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      “C’mon, Tara, you didn’t even give tonight a fair chance,” George said, his blue eyes a mixture of pleading and irritation.

      I returned the pool stick to the wall rack and tried to think of a fair answer before turning to face him again. I was careful to keep my voice down; the tiny pool hall was crowded for a Tuesday night. The smoky haze, a permanent fixture in the dimly lit room, gave the illusion of privacy around our corner table, but the couple next to us was already glancing over, trying to look as if they weren’t listening.

      “George, you were an hour late picking me up because you were working on a press release with your agent.” I stepped closer. “Your agent,” I repeated, shaking my head. “Seriously. You haven’t even graduated yet, much less secured a scholarship. Why do you even need an agent?”

      He ran a hand through his hair, evidence of his impatience, though he was careful to keep his tone light, in an attempt to win me to his way of thinking. “I told you already, my dad set it up. And a lot of the pros got one early, especially the big timers. And I’m sorry I was late, but I’m here now and I’m focused on us.” His expression became accusing and he added, “More than I can say for you.”

      I rubbed at my temples, trying in vain to massage away the stress headache that had become a trademark of our relationship. “I’m sorry, George, but I’m not the one who messed things up. And I don’t fault you for a change in priorities. Football is important to you. That’s fine, but it’s pushing out everything else, including me. It would make it easier for you to just admit it.”

      “You’re wrong, I can do both,” he insisted, shaking his head vigorously. His loose blond hair shook with it.

      “You’ve cancelled on me three times in the last week,” I argued. “Not to mention standing me up two nights ago.”

      “Tay-” he began, using his nickname for me.

      I put my hand up to silence him. I couldn’t do this anymore. “Just stop, George. Stop with all the excuses. It’s just not going to work. You should go. I’ll find my own ride home.”

      George stared back at me and I waited for him to argue some more. The tone of regret in my voice had been obvious, but so was the finality of my words. Finally he sighed.

      “I’m going to find a way to fix this,” he said quietly.

      I didn’t answer. There was nothing to say. Reluctantly, he grabbed his jacket and left. I watched him until the door swung shut behind him and then turned back to our half-finished game. I went to the wall and retrieved my stick, as if the breakup I’d just initiated didn’t bother me one bit, and lined up my next shot.

      I ignored the curious looks from the nosy couple beside me and focused on sinking the three ball. Only a small twinge of regret ate at me while I finished the game. I hadn’t wanted things to end with George. We’d known each other since sixth grade, and in a lot of ways, he was my best friend. I cared about him. But he’d changed in the past few months. At first, it was so slow I’d barely noticed. We’d go two days without talking—a record for us at the time—which gradually turned into a missed date or a last-minute change of plans. Then he got an agent, and it was only downhill from there. And while I hated thinking I was throwing away everything we’d ever been to each other, I wasn’t going to be a “back burner” girlfriend, either. A girl had to have some self-respect.

      With the game finished, and my pride still somewhat intact over letting a pool hall full of strangers witness my breakup, I called my friend Angela for a ride home.

      “Hello?”

      “Ang, you busy?” I asked, doubting she was.

      There was a second of hesitation and then, “Um, Dave and I are having dinner.”

      “Dave? That guy from pre-calculus?” I knew my surprise came through, maybe a little too loud and clear, and I felt bad for the way it sounded. “That’s great,” I hastily added. And it was great. Angela had been harboring a crush on this guy for months. And it wasn’t that she couldn’t get a date; she was really pretty with her long dark hair and sexy-librarian-style glasses, but she was mortifyingly shy.

      “Thanks. We just ordered, so … Is everything okay? Are you already home from your date?”

      “Oh, yeah, I’m fine. Never mind.” I decided against interrupting her. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow. And I want details.”

      Angela giggled and I pulled the phone away from my head to stare at it like maybe it had just morphed into another life form. Angela never giggled.

      We disconnected and I dialed Sam. Even if she was out, I wouldn’t feel nearly as bad interrupting her. Sam was always “out.” Unfortunately, it went straight to voice mail. Darn. I hung up without leaving a message. No point. She rarely checked it anyway.

      The only option left was to call my mom but I quickly dismissed that. No doubt she’d have questions as to why I’d gotten myself stranded in the first place. Which would lead to what happened with George, which was something that, even though I loved her, I didn’t really feel like discussing with my mother. It wasn’t that she wouldn’t listen. The problem was she’d listen too eagerly. My mother was a classic worrier, and because of that, she hovered. She always wanted to know every single detail of my day, down to what I’d had for lunch and who did I stand next to in gym. And it seemed like the older I got, the worse her worrying became. No way was I calling her.

      With all my transportation options exhausted, I sort of regretted letting George leave. Only sort of, though. If he’d driven me, it would’ve extended the argument or his pleading attempts to change my mind, which in the end would’ve pissed me off. And I was still hoping to maybe salvage our friendship.

      I turned in my rack of balls to the bar attendant and walked to the door. I stood there, staring out the foggy glass of the front window, and considered my last resort. There was a bus stop a few blocks away. Not ideal in the middle of February in northern Virginia but it was all I had. I yanked my arms into my coat sleeves and headed for the back hall, past the restrooms, to the back door to head through the alley. This shortcut would shave at least five minutes off my travel time, which was five fewer minutes I’d have to stand in the cold. I despised the cold.

