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Chapter One
Tristan
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Moonbeams melted into starlight as they swayed across the restless sea like a pendulum. His fate rode in on a wave, its meaning lost in the words of a siren song in the shape of inevitable destiny. For a moment, he thought the rope around his neck wasn’t a leash tethered to eternal damnation, but instead more like a noose. At least that rope had a means to an end. 

Every month, the full moon summoned Tristan. It forced him to shift into the beast that lay in waiting beneath his skin. He was a werewolf, though he preferred to call himself a monster. The moon lured him into its bright shimmering arms with promises of power and freedom. The ability to be stronger than any normal man and to live without fear as an apex predator. It was a terrible lie, and he fell for her seductive tricks every time. 

There was no freedom for Tristan. He only experienced pain. Unshakable aches from deep within his bones that lasted for days, sometimes weeks. Then there was the anger. He suffered from an unfiltered rage that would tear through layers of muscle and debone flesh if he let himself lean into the skid. It was a rage that could reduce whole cities to ash and shatter skulls, leaving mounds of discarded brain matter to sizzle on the pavement in the morning sun. Tristan hated the moon and the monster that it made him. He hated this revolving door of a curse that he’d been trapped in for the last seven years. 

It was never supposed to be like this, he thought.

“Tristan Revere,” a cheerful voice called to him. 

With a gentle whoosh no louder than a sigh slipped between her red-lined lips, she appeared. “Ruby,” Tristan replied. His white T-shirt was ripped, and there was a new hole along the thigh of his jeans. He always dressed rather plain, especially on the night of the full moon. Standing out was not something he wanted to do when he was about to take a life.

In his hand, he gripped a warm human heart. Blood dripped over the side of his palm as he held it out to her. Ruby’s eyes grew wide with delight. She licked her lips, stomach growling at the mere sight of it. He tossed it to her, a dull thud as it smacked the sand at her feet being the only sound around them. Even the waves stopped crashing, the ocean too scared to move in her presence. 

She gasped. “For me?” A malicious grin slithered up her pale face, revealing a mouth full of perfectly placed porcelain white teeth, all sharpened like knives. “Ooo, and it’s my favorite flavor,” she purred. 

Tristan despised Ruby and her baby girl routine. He knew what kind of darkness she could wield if he stepped out of line. When he was fifteen years old, he had the misfortune of crossing paths with her, and that’s where everything went wrong. 

Deep into the forests of Montana, Tristan and his older sister, Sadie, went on a camping trip. While driving around a sharp turn, there was a large rock in the road. Before Sadie had the chance to brake, the car was already rolling over the guard rail and down the embankment into the trees. Tristan wasn’t sure how long they rolled for, or for how long he had lost consciousness. All he remembered was the blood. It was as if someone took a can of glossy crimson paint and tossed it through the windshield. His sister’s femoral artery had been severed, and she was bleeding out fast. It was just after dark, and the moon was full, casting its tartrazine glow onto their wreckage. Everything stilled and it appeared as if the tops of the trees parted just to let the moonbeams in.

That’s where Ruby found him. 

He didn’t know what kind of creature she was or the guidelines to the deal he made when she offered to help him. “Once a month, I need you to do me a favor,” she’d said to him. He was still half-buckled inside the car, a tree limb sliced through the back window and into his shoulder blade. 

“I’ll do anything you ask,” he wheezed. The branch was about to pop his heart like a water balloon. He looked at his sister slumped against the steering wheel. Tristan wanted to sob, but his chest was tight with a pain that began to spread to his stomach and up his throat. “Please help her.”

Ruby promised that if he agreed to her terms, he and his sister would live, and when she needed him for a favor, she would find him. He agreed, crying out again that he would do anything she wanted. Her devilish grin was the last thing he saw before he blacked out. The next morning, he awoke in a tent, his sister beside him sleeping. No blood, no wounds, no wrecked car. There wasn’t any evidence that an accident had ever occurred, except for his eyes. All his life, he had two mossy green eyes, but now the left one was a dark, glistening gold. Weeks went by, and he thought he might have dreamed it all. A hazy, fabricated memory not quite his own. Then, the following month, Ruby came to collect just like she’d promised.

“Are we done here?” Tristan snapped. This night had been long, and he reeked of death. He rubbed his eyes, trying not to smear blood on his eyelids. Ruby pouted up at him, long blonde hair falling around her face in waves. She wore a black latex dress that clung to her body like a second skin. It might have actually been someone’s skin, given her reputation. The moonlight gleamed off the wide curves of her hips as she danced around the beach. She wasn’t wearing any shoes.

“What, don’tcha miss me, little Trissy?” she asked. Ruby curled a finger into the waistband of his pants, tugging at the fabric and peeking inside. She giggled profusely as he shoved her away. “Or should I say Not-So-Little?” She smirked, pirouetting around him in the sand with the heart in her hand. 

