us the illusion of privacy even though she’d hear every word. Werewolf hearing.

“Jason? Would you stop for a second?” I grabbed the other strap of the bag.

He turned and slipped off his shades with his other hand. His expression was carefully blank as he slid the glasses into his jacket pocket, but his eyes glinted like pieces of broken glass. The backpack dangled between us, each of us holding a strap like it was the prize in a tug-of-war. “You want to tell me why Serena’s here?”

I swallowed. “I thought she could help.”

“So you called her without telling me?”

“You like Serena,” I reminded him. “At least you used to.” The before you found out she was infected hung heavy and unspoken.

“Sure. For a—” He caught himself. “—for what she is, she’s great.” He ran a hand over the light stubble on his face. “That’s not the point. If you think Serena can help, fine, but you can’t get pissed about me meeting the Trackers without telling you and then call her behind my back.”

“It’s not the same thing.”

“It’s exactly the same. You never trust anyone.”

The idea of being lectured about trust by Jason was so ridiculous that only the look on his face stopped me from laughing. “I trust people who deserve to be trusted.” I wasn’t sure what else to say.

“Like Kyle? Leaving you a Dear John letter and slipping out before you woke up is really deserving of trust.” Almost at once, Jason realized he’d gone too far. His eyes widened and the expression on his face softened. He released his grip on the bag and it thudded against my legs. “Mac . . . I didn’t . . .”

I set the bag down and crossed my arms, using them like a shield even though the words had already hit. What Kyle had done, he had done to try and keep us all safe. That had to make it better, didn’t it? “It doesn’t matter,” I said, even though it did.

I glanced over my shoulder. Serena was at the top of the stairs. I sucked in a deep breath and turned back to Jason. “Serena’s here to help us find Kyle, but if we don’t have any luck by morning, the two of you are going home. I’ll stay here and keep looking, but you’re going back to Hemlock.”

“You’ve got to be joking.” Jason stared at me, incredulous. “I do one thing you don’t like and you want me gone?”

I was pretty sure meeting the Trackers and falling off the wagon counted as two things, but I didn’t point that out. “I can’t look for Kyle and worry about you at the same time.”

“You can’t force me to leave.” Jason’s voice came out with the edge of a growl, almost as though he were infected.

“You’re right.” Serena was suddenly beside me. She flexed her hand and muscles shifted under her skin. “Mac can’t force you, but I can.” She didn’t look happy when she said it, but she flashed him a wolf’s grin, showing teeth that were a little too long and a little too pointed.

Jason swore under his breath and walked away. When he realized we weren’t following, he turned. “Are you coming?”

I hesitated and he pushed a hand roughly through his hair. “Look. I want to find Kyle. You want to find Kyle. We can argue about everything else”—his gaze darted to Serena and a thunderstorm played out across his face—“later. The Trackers said Montbello was fleabag friendly. It’s one of the few parts of Denver we haven’t checked.”

“You’re still going to help?” Serena asked the question before I could.

“It’s not like I have a choice.”

I followed him to the SUV. “Jason, you’ve always had a choice.”

“Kyle’s my best friend and you . . . you won’t come back to Hemlock without him.” He pulled open the driver’s-side door and slid behind the wheel. “Choice doesn’t factor into things.”
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A SMALL WOODEN SIGN JUTTED OUT OVER THE NARROW brick building. The words Jumping Joe—barely visible in the fading light—were carved in block letters and painted the color of coffee beans.

Serena stared up at the sign. “I wonder if they have smoothies. I’m dying of thirst.”

Jason tugged on his turtleneck, making sure his tattoo was still hidden. “Yeah, all that flirting you did back there must have left you parched.” A set of bells jangled as he pulled open the door.

“Don’t hate on my investigative methods,” Serena chided as we followed him inside.

Jason made a noncommittal noise and headed for a table. We’d spent the day combing Montbello and the immediate surrounding area with no luck. A guy working at the last place we tried—a 7-Eleven on the edge of the neighborhood—had given us the name of the coffee shop in exchange for Serena’s number.

The mingled scent of coffee grounds and baked goods made my stomach rumble as Serena and I joined the line in front of the counter. Framed posters of old art deco travel ads covered espresso-colored walls and most of the illumination came from sleek, cylindrical lamps hanging above small round tables.

Serena’s phone buzzed. She pulled it from her pocket, glanced at the display, then slipped it back without answering. “Trey,” she said in response to my questioning look.

I cringed at the thought of all of the things her brother would say to me—most of them justified—when I got home. “I can’t believe he let you come on your own.”

She snorted. “I didn’t call and tell him until I was halfway here. Even then, I didn’t say where I was going.”