      I slipped out the metal door and pushed it closed behind me, making sure it clicked. A few yards to my right, a streetlamp cast a yellow beam onto the asphalt, but I turned left, toward the bus stop, and into the darkness. My eyes were slow to adjust, but the dark didn’t bother me. I’d made this shortcut dozens of times. I passed the free parking lot on the right, wishing I’d driven separately so that my hand-me-down Honda—and its wonderful heater—would’ve been waiting for me instead of the drafty city bus. Matter of fact, I wished I hadn’t come at all. George’s tardiness would’ve been the perfect excuse to change my mind. Especially when we both knew our relationship already hung in the balance, precariously leaning toward breakup before we’d even made it out tonight.

      It was quiet and my boots thudded loudly against the sidewalk. I hurried to reach the bus shelter, hating the bite of the cold air, and glad that the surrounding buildings were high enough to keep the wind to a minimum. I drew my coat tighter around my neck against the chill that seeped its way into my skin, giving me goosebumps from head to toe.

      I hated goosebumps because it meant the hair on your legs grew back twice as fast. And yet they were a chronic issue secondary to some weird cold chill that would come over me. Even in the summer, when everyone else was wearing shorts and bathing suits and thus shaved legs was sort of a priority. When I was younger, I complained to my mom about it a few times and she would always say that Godfreys were thin-blooded and easily chilled. Then she would stare at me, an odd expression on her face, and disappear, either into the backyard to weed the flowerbeds or to the pantry to reorganize the canned goods.

      The tingling of the goosebumps subsided and my thoughts wandered back to George, and all the history between us. Like in sixth grade, when he’d tried growing his hair out, saying he wanted a surfer look, but really, I’d had no choice but to tell him he just looked … grungy. Back when grungy was NOT “in.” And seventh grade, when he’d shaved it all off again, after we’d watched a video on career day about the army. He’d talked about joining for months afterward; going on about how cool it would be to shoot guns for a living. In eighth grade, we’d each had our first kiss, though not with each other.

      George had fallen hard for the girl until her family had moved away. She was military and her dad had gotten re-stationed. George changed his mind about enlisting after that. Ninth grade, he’d gone out for football, and made junior varsity MVP. He changed a lot that year, gaining a self-confidence that hadn’t been there before. By the end of sophomore year, I’d started to notice him as more than just a friend. Last summer had been awkward between us. I’d spent the entire time stressing over the uncharted territory of having feelings for him, and whether he might have feelings for me.

      I’d never questioned being with George. It felt natural and right. He was my best friend for so long that the only thing dating had really changed was adding kissing into the mix. Not bad, as perks go.

      Up ahead, a movement caught my eye, pulling me out of my thoughts. I stopped short and felt my pulse jump at the unexpected company. I didn’t usually see anyone else in this part of the cut-through, but just past the next Dumpster, a girl with long blond hair and pointy-heeled boots stood in the center of the alley, shaking uncontrollably. I took a step towards her, wanting to help in some way, and then stopped again when I saw her face. She was glaring at me with a look of hatred so raw, it sent a shiver down my back.

      “Um, are you okay?” I called out, still trying to understand why she was basically convulsing. Was she having a seizure? But she was managing to stay on her feet. Her gloved hands were balled into fists at her sides, and she was breathing heavily now. I tried again. “Do you need some help?” Something about the way she looked at me made my skin tingle. I shivered again.

      “Help,” she repeated, through clenched teeth. “Right.” Her words dripped with sarcasm and unconcealed malice.

      Then, before I could think of something to say to that, her shaking reached its crescendo and then she … exploded. There was really no other word for it. With a harsh ripping sound, her clothes disappeared, scattering into the air in tiny pieces. In the same second, her body seemed to waver and then morph, leaving in its place the largest wolf I’d ever seen. My jaw dropped. Was I crazy, or had that girl just turned into a giant dog?

      I had a split second to stare at her before she charged. The brown fur became nothing more than a blur as she rushed forward, teeth bared, claws extended. In that moment, I was completely sure that I was going to die. I didn’t even have time to be afraid; it would all be over too quickly.

      Then, somehow, though my conscious brain had nothing to do with it, my body reacted. Just before impact, I twisted aside, dodging her. Using my body’s momentum, I brought my hand around and swung. I hadn’t even realized I’d made a fist, but my knuckles connected and I heard the crack of bone as my hand slammed into the wolf’s cheek. The hit drove it—her?—back a few paces, but then she straightened and seemed to right herself. Her yellow eyes locked onto mine and she came again. I shed my jacket, and let it fall next to me on the concrete; some hidden part of me knew I needed better use of my limbs.

      Three more times I managed to dodge the wolf as she lunged. On the fourth, her claws caught on my shirt and raked down my abdomen on either side, driving me back. I stumbled and fell. My back slammed onto the pavement with a hard thud. Again, I accepted my inevitable death. I watched as she continued to come at me, slower and more confident now that I was on the ground. All I could see were razor canines aimed straight for my throat. I cringed and turned away, unable to look into those bright yellow eyes, knowing what was coming. When I turned, a glint of slivered moonlight caught a piece of piping nearby, probably meant for the Dumpster but somehow had landed here.

      Again, subconscious reasoning took over and I felt myself reaching for it, my hand closing around the cold steel. With a grunt, I swung out.

      I hadn’t expected to actually land the blow or for the crack to be quite so loud. I felt the vibrations from it all the way up my arm but managed to hold onto the pipe until I felt the wolf’s weight go slack. She crumpled in a heap, half on top of me. I pushed her aside, which wasn’t easy, and scrambled to my feet. I stood, staring down at the giant mass of fur, wondering how in the world no one else had noticed what just happened.