For someone so grotesque, Ruby had always been a bit childish. He always wondered if it was intentional. Some grand act to disguise herself as a cheap kink to draw in her victims like a black widow. Act like an easy target to get easy prey. Stupid games won stupid prizes. 

“Not even a little bit, Devil,” Tristan replied. Ruby wasn’t the Devil, but she might as well have been. He knew she was a demon that thrived on death and chaos. She’d never admitted to causing the car accident that night, but she’d never denied it either.

Ruby held the heart up to her nose and inhaled deeply. Her eyes, black as obsidian, sparkled as she licked the sides of it, teasing her tongue into the severed pulmonary valve. She glanced up at him suggestively before eating it in two loud, wet bites. Tristan’s eye twitched at the sound. Seven years, and he still wasn’t used to the squelching mash of organ meat between her teeth. He could still barely stomach the sight of blood.

He’d been covered in more blood than any twenty-two-year-old should have to be. But that was the deal he’d made when he was far too young to understand what he’d agreed to. The favor Ruby asked of him. Every month on the night of the full moon, he was to bring her a human heart before the sun came up. When the moon reached its highest point in the sky, his skin tore at the seam, his body too small to contain the savage beast within. His bones broke and reformed into a werewolf so driven by carnage and bloodlust, his only saving grace was he hardly remembered any of it the next morning. 

“And yet, you have a cute little pet name for me,” Ruby said as she wrapped her arms around his waist. She leaned her chin on his chest and batted her eyelashes at him. 

Tristan’s upper lip curled as he wriggled out of her hold. His skin prickled with goosebumps, and he had to swallow down the bile burning the back of his throat. After eighty-four full moons and ninety-one deaths, he couldn’t stand physical touch. Handshakes, pats on the shoulder, an accidental brush of someone trying to walk past him in a crowded aisle at the grocery store. All of it made him sick to his stomach, and Ruby reveled in it. 

“I’m leaving,” he said in a flat tone. He turned away from her and started his trek back toward the boardwalk

Ruby grabbed him and dug her claw-like nails into his palm. “I need two next month,” she said. “And I’m not asking.” 

“No,” Tristan said, attempting to yank his hand away from her. She dug her nails in deeper until blood began to pool between her fingertips. “Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “Why?” 

“That is none of your concern.” She grinned maliciously. “Unless you want to take me up on that other offer I like to keep on the table.” She stepped back just to look him up and down.

Tristan was not a small guy. Standing at 6’2”, he was over a foot taller than Ruby, but she was relentless and more powerful than him. During almost every full moon, she brought up a counteroffer that was worse than the current one. Lately, she claimed that she would give him six months off from bringing her hearts if he’d sleep with her one time. He considered it once, but honestly, he’d rather kill ninety-one more people than find out what kind of black hole of despair she had under that dress. No matter how many times he told her ‘no’, she persisted. 

“No thanks,” he replied coldly, still struggling to pull away from her. She lifted his hand over her head. The blood dripped down his wrist and onto her outstretched tongue. Her eyes blossomed with pleasure at the taste of him.

She pulled her nails from his skin and lapped at the blood still oozing from his palm. He made a sound of disgust as she slid one of his fingers through her blood stained lips. She cackled as she began to dance again, blood dribbling down her chin and neck. Tristan grimaced as he wiped his hand on his pantleg, turning away from her.

“Two hearts!” Ruby shouted from across the beach. “I’m not joking!” 

He rolled his eyes, flipping her off over his shoulder without looking back. Once the sound of crashing waves filled the night air around him, he knew she was finally gone. He was not looking forward to seeing her again next month. 
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It was just past two o’clock in the morning when Tristan made it back to his van. An old ‘78 Chevy G20 that probably hadn’t run since the 90s, but it was cheap and spacious, and the Atlantic City Convention Center let him keep it in the overgrown lot behind the building for $500 a month. It helped that his best friend, Petra, was the Event Coordinator for the convention center, and that her father was the Chief of Police. 

Tristan did not consider himself homeless, but by definition of the word, he technically was. The difference being that he didn’t have to be. He made plenty of money doing freelance photography for Petra’s events, and she even recommended him to clients that would hire him privately for weddings or holiday card photos. Tristan just preferred to live in his van. It made things less complicated that way. No roommates to ask him why he disappeared once a month. No landlords checking in to make sure the plumbing worked or to let him know the elevator would be out for a bit. The only thing he had to worry about was making sure he didn’t suffocate to death on hot days when he fell asleep with the windows up. Even so, he’d be fine if that was how he died. At least then he wouldn’t have to deal with Ruby. 

The vibrating of his phone against his chest woke him up. Petra Pearson’s name flashed across the screen, and he yawned. When he let it go to voicemail, there were five missed calls from her, and it was already 6 p.m. 