Trey wasn’t going to just yell at me. He was going to outright kill me.

“Don’t worry,” Serena said, catching the look of panic on my face. “I wanted to come and he needs to be less obsessively overprotective. This will be good for him.”

Somehow, I doubted Trey would see things the same way.

I pulled my own phone out and scrolled through the photos until Kyle’s face smiled up at me. Warm brown eyes, sharp features, and chestnut hair that always needed a cut.

An ache spread through my chest. Without him, Hemlock wasn’t home.

I glanced around the shop and my eyes locked on Jason. He was sitting at a table near the window, legs sprawled out and hands clasped behind his head as he stared up at the ceiling. Who would watch over him if I made him go back without me? Not his parents; they treated him like a problem they could just throw money at.

Serena started bouncing on her toes, providing a blessed distraction from my thoughts. “How are you not exhausted?”

“It’s one of the perks.”

Right. Superstrength. Superspeed. Less need for sleep. If you could bottle the benefits of LS without the whole turning-furry thing, people would line up to get infected.

We reached the front of the line. Serena got a mocha latte and I ordered two large coffees, knowing there was no way Jason would turn down caffeine after a night like the one he’d had. I handed the girl a ten and waved off the change, earning a small smile. She was about our age. Her shoulder-length hair was black with an indigo streak and when she brushed it away from her face, I caught sight of a Claddagh ring on her right hand.

I glanced over my shoulder. There was no one behind us.

“I was wondering if you’ve seen this guy.” I held out my phone, screen up. “He would have come in over the last couple of days.”

The girl took my cell and frowned down at Kyle’s picture. “Maybe,” she said slowly. She chewed on her lower lip for a moment. “It’s dead in here right now, but it’s usually pretty busy.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Eve?” Silence. “Eve!”

Another girl ducked out of a back room and approached the counter. She was short—maybe as short as Serena—and compensating with a pair of combat boots that looked regulation until you realized the soles were at least five inches thick and the laces were blue ribbon. Her apron, jeans, and T-shirt were all black and her scarlet hair was pulled back into a high ponytail.

She tilted her head to the side. “Yeah?” she asked, the word a smoky rasp.

The girl with the ring handed her my phone. “They want to know if we’ve seen this guy.”

Eve glanced at Kyle’s picture. Her eyes widened a fraction of an inch as her gaze darted from Serena to me. “Boyfriend?”

If I said yes, she’d probably think we were stalking him.

“Friend,” Serena said, picking up on my hesitation.

A shroud of indifference fell over the redhead’s face as she set the phone on the counter. “Sorry. Hasn’t been in.”

“Are you sure?” asked Serena. “You barely looked.”

“I looked. Never seen him.” Underneath her low tones, there was a defensive edge the question hadn’t warranted. Her fingers strayed to a large leather cuff around her wrist, twisting it as though letting off the tiniest bit of restless energy.

She was hiding something; I was sure of it.

But it wasn’t like I could lunge across the counter and throttle her for answers. If the Trackers were right and Montbello was popular with wolves, the girl could be infected. It was hard to force anything out of a werewolf—especially when you were a reg.

I hauled a pen from my jacket pocket and scribbled my cell number on a napkin. “Can you call me if he does come in?”

She shrugged. “Sure.”

I tried to smile. “Thanks.” I slipped the pen and my phone back into my pocket, picked up my drinks, and headed for a small cart that was stocked with coffee fixings and plastic lids. Serena followed. She sipped her latte and kept an eye on the counter as I added cream to my coffee and sugar to Jason’s.

“She just tossed your number in the garbage,” whispered Serena as the grinder started clanking.

“Think she was lying about not seeing Kyle?”

“Definitely.”

As I fitted the coffee cups with lids, I glanced up at a community bulletin board. There were a few flyers advertising open mic nights and people looking for roommates. I wondered if Kyle had found a place to crash. He had the Honda so it wasn’t like he’d end up sleeping on a park bench, but I hated the thought of him spending his nights in the backseat of the car.

He’s a werewolf, Mackenzie, I chided myself. Don’t you think he can take care of himself? No. If I really did think that, I wouldn’t be here. With a small sigh, I turned away and trailed Serena to the wobbly table Jason had claimed.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the redhead watching us from the counter.

“They haven’t seen Kyle,” I said as I set the cups down. I plucked a discarded newspaper from the chair opposite Jason and sat. Let the girl think we believed her. For now.

Jason didn’t comment, but he did take the coffee. I hoped that meant his anger at me was starting to fade.