      As I stared, the wolf’s form began to shake and then shimmer around the edges, going hazy, and then finally, it was the girl again. Her long hair covered her face in stringy waves, matting to her head on the side where the pipe had made contact. Blood seeped slow and steady from the wound to the pavement. Her body was naked and curled together, almost fetal, except for her knee wedged at an unnatural angle. I could see that her eyes were open and staring vacantly but I didn’t linger on that. I couldn’t. Shock and disbelief surged through me as I gaped at her crumpled form, struggling to accept what I was seeing. No way. It was impossible. People couldn’t be … wolves. That was a myth. A way for Hollywood to cash in.

      But there was no mistaking it. The girl lying in a heap in front of me was definitely the same girl as before. And she smelled, distinctly, of animal.

      I kept hoping she’d move, or at least groan, from the pain of the head trauma. Ignoring the feminine details of her bare body, I stared hard at her shoulders and chest, looking for any sign that might indicate breathing. I didn’t see any. And I knew, deep down, that I wouldn’t.

      My hands began to shake. Maybe from the cold, but I was too numb to feel the temperature against my skin. I took a step back and stumbled.

      Hands closed around me, keeping me upright. I jolted and tried to jerk away from the unexpected contact. A strangled scream escaped my lips as the hands whirled me around to face my attacker.

      “Whoa, it’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

      I didn’t answer. My ability to speak coherently had been momentarily lost; any sound would’ve been a scream, anyway. My breath came in uneven gasps and he waited until I got myself under control.

      There was concern in his eyes but that didn’t go very far with me. I noticed vaguely that his eyes were the same exact color as his hair, a sort of bronzed brown. The color was fascinating: unlike anything I’d ever seen, and they seemed to hold some dark edge that hinted at danger, no matter how gentle they got. The rest of him wasn’t bad, either. His face matched his eyes, rugged and hard edges from his cheekbones to his jaw. When he’d spun me around, I’d grabbed out to steady myself and even now my hands still rested on his shoulders, where I’d first gripped. Underneath my fingers, and the leather of his jacket, was solid muscle.

      The fact that I was actually checking him out—just moments after killing a girl—was my first clue I was in shock.

      “Are you all right?” His gaze swept over me without waiting for an answer, critically inspecting the rest of my body, not unlike the once-over I’d just given him.

      It dawned on me that he was trying to help, and thankfully, that dialed back my panic enough for me to find my voice. Then again, now that my brain was convinced the danger had truly passed, some switch seemed to release, giving me permission to officially freak out. “I think so,” I answered automatically, without really knowing if I was or not. I felt numb and strange inside my own skin.

      “Did she bite you?”

      His voice seemed to come from inside a tunnel. I blinked to try and clear the fog. “What?”

      “Did she bite you?” His voice was firmer now and his hands pressed down on my shoulders, trying to keep my attention.

      “No,” I answered, finding it easier to concentrate if I stared into his unwavering, gold-flecked eyes.

      “Good.” A look of genuine relief passed over his features before his eyebrows arched downward with new worry. “Are you alone out here? Do you have a way home?”

      “I—” I struggled to remember and kept my eyes fixed on his while I waited for the answer to come. “I was taking the bus. My ride left earlier.”

      His brows curved deeper and he shot an almost imperceptible glance at the exposed body lying behind me. His hands finally dropped away from my shoulders. “Well, I’m not going to just leave you here,” he mumbled, almost to himself. He seemed to debate something a moment longer and then pulled a phone out of his pocket, hitting a single button.

      “Jack, it’s Wes. We’ve got a situation. Liliana’s dead.” There was a pause as he listened to whoever was on the other end. Then, “No, it wasn’t like that. It was a girl but it’s … confusing. I can’t get a read on her at all.” Another pause and then, “I’m in the alley behind Fleet Street. She’ll be in the Dumpster until you get here … No, not the girl, Liliana.”

      I blanched and felt new panic rising as he finished his call. Whatever else he said didn’t make it past the warning bell ringing in my ears. He must’ve seen the look on my face, though, because he quickly put his hands, palms up, in front of him, and spoke soothingly. “I meant her— the girl you fought with. I didn’t mean you.”

      I nodded, inhaling deeply to wash away the adrenaline coursing through me. I really needed to get a handle on myself. This was ridiculous. I probably looked and sounded like a moron, and the fact that I was shivering didn’t help. It reminded me of the way the girl had been shaking, right before she⁠—

      “What’s your name?”

      His voice snapped me out of it, cutting off the imminent replay in my brain. “Tara,” I answered in a voice that sounded much weaker than I’d intended. “Tara Godfrey,” I repeated, louder.

      “Tara, I’m Wes and I’m going to help you, if you’ll let me. Can I give you a ride home?”

      “A ride? Seriously?” I gaped at him. “I just killed that girl. We need to call the police, a coroner, somebody.”

      “I made a call and someone is on his way to take care of it.”

      I shook my head. “Yeah, that didn’t exactly sound official. And you called her by name. Liliana. You know her? What’s going on?”

      “Look, obviously you saw what’s going on,” he said, a little impatient. “That girl wasn’t human. And I don’t think either of us wants to answer the questions that would come with admitting that to the police. Not that they would believe you in the first place. So, I’m taking care of it—discreetly. And unless you want to end up in a padded room, you’ll do the same.”

      Okay, he had a point, especially about the padded room part. I mean, I saw it with my own eyes and I was still having a hard time with it. I could guess how it would sound, trying to explain it to police or doctors.

      It didn’t feel good, lying about something like this, though. I’d just killed a girl—or dog—or whatever. But, maybe I’d be willing to deal with it if I had some answers about what the hell was actually happening.

      “Fine, I’ll do it your way. But you have to give me something in return,” I said.

      He eyed me, wary. “What?”

      “Answers. An explanation. I mean, seriously, this kind of stuff isn’t real. Or isn’t supposed to be, but here it is. And you seem to know a lot about it.”

      He sighed in response but didn’t argue my demand. Maybe he’d been expecting it. “I’ll tell you in the car. For now, we’ve gotta get out of this alley before someone sees us. Come on.”

      “No way. We talk here and then I’ll take the bus, like I planned.”

      He glanced down at my shirt with a wry half smile. “I don’t think that would be wise. You would draw a considerable amount of … attention.”

      I glanced down, too, and noticed for the first time that my shirt was all but destroyed. It hung off me like a rag, long slash marks running up both sides of my abdomen, along my ribs. Underneath the fabric, I could see shallow slash marks on my skin. The wounds were raised and red and looked like I’d faced off with a cat. Oh, wait. A dog.

      I reached down to zip my jacket and remembered I wasn’t wearing it.

      “Here,” he said, holding it out to me.

      “Thanks.” I put it on, fully preparing to just zip it up to cover the damage. No such luck. The zipper wasn’t just broken; it was completely gone, as was a huge chunk of my sleeve, near my wrist. Apparently the she-wolf had gotten closer with her teeth than I thought.

      “Crap,” I sighed, long and loud, letting him know exactly how I felt about this idea. “Fine, you can take me home.”

      “Let’s go.”

      He turned and started walking, slowing his pace to match mine and blocking my view of the girl as we passed by on our way back down the alley. We ended up in the public parking lot. The lot was lit with yellow-bulbed street lights at each corner and down the middle, like glaring spotlights compared to the pitch darkness of the alley. My senses kicked into overdrive. Something in me snapped. Maybe I was finally coming out of the shock—or maybe I’d hit a new level of freaking out. Either way, at the sight of the lights, I froze.

      I tried putting one foot in front of the other but it just wouldn’t happen. I was shaking badly now, enough to make my teeth chatter, though I felt weirdly numb and unaffected by the cold. I didn’t even have stupid goosebumps anymore. My heart pounded, echoing loudly in my ears. Behind that was a rushing sound that made me lightheaded.

      “Tara?” I heard Wes calling my name. I hadn’t even noticed him standing there.

      “Tara, we need to go. My car’s over here.” His hand closed over my arm and sent me over the edge.

      I jumped away, startling both of us, and stared back at him in panic. This was all just too much.

      “Tara,” Wes’s voice was low and soothing. “I know you’re scared but I’m not going to hurt you. I’m trying to help you. Let me help you.” He took a step closer.

      Some closed-off part of my brain was yelling at me, telling me to shake it off and stop acting like a complete lunatic. But I couldn’t seem to calm down.

      “I can see that you’re in shock,” Wes said, still edging closer while I fought the urge to bolt. “I can’t afford to take you somewhere to be treated, so I’m going to do something for you. I’m going to help you forget—just for now. It should wear off in the morning, and if not, I’ll help you remember. But for right now, it’s better if you just forget for a while. Okay?”

      I didn’t answer. Partly because I was scared if I tried to talk, I’d scream like a banshee, and partly because not a single thing he’d just said made any kind of sense.

      Apparently he took my silence as agreement because he nodded and said, “Good, now just relax.” He was using that same patronizing tone, the one meant to be soothing. But he was looking at me like I was some wild animal, ready to run. And he kept his distance. “Now just keep your eyes on mine. That’s right. Just focus on me …” He murmured reassurances and somewhere around the third or fourth one, I felt myself being drawn in. I looked down but my body hadn’t moved. It was my mind, something inside me, that seemed to pull closer and closer until I felt like I could reach up and touch him. “Right here, Tara. Just look here, in my eyes. It’s going to be okay.” I looked up and our eyes locked. His held a piercing stare that stabbed all the way through me and out the other side.

      Then, it all disappeared.
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      I caught her just before she hit the ground. Hauling her into my arms—Tara, her name was Tara, and for some reason the sound of her name felt nice on my lips—I adjusted her weight and started walking. At her loss of consciousness, worry speared through me, and I had to remind myself it was just her reaction to my memory wipe. My wolf would have smelled if she’d been injured. But even knowing she was unharmed, I had to concentrate on slow, deep breaths as I carried her to my car.

      Seeing her so helpless, the way she’d crumpled under the weight of what I’d just done…it bothered me.

      My wolf strained at the confines of my skin.

      It was a rare thing these days to wake the beast and rarer still to feel it rebelling against my human form. Even during the changing moon, I had learned complete control thanks to Jack.

      But tonight, with the scent of the girl filling me, my wolf was coming apart.

      It confused me, and I tried to reason through it.

      She'd been in danger and I'd committed myself to protecting innocents. But if I was being honest, my worry for her, it was more than just concern for a stranger. There was a pull in my gut I'd never felt before. Not for anyone. Certainly not for Liliana. Despite her many attempts otherwise. 

      Liliana. 

      I wouldn't mourn for her, that was for damn sure. 

      That girl had been a menace even when she wasn't betraying us to our enemies. And if she'd picked this fight, like I knew she had, she deserved everything she'd gotten. 

      But she hadn't been helpless. Liliana was a vicious opponent. And this girl? She'd taken Liliana down without a single proper and come away with mere scratches.  

      Who was she, really? 

      And how in the hell did she not understand what she was? Or maybe it had been an act. 

      No, my look into her mind had shown me she'd been truthful there. She really hadn't known. 

      What a way to find out. 

      I set her gently in the passenger seat of my car, careful not to hurt her as my wolf strength surged to the surface. She seemed fragile. A contradiction to the toughness other Hunters exuded. 