I sipped my own drink as I scanned the front page of the paper. A smiling brunette with a streak of white at her temple stared up at me from under the caption: Winifred Sinclair Claims Thornhill on Schedule to Open in Six Months. My stomach twisted. Thornhill was the first of five new facilities the LSRB—the Lupine Syndrome Registration Bureau—was constructing to deal with overcrowding at the existing camps. It was the kind of place Kyle and Serena would be sent if they were ever turned in.

Below the Thornhill piece was an article about a speech Amy’s grandfather—Senator John Walsh—had given urging jail time for regs who failed to report infections.

I wondered if he’d still be so vocal if he knew why Amy had really died.

The bell above the shop’s door jangled as a trio of gazelle-like girls in yoga-chic wandered in. I tossed the paper onto an empty chair as they walked by, hoping Serena and Jason hadn’t noticed the articles. From the tightness at the corners of Serena’s eyes and mouth, I hadn’t been fast enough.

I glanced at the counter. Eve was ringing in three bottles of overpriced water. She didn’t look our way, but I had the distinct feeling she was still keeping an eye on us. “We should get going.”

Jason raised an eyebrow. “We just got here.”

I shrugged. “They haven’t seen Kyle. There’s no point in staying.” I shot him what I hoped was a meaningful glance before heading outside.

“You realize you’re the world’s worst actress,” he said, once we were out on the street. “Didn’t you learn anything from Amy?” I turned in time to see him cringe. “Sorry.”

“Why?” The air felt static-charged and heavy, the way it gets before a thunderstorm, and dusk had deepened to full dark while we had been inside. “It’s not like she didn’t keep things from you, too.” The bracelet on my wrist felt like a hundred-pound weight as I walked to the SUV.

Behind me, Serena filled Jason in on the barista. “She obviously recognized Kyle’s picture. And she’s infected.”

I leaned against the hood of Jason’s car. “I thought wolves couldn’t detect other wolves when they’re in human form.”

Serena shrugged. “We can’t. That leather cuff on her wrist is hiding scars. It rode back when she reached for the phone.”

Jason let out a low, skeptical noise. “Scars on her wrist? You’ve just described half the girls at school who’ve seen Girl, Interrupted and own copies of The Bell Jar.”

“The scars were on top of her wrist, moron,” said Serena. “And they were rough. Scratches, not cuts.”

Jason sighed and cracked his neck. “Okay. So we come back tomorrow and stake out the coffee shop in case Kyle shows.”

I shook my head. “I’ll come back in the morning. After you and Serena leave for home.”

Jason opened his mouth to argue, but Serena waved us silent and pulled us around the back of the SUV. She yanked Jason so hard that only her grip on his arm kept him from falling. She pressed a finger to her lips and nodded toward the shop.

Eve stepped out onto the street, a jacket held loosely in one hand. She stretched her arms back and rocked up on the toes of her gigantic boots. For a second, it looked like she hovered on the edge of taking flight, but then her heels touched pavement. She pulled on her jacket as she headed for a Thunderbird parked halfway up the block. Just before climbing behind the wheel, she slipped a phone out of her pocket and sent a text.

I turned to tell Jason we should follow her, but he was already reaching for his keys.

“Are you sure you’ve never tailed anyone before?” asked Serena as she leaned between the front seats.

The ghost of a grin crossed Jason’s face. “Is that a compliment?” He pulled over and killed the engine before reaching across me for the pain pills in the glove compartment.

“Still hungover?” I asked.

“Just a headache.” He tossed back two pills. “Plus the whole getting-cut-up-with-a-bottle thing.”

“Don’t worry,” said Serena, patting his upper arm and smirking when he winced, “lots of women like men with mileage on them. Not me, personally, but lots of women.”

“If it keeps me off your list, I’ll add a scar or two.”

A block ahead, Eve slipped out of the Thunderbird and crossed the street. The neighborhood was filled with overgrown lots and ramshackle warehouses and had a serious postapocalyptic vibe, but she walked as though she were untouchable—all swagger and confidence and big boots.

She disappeared around a corner.

Jason stopped me as I reached for my door handle. “Give her a sec. You don’t want to spook her.”

Serena let out an exasperated sigh. “She’s a werewolf, not a horse.” Before Jason could object, she slid out of the car and started down the block, leaving us to follow.

Eve had parked across from a four-story brick building. It looked like an old factory, but there were no signs to identify it. The windows were all either boarded up or busted, and the whole thing was surrounded by an enormous chain-link fence.

I walked the length of the fence and turned the corner. It was completely unbroken. There were no openings or gates.