      I snorted, thinking of Cord. 

      God, she'd hate seeing this girl's doe-eyed confusion. 

      But it had been those eyes that had drawn me in. Full of a strength she didn't seem to know she possessed. Humor. Wit. Kind- ness. It had all been there in her eyes. And when I'd poked into her mind, I'd felt like a damned trespasser. 

      And a perv, considering how much of our interaction she'd spent checking me out. I smiled to myself, a little smug as I remembered the way she'd catalogued my features. The same way I'd catalogued hers. 

      So, it was mutual. 

      And probably a terrible idea.com to both about Jack's voice echoed in my head. Probably? He'd glare. Definitely, he’d correct. This girl didn't need more complications from world. And neither did I. Besides, whoever was keeping the truth from her would probably try to skin me if they found out I'd helped her tonight.

      Whoever was calling the shots clearly didn't want her discovered. 

      A little late for that now. 

      I hurried around and slid into the driver's seat, cranking the plenty warm. engine and blasting the heat. For her. My wolf kept me p 

      I drove slowly. 

      Careful. 

      The tinted windows and dark night hid us from prying eyes. No one would notice me driving along with an unconscious female riding shotgun. I was careful to maintain the speed limit too. The last thing needed was some rookie cop with a hard-on for someone my age behind the wheel of a luxury car. He'd take one look at Tara and arrest me for, well, I didn't want to know what. And I really didn't want to have to hurt someone to cover my tracks, either. 

      Tara's mind had given me the location and address of her house and I we arrived there incident-free. I should have called Jack again to update him. But some strange part of me wanted to preserve this closeness. 

      Okay, that sounded pervy as hell. 

      Snorting, I cut the engine and got out, moving quickly through the shadows and around the back of her two-story house. Wolf senses told me her mother was sleeping. 

      That wasn't ideal but I'd gone undetected before.

      It took me only a few moments to pick the lock on the back door—thanks, wolf claws⁠—

      and carry her upstairs. Scent led me straight to her bedroom and I crossed the cozy space, lowering her to the bed.

      From the other room, Tara's mother continued to breathe the deep, even breath of sleep. For some reason, in the darkness, knowing her mother was so close yet oblivious, I felt bold. 

      I perched on the edge of Tara's mattress, and then, I did something that was probably sealing my own fate. With careful movements, I brushed the hair from her closed eyes, running the tips of my fingers down her cheek and along the edges of the scratches there. My own skin tingled where I touched her. My wolf snarled in protest. 

      He wanted out. To touch her. To sniff her. To decide once and for all whether she would be his. 

      Before I could overthink that one, I stood and let myself out. More focused now, I took in the other scents. But none of them were familiar to me. In the bedroom upstairs, someone stirred. Tara's mother. It had to be. Tara would be asleep for a while yet. I picked up the pace. 

      In the car, I'd call Jack. Tell him everything. 

      Well, everything except the fact that I had possibly just found my mate. That sort of bomb could wait for another day. One with less murder in it. 

      For now, my feelings for Tara would be my secret. My wolf was just fine with that.
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      “Tara? Time to wake up.”

      Reluctantly, I cracked an eye against the cheery sunlight filtering through my window. My mother stood at my open bedroom door, like a sentry. We both knew I wasn’t a morning person, and we also both knew she wouldn’t walk away until she was convinced I was really up and about.

      “C’mon, get moving,” she said, slightly more impatient, as she watched my slow progress.

      I rolled over and groaned, just awake enough to be aware of my body—and it was aching and creaking in protest of having to move. “Mom.” My voice came out a croak. “I don’t feel so good.”

      “What’s wrong?” My mom’s impatience turned to concern. I might not be an early riser but I rarely ever stayed down or got sick.

      “I ache, all over.” My head pounded like a bass drum with every syllable.

      She crossed to my bed and laid a hand on my forehead. “Hmm…you’re pretty warm.” Her fingers stroked my cheek. “You probably caught that bug that’s going around. I guess you’re spending the day in bed. I’ll call school and let them know.”

      “’Kay,” I managed. Her fingers felt deliciously cool against my skin.

      “Do you want me to stay home with you?” she asked, suddenly looking torn.

      I looked back at her, into a pair of blue eyes that perfectly matched my own, and shook my head, not willing to worry her. “There’s no need. I’m just going to sleep.”

      “I told you not to go out in that weather last night,” she said sternly, making a smooth switch from nurturer to lecturer.

      “What weather?” I tried to remember last night.

      “That brutal wind that whipped through,” she said. “Obviously. I told you that last night, too. It was just brittle out there and there’s this flu bug going around.” She gestured to me, like I was the official carrier or something.

      I stared blankly back at her, trying to figure out what she was talking about. I knew being sick could make my brain fuzzy, but I had no idea what she was talking about. I hadn’t gone anywhere last night. I opened my mouth to tell her that, but she just kept talking.

      “Anyway, I hope George doesn’t get this, too. He doesn’t need this slowing him down. Not with those recruiters coming around.” She turned back to me, eyes studying. “He is okay though, right? I noticed it wasn’t him who dropped you off. Is he sick, too?”

      “I—I don’t think so.”

      “So who did drop you off?”

      “Um …” Okay, obviously I should remember this; my mom was certainly sure that it’d happened. But I just had no idea. Everything was fuzzy, from the time I’d gotten home from school until—well, now, basically. I kept my mouth shut. I was afraid that if I mentioned that, my mom would whisk me away to the closest emergency room. I looked back at her expectant face; I still hadn’t answered. “Um, Angela.”

      She nodded and rose, looking halfway satisfied. “Well, I need to get going. Julie has the morning off and I need to water everything before we open.”

      Mom owned a flower shop in the tiny scrap of land that was known as downtown, though Frederick Falls’ version of downtown wasn’t very impressive. We didn’t even have our own mall. You had to drive to the next county over for that. Still, she did okay here—her passion and talent for all things botanical had apparently skipped a generation with me—and as confused and achy as I might be, I didn’t want to keep her from it. Nor did I want her hovering.

      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”

      I nodded and settled back against the pillow in an effort to give my achy muscles some relief.

      “I’ll make sure I’m home for dinner,” she said, heading for the door.

      “Okay. Hey, Mom,” I called. “What time did I come in last night?”

      She gave me a strange look. “Ten thirty. Right on time for curfew. Why?”

      “Just wondering. Have a good day.” I forced a smile.

      She smiled back, still with a question in her eyes, and disappeared down the hall. A few minutes later I heard the front door open and close and the key slide in the lock. Then, silence.

      For the next hour I lay in my bed and tried, without success, to remember the details of last night. Mom had said I’d gone out with George, and I remembered making plans with him at school but the details were still hazy. I squinted with the effort of recalling the conversation we’d had after last bell …

      

      “Tay, look, I know things have been rough on you. My schedule and the team and my weekends away … I get it. But at least give me the chance to work it out,” George had said.

      I’d tapped my foot impatiently at that. “George, it’s not really about any of those things. It’s about you, or the new you, I guess. You’ve changed and I just don’t think I can do this anymore.”

      “My life has changed,” he argued. “Football has always been a part of me, though, and deep down, I’m still the same person.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “You blew me off two days in a row to do an interview for the school paper. Half the front page is your picture.”

      “Social networking is necessary at this point.” It was his voice but the words were that of a stranger, a new George who I just couldn’t connect with, try as I might. I tried to think of a nice way to just say it and get it over with. But I’d never been good at endings.

      George took advantage of my silence and pressed on. “Tay, we’ve been friends since middle school. Do you really want to throw all that away?” His eyes were soft and pleading, reminiscent of the old George. It was a look that normally would’ve made me cave or breathe faster or something.

      But I’d been down this road already and given him plenty of second chances. “George, look⁠—”

      He cut me off. “Let’s go out tonight, just you and me. Do something fun. It’ll remind you of the real me. The real us.”

      “George—” I rubbed a fingertip in circles on my forehead, trying to smooth out the tension.

      “Please, Tay. We can shoot some pool.”

      Okay, my weakness for pool aside, the offer was tempting. Some part of me felt like I owed George this much. Like he said, we’d been friends for a long time. And I could feel my resolve wavering. I hated feeling … mean. “Fine. Pool tonight. Then I decide, and you don’t argue.”

      “Deal.” George grinned and I could tell he viewed this as a victory.

      “George,” Eddie, George’s best friend, waved and called to him from down the hall where he stood with half the football team. George glanced over and then turned back to me with a guilty expression that I’d come to recognize over the past couple of months.

      “Crap. I made plans with Eddie to go over some of the unedited footage from our last game. His dad said we could view it in their media room on the big screen.” He must’ve seen the disappointment in my expression and rushed on before I could respond. “It’s the first team we’ll face in playoffs, and we need to learn their signals. I’ll be done in plenty of time, though, promise. I’ll pick you up at six.” Then he flashed me a brilliant smile and strode away …

      

      My memory went fuzzy after that and I let the images fade away. I couldn’t even remember leaving school. What bug could’ve erased my memory of an entire evening? I wasn’t even sure the flu could cause something like this. But what else could it be? Nothing like this had ever happened before. Not even the night of my friend Sam’s sixteenth birthday party. I’d had way too much to drink that night, some fruity concoction that had smelled like strawberries on alcoholic steroids. The highlight had been when I’d fallen into the pool and almost drowned. George had jumped in and “saved me” by pulling until I realized it was only four feet of water. Even then, I’d remembered most of it the next day, unfortunately, which was why I’d vowed never to drink again. But this … this felt different. I was starting to worry.

      I sighed and rolled over, ignoring the ache it caused in my shifting muscles. Random pieces of clothing littered the carpet in my room—evidence of my tendency toward laundry procrastination. Nearest to my bed, a scrap of bright red fabric caught my eye. A silk V-neck blouse, my favorite, lay in a heap, under a still- damp towel. I reached down and yanked it free, trying to remember when I’d last worn it. I thought it was still in my closet. Then I looked closer. The shirt was torn in several places, the silky fabric hanging by threads. As I stared at it, an uneasy feeling washed over me. A picture flashed in my mind: me, staring at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, hair disheveled and sticking out, the tattered shirt hanging off my shoulders and exposing my ribs on either side. Bloody scratches showed through the tears in the fabric.

      I dropped the shirt, and sucked in a sharp breath. Hesitantly, I pushed the covers away and lifted up my pajama tee. In several places along my ribs were jagged scratches running down my torso. They were clean, and shallow, like I’d been in a fight with a cat. Only problem, I didn’t have a cat.

      “What the …?” I said to the empty room.

      “Could’ve been worse,” a male voice answered.

      My head snapped up. A boy with bronzed brown hair and eyes to match leaned against the frame of my bedroom door.

      I gripped the covers, my knuckles white. “Who are you? What are you doing in here?” Despite my voice’s earlier croaking, I managed a shriek just fine.

      “Calm down, Tara, I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

      His tone was calm and a little patronizing, but he’d said my name with familiarity. That surprised me enough to block out the fear for a moment. “How do you know me?”

      “The same way you know me. We met last night. I’m Wes.”