“I think she went over,” said Serena. “I can hear music coming from inside. . . .” She peered up at the fence. “It’s high, but I could definitely make it.”

Jason stared at her. “It’s at least fifteen feet.”

She shrugged. “So?”

He shook his head. “Just . . . wondering what it would actually take to keep one of you out.” He ran his fingers over the fence. “Too thick for wire cutters. Why would anyone build a fence without a gate?”

Rough hands suddenly spun me around and thrust me against the fence. “Because we don’t need gates.” Eve’s eyes—a gray green the color of mist on a pond—flashed. She pressed her arm across my neck: hard enough to make breathing difficult but not so hard as to actually crush my windpipe. She was smaller than I was, but size didn’t matter when you were up against a werewolf.

Without looking at them, she addressed Jason and Serena. “I can pulverize the reg’s neck before you get to me. You might want to back up a step. Or three.”

To me, she said, “Why are you following me?”

I tried to answer and ended up coughing until she relaxed her hold a fraction of an inch.

“We’re looking for our friend,” said Serena quickly. “The one we asked you about.”

The colors in Eve’s eyes seemed to darken and swirl. “I told you: I’ve never seen him.” She was great at lying with her face and voice, but her eyes were as changeable as the weather. They gave her away.

“Don’t believe you,” I rasped.

“This friend of yours? He’s a werewolf?” She waited for me to give a small nod. “No offense, but most wolves who come to Denver don’t want to be found. At least not by regs.”

“What makes you think she’s a reg?” Jason sounded closer, as though he had eased forward despite the warning.

“If she were infected, would you have listened to me when I told you to stay back?” Eve released me unexpectedly and I had to grab the fence to keep from landing on my butt. “Do yourselves a favor and go. This isn’t a mixed neighborhood.”

I swallowed and lifted a hand to massage my throat. Kyle was in Denver and Eve had seen him. If I hadn’t been sure before, I was now. Relief flooded my chest. “Please, if he’s inside, just tell him I’m out here. If he doesn’t want to see me, I’ll go.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jason raise an eyebrow. “Please. My name is Mac. Mackenzie Dobson. Just tell him I’m here.”

Confusion flashed across Eve’s face. It was replaced, a second later, by anger. “Lying about your name doesn’t make me want to help you.”

I stared at her, baffled. “Why would I lie?”

“You tell me.” With inhuman speed, she reached around me and plucked my wallet from my back pocket.

“Hey!”

She fished out my driver’s license, tilted her head to the side, and went completely still. Emotions flickered through her eyes but none of them made any sense. Surprise, resignation, and something that looked almost like fear. “Mackenzie Dobson from Hemlock.”

“I don’t know you.” I was very sure of that, despite the too-familiar way she was staring at me.

Eve shrugged. “We know someone in common.”

Hadn’t we already established that I was looking for Kyle?

Serena was apparently thinking the same thing. “Kyle Harper,” she said. “Mac showed you his photo in the coffee shop. The person we’ve been talking about for the past five minutes.”

Eve’s mouth twisted into a small smile, one that looked more pained than amused. “Right. Of course. You might as well follow me.”

I exchanged worried glances with Serena and Jason as we trailed Eve around the corner. None of this was adding up.

Eve tugged on a section of the fence. It lifted on hidden hinges, creating an opening just large enough to crawl through.

“Maybe you guys should stay here,” I whispered, forgetting, momentarily, how futile whispers were.

Jason shot me a scathing look that clearly said we were not going to have this conversation.

Eve glanced back. “All three of you are coming. I’m not risking any of you running off to tell someone what you’ve seen.”

“All we’ve seen is a fence and an abandoned building,” muttered Jason.

She shrugged. “If the night patrol were doing their job, you wouldn’t have gotten within half a block of this place.”

Eve gestured at the opening. With a frown, Serena dropped to her knees and wormed her way through the small gap. Jason went next, barely managing to squeeze his broad shoulders through. I went last, followed by Eve.

I climbed to my feet on the other side and dusted clumps of dead grass from my palms and jeans. The lot surrounding the building was a knee-high tangle of weeds and shrubs. Without hesitation, Eve waded into the brush, moving as silently as a ghost and leaving just as much of a trace.

The path she took us on curved around the building and eventually led to three stone steps and a steel door. Eve climbed the steps slowly, almost reluctantly. She wrapped her hand around the door handle and paused. The fear that she was second-guessing her decision to let us in thundered through my chest as she turned and shot me a piercing glance that was almost a glare. I had never met her before today, so why did I get the feeling she hated me?

She gave her head a small shake, then pulled the door open and disappeared inside.