      “I don’t know who you are, but you need to leave, or I’m calling the police.” I grabbed my cell phone off the nightstand without breaking eye contact. I held it up in the air, like a weapon.

      He pushed off from the doorway and took a step into the room. The black leather of his jacket crinkled as he moved. “Look, I don’t want to hurt you any more than you already are, but I’m not leaving, either, so you might as well put the phone down. Besides, you agreed to ‘discreet,’ remember?”

      I stared at him with wide eyes. “What do you mean, hurt me more than I already am? Did you do this to me? Did we—?” Oh, God. Visions of after-school specials and date rape warnings from health class danced in my head.

      Halfway across the room, he turned and grabbed my desk chair, spinning it around to face the bed before sitting down. “No, I didn’t.” His lips twitched. “And no, we didn’t.”

      I breathed a silent prayer of thanks and then returned to glaring at him. “But you know who did this to me?”

      “Yes.”

      I waited, and then realized he wasn’t going to say more. “Well? Are you going to tell me who it was?”

      “I haven’t decided.”

      I threw my hands up in frustration. “Then why are you here? What do you want?”

      “I told you, I want to talk to you.”

      Something about the tone of his voice, the cadence of his words, unnerved me. It was familiar, but it wasn’t. I stared at him for a full minute, waiting for some memory to fall into place about where we might’ve met. Nothing came, but I got that same uneasy feeling I’d had when the torn shirt had been in my hands, something unfamiliar and unlike anything I’d ever experienced. I know it probably sounded silly because I’d only been around him for a few minutes, but I got the distinct feeling he was nothing like anyone I’d ever met before. Not even close.

      I squared my shoulders. “So talk,” I said, trying to sound tough.

      But he didn’t, not right away. He just continued to watch me with cool, studying eyes. They roamed my face and arms, and then glanced speculatively at the comforter I still held up to my chin.

      “Strong, amazingly strong,” he said quietly, almost to himself.

      “What?”

      “What do you remember about last night?” he asked abruptly.

      His eyes found mine and I was struck by their unique color. Last summer, I’d taken a trip to California to visit my grandmother. She and I had hiked to the top of a bluff that overlooked a forest, thick with redwoods, and picnicked there, just the two of us. His eyes reminded me of the redwoods—a swirling mixture of tawny brown.

      I blinked, trying to remember the question. “Nothing, actually. Which is pretty frustrating. Are you finally going to tell me where these scratches came from?”

      “Like I said, it wasn’t me. I just happened to come along at the right time.”

      “What does that mean?”

      My cell phone rang, cutting off his response. I looked around, only to remember I still held it in my hand. I loosened my grip and glanced at the screen.

      “Go ahead,” Wes said, gesturing toward the ringing phone. “I’ll wait.”

      I flipped open the phone. “Hello?”

      “Tara?”

      “George. Hey.”

      “Are you okay? Angela was in the office and heard that your mom called and said you were sick.”

      I hesitated. I’d fully intended to disclose my situation, a.k.a. scream for help, to the first person who called and then wait to be rescued from Wes, the crazy bedroom stalker. I glanced over at him, wondering why he’d even let me answer the phone at all. If he was going to hurt me, he could’ve done it already—and he definitely wouldn’t have let me take this call. His eyes glinted back at me in a silent challenge. He was willing to risk me telling someone? Why? What exactly was going on here?

      “Yeah, I’m sick,” I said finally. “The flu, I think.”

      “Listen, Tay, about last night. I really think we should talk about this.”

      As soon as I realized where this was going, my head began pounding in time to George’s voice. “George, I don’t feel good. Now’s not a good time.”

      “Okay, I get it.” I could almost hear his shoulders slumping. “Can I call you later?”

      I hesitated. “Yeah, sure.”

      We hung up and I found Wes watching me. “You didn’t scream for help.”

      I met his eyes. Yep, definitely a challenge there. “I want to know what’s going on. What happened to me last night?”

      “You were attacked.”

      I nodded. His answer wasn’t all that surprising. I had figured as much, after seeing the scratches on my abdomen. I just hoped that “attack” didn’t mean … I wouldn’t think about that. “Attacked by whom?”

      “Her name was Liliana.”

      “I was attacked by a girl?” Okay, I know that probably sounds sexist, but I’d fully expected my attacker to be male. I mean, I’m a seventeen-year-old high school student, apparently out alone, in the dark. I know what “attacked” usually means for a girl like me.

      Wes ran a hand through his hair, further tousling it, and shifted in the chair. “What do you remember?”

      “Nothing.” Then I added, “Actually I remembered one thing, a flash of something, really.  Of looking at myself in the mirror, bloody and bruised. But that’s it.”

      “Hmm. It must’ve worked better than I thought.” He was staring at a spot on the wall; he seemed to be talking to himself again.

      His reticence was getting annoying. “Would you just spit it out already? Why was I attacked?”

      “Fine. I don’t know what started it. I wasn’t there for that part. By the time I got there, Liliana was already on the ground.”

      “On the ground? You mean, I hurt her?”

      “Yes, which was definitely a surprise to me and why I’m here now. But what you need to know is that Liliana was more than just some girl. She was a Werewolf.”

      Wes might’ve kept talking after that, but all sound and movement suddenly ceased for me. I was still stuck on that last word: Werewolf. I would’ve laughed out loud, but there was no denying Wes was serious. He absolutely believed that this Liliana girl was a Werewolf and the look on his face told me arguing wouldn’t change a thing. This just figured. The hottest guy I’d ever seen, alone with me in my room, and he was completely whacked.

      I abruptly cut off whatever he was saying. “You seriously just said Werewolf, didn’t you?”

      He stopped, midsentence, and his shoulders sagged a little. “Yeah.”

      “Do I need to explain how crazy that sounds?” I decided my wording might be better than “you’re crazy,” which was what I was thinking.

      “What I don’t get is what you are,” he said, basically ignoring my question.

      “Hello? Are you listening to me?”

      “Yeah, just trying to figure this out,” he said, distractedly.

      “That makes two of us.”

      He sighed, like he was getting impatient. “This will be easier for you when you remember. Close your eyes.”

      “What?”

      “Close your eyes.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m going to help you remember.”

      I stared at him, waiting for him to explain more, but he didn’t. “What are you going to do?” I asked, trying to sound more confident than I felt. I was beginning to wonder if I’d made a mistake in not telling George about this.

      “I’m not going to hurt you. I won’t even move from my chair. If you hear me get up or move at all, you can open your eyes, scream, and call the police— whatever you want.”

      I eyed him suspiciously but I could feel my curiosity winning out over my fear. I really, really wanted to know what had happened to me last night. “Fine.” I closed my eyes and waited.

      “Now relax and clear your mind.”

      I tried not to think how much he sounded like my mother’s yoga video. I took a deep breath and let it out as slowly as I could, imitating what I’d seen my mother do when she tried meditating, which really seemed like a rip-off of sleeping. Then I waited.

      A moment later, I felt something. Not a physical feeling, but rather a mental one—a weird tickling sensation in my mind, like when you try really hard to recall an old memory. I jumped and started to open my eyes.

      “Keep your eyes closed. I’m almost done.”

      I fidgeted with the comforter but kept my eyelids clamped shut. Black and blue bursts of light danced behind my closed lids, swirling into abstract pictures that reminded me of ink blobs a psychiatrist might use on a patient. A moment later, the tingling receded, and then I jerked in surprise as images flooded into my mind.

      My eyes snapped open and I found Wes watching me. His lips were pressed together in a tight line. All I could manage was to stare back at him with a slack jaw, as the images played over and over in my head. What I saw was almost too much. Impossible, really.

      “Did it work? Do you remember?” he asked, though it was pretty clear that he knew I did.

      I answered anyway. “Yes,” I breathed.

      The memories flooded back and then replayed over and over like a video simultaneously stuck on fast forward and repeat. I could feel Wes’s eyes on me, taking in my reaction. I wanted to say something, to ask him what he’d done and how he’d done it, but the images in my mind were too overwhelming to push aside.

      First, an image of me in the kitchen. The clock above the stove read six forty-five. George was late. No surprise there. Then, the replay of my attempt at one last date with him, at Moe’s, my favorite pool hall. The arguing. Him talking on the phone to his dad or agent through half a game of nine ball. The inevitable break-up. Then, me cutting through the alley to get to the bus stop.

      I let the image fade away, already knowing what came next. How was any of this possible? More than the memory of the night was the knowledge. Somehow I’d known what to do, to fight that … creature. But how? What kind of person was strong enough to fight—and defeat—a Werewolf? Not a normal human, that’s for sure. And how could Werewolves exist and no one even know it? And why, out of everyone who could’ve gotten pulled into something like this, did it have to be me?

      The questions went on and on and finally I had to shut them out to think straight. I hoped Wes could answer some of them, but I honestly couldn’t even figure out where to start. Instead I focused on what I did know: Werewolves were, in fact, very real. And Wes had somehow manipulated my memories. Twice.
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      Did Tara have a right to be angry? Yes. Was I going to admit that out loud to her? Hell, no. Just like I was determined not to admit my feelings for her, either. So far, no one had noticed my wolf's terrible moods. Or the fact that they were caused by my refusal to give in to the mating call. But it was only a matter of time. And when that happened, I had a feeling Jack and the others would promptly kick my ass. Or attempt it, anyway. The only one of them who had a shot was Cord. And I would die before telling her that. 

      Better to let Tara be angry with me. 

      Arguing made it so much easier to pretend. 

      Leaving would have been the answer, but I was already past the point of that. My wolf had decided it wanted her, and now, I didn't have the willpower to stay away. 

      While I waited for her to get ready, my phone rang. 

      “What?” I answered when I saw Derek's name. 

      “Just checking on you. I thought maybe you dropped off the face of the Earth.” Derek's teasing was light but his words set off alarms. 

      “What's wrong?”

      “You tell me. Cord said you were acting cagey.”

      “Cord's just pissed every time she's not the center of attention.” He snorted. “You're not wrong. She roped me into driving down south today. Some errand Jack gave her.” 

      I smirked. 

      Actually, it was my idea. A way to get them out of the house Tara's first visit wasn't terrifying. Cord had that effect. 

      “Better you than me,” I told him. 

      “Oh, payback's a bitch,” he warned and I laughed.

      “We'll see,” I said and hung up. 

      A strange noise sounded from the bathroom and I shoved phone into my pocket. Worry spiked and I immediately told myself to calm down. It was stupid. Tara wasn't some feeble human. She could be in a bathroom alone and not come to mortal harm. But my wolf didn't care. It wanted only to protect. 

      I shoved that away too. 

      My wolf and I needed to have a serious talk about who was in charge. 

      I barely knew Tara. 

      None of these feelings made sense. 

      Yet, here I was bringing her home with me. I told myself it was for her sake. She had to train. To learn to defend herself. Otherwise, next time she met a werewolf in an alley, she might not be so lucky. 

      So, I'd take her to Jack. Introduce her to the family. Let her train. And I'd find a way to pretend I didn't want to claim her. Even if it meant lying to myself.
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