I climbed the steps. Just before I crossed the threshold, Jason’s fingers skimmed my hand. “Are you sure about this?”

“No.”
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A WAVE OF LIGHT AND SOUND CRASHED OVER US. THE entire first floor of the building was one gigantic, open space broken only by support beams. Trance music picked up the frantic beating of my heart while a kaleidoscope of colors—purple, orange, red, and blue—swept a dance floor and illuminated several dozen dancers.

Although I wasn’t sure if what they were doing could accurately be called dancing.

Dancing implied normal, human movement. This was motion supercharged by the strength and grace that came with LS. It was bodies leaping high in the air, twisting in ways that should have been painful and that would have broken a reg body to pieces.

It was beautiful. And disconcerting. As were the low shadows that stalked the edge of the crowd, wolves whose fur looked ultraglossy under the multicolored glow.

A bar hugged one side of the room and people were lined up three-deep for drinks.

It was a club. A werewolf club.

Gooseflesh swept down my arms. Having LS didn’t make you a monster—I knew that—but being surrounded by so many people who could rip me to shreds left me feeling claustrophobic and off balance. Especially so soon after Ben.

I glanced at Serena. Purple and red light bounced off her dark complexion and an expression that looked almost like longing flashed across her face. She mumbled something that might have been “wicked,” but it was hard to hear over the music.

Jason, on the other hand, looked like he was ready to crawl out of his skin. A muscle jumped in his jaw, and I wasn’t sure if it was the mere presence of so many werewolves that left him looking slightly ill or the thought of what they might do if they found the symbol hiding under his collar.

Eve scanned the crowd and called over a giant who looked capable of picking up Jason and tossing him across the room.

Most of what they said was lost under the music, but I caught the tail end of their exchange during a gap between songs.

“Shit, Eve. I only came in for a minute.” He tugged on a silver hoop—one of many—in his ear.

“Think he’ll care? Just keep them out of trouble until I get back, okay?” Before the man could argue, she disappeared into the crowd.

I started after her as the music swelled up again.

A heavy hand on my arm pulled me back. “Stay put,” growled the giant, his voice rising over the music.

Eve had lied about not recognizing Kyle’s picture back at the coffee shop. There was no way I was just going to stand here and trust her to bring him to us.

I glanced at Jason. From the look on his face, he was thinking the same thing, but he shrugged and nodded meaningfully at the dance floor. If we drew attention to ourselves, it wouldn’t be three against one: it would be three against every wolf in the room.

Serena rolled her eyes at us and stepped between me and the wolf. Just before she turned her head, I glimpsed a smile that could have made armies crumble. One male werewolf didn’t stand a chance.

She rose up on tiptoe and said something near the man’s ear before moving around to his other side.

His gaze followed her like a compass finding north, and Jason and I slipped away.

We skirted the crowd, weaving around small groups of conversation and wolves who danced like it was their last night on earth. I scanned each face we passed. None of them was Kyle’s.

I headed for a staircase in the corner of the room, giving a wide berth to a couple making out in the shadows. The music faded to bearable levels as we climbed to the second floor.

A trio of wolves with midnight-black fur bolted past us as we reached the landing, and I couldn’t quite suppress a shiver before glancing around.

Here, it was less dance club and more pool hall. It was the kind of place I would find my father in on Sunday afternoons when I was a kid. Lamps hung like spotlights over scarred pool tables where money was put down, lost or won as angles were worked and tempers flared.

A blond man, his back half to us, leaned over a table as he lined up a shot. My heart tried to leap in different directions before momentarily stopping completely. Ben.

I wanted to move, but I was paralyzed.

The man straightened and turned. The air escaped my lungs in a rush as my heart kicked back into gear. Not Ben. I pressed a hand to my chest.

Jason was staring at me, brow creased. “Are you all right?”

I opened my mouth to lie, to tell him I was fine, but the words died in my throat. Standing thirty feet away, staring out one of the few windows that wasn’t boarded up, was Kyle.

He didn’t notice me. Not at first. He leaned against the window frame and pressed the knuckles of his right hand to the wood, a soft punch that might have been frustration or boredom. Then, with a deep breath, he straightened and turned.

Even at a distance, dark hollows were visible under his eyes, and it looked like a toss-up between what he had done last: slept or shaved. It had only been a few days, but he seemed somehow thinner and taller, like he had been stretched out.

I started to step forward and then hesitated. Relief. Hurt. Worry. A small flash of anger. I’d left everything behind to find him, but now that he was in front of me, I wasn’t sure what to do or feel.

Kyle’s eyes found mine.

I wanted to run; I forced myself to walk.

Twenty questions chased shock across his face
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