The day after a full moon was the worst. Tristan’s body ached from his bones fusing back into place, and occasionally, he had a new gash he needed to tend to from the victim he’d taken the night before. Sometimes they fought back, and he couldn’t blame them. After all, they were about to die. But his clothes were always clean and mended, and he was never covered in the blood he’d fallen asleep in. Ruby made sure of that, covering his tracks so he’d never get caught. Sometimes he wondered if she’d starve without him. She never mentioned if she had any other poor souls wrapped up in a deal like theirs, and he never asked, but he always wondered if he was the only one. 

A sigh heaved its way through his chest as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes. If he didn’t call Petra back, she’d show up pounding on the side of his van. Or worse, she’d drag him out the back door by his ankles. Petra was tall for a girl, but she was almost half a foot shorter than him. Her father made her train in jiu jitsu since she was ten when her mother died of cancer. There was not a single thing in this world that Tristan was afraid of except Petra Pearson being angry with him. It was rare, almost never, but on the off chance he did upset her, the look she got on her face made him wish he were dead. 

Petra was Tristan’s only friend. When he left Montana, he was only sixteen years old. He got on a bus and somehow wound up in Atlantic City, New Jersey, and he never looked back. That was six years ago. Petra was older than him by two years, but she sometimes seemed much older due to their difference in attitude. Where he was disorganized and a mess, she was the definition of fastidious. When they met, she was eighteen, taking online classes at a community college to get an associate’s degree in business management. She was living with her father in a small condo near the beach. Now, at twenty-four, she booked and planned all the events at the convention center and had her own little two-bedroom house.

“I am freaking out,” Petra said. To his surprise she answered the phone on the second ring. He was sure she was going to give him at least a little bit of the cold shoulder for not picking up in the first place. “I forgot to buy the noodles. The noodles, Tris. How the hell did I expect to cook Beef Stroganoff without the noodles? Hello? Are you there?” 

“I’m on it.” Tristan yawned and stretched, his back cracking in several places as he searched for his wallet and his shoes.

“You’re the best.” She sighed into the receiver. He imagined her twirling one of her long, red curls around her finger as she stared down the clock on the oven. 

“Be there in twenty.” Tristan hung up the phone and allowed himself to collapse back onto his pile of blankets for exactly two and a half minutes before he forced himself to get up. If he didn’t he was sure he’d sleep for another sixteen hours. At least the store was on his way. 
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“That kid moves in tonight, so please, Tristan, for the love of all that is holy, be nice.” Petra sighed, setting the table. In the center of the table was a large blue glass bottle of sparkling water. She only drank sparkling water, claiming that tap water was ‘literal poison.’ Each plate at the table shone against the overhead light, unmarred from any sort of cutting. Petra only used her good plates when serving food that didn’t need to be trimmed. 

“I am nice.” Tristan scoffed, slightly skewing the fork at his place setting just to get on her nerves. “When am I ever not nice?” 

“Whenever you meet literally anybody for the first time. You make the worst first impressions.” 

This he knew to be true. If he liked meeting people, he wouldn’t have lived in his van. He looked down at the forest green T-shirt he wore, a smear of ashes from his last cigarette across his stomach. At the very least, he probably could have found a cleaner shirt.

“What’s his name again?” 

When Petra decided to turn her basement into a studio apartment, he never considered that he would have to meet whoever she rented it out to. It had its own bathroom at least, so the only communal space was the kitchen. 

“His name is Stevie,” she replied with a bit of a crinkle in her nose. Clearly, she thought his name was tacky, but she’d never say that out loud. “He’s some kid that just moved here from England or Ireland or something. He’s a valet at the convention center.” Before Tristan’s brow had the chance to furrow, she rounded on him. “Fix your face,” she threatened. “He doesn’t know anyone, and he has nowhere to go. Daddy said he’s been sleeping at a motel and living out of a suitcase. The last thing I need is him turning into some junkie that lives under the boardwalk all because you scared him away.”

Tristan cringed. He hated that she still referred to her father as ‘Daddy.’ “Oh yes, if you don’t take him in, then how will you live with yourself when he inevitably winds up on the news?” he teased, tongue in cheek to keep himself from smiling. “I thought you liked finding people under the boardwalk.”

Petra shook her head at him, amusement curling her lips. When Tristan first arrived in Atlantic City, he also had nowhere to go and no money. Under the boardwalk is where he slept at night in the hopes that no one would find him and ask questions. Though, spending the night in jail might have been better than the damp sand and occasional critter. He’d never been afraid of ocean life or stray animals, as they could typically sense that something was off about him. 

“You are the only exception to the rules,” Petra said, pinching his chin. 

Tristan scrunched his nose, but he’d stopped swatting her hand away years ago. She was the only exception to his rule, too. Petra was the only person he let touch him, and even that had taken years of wearing down.  

“No homeless, no junkies, and no other red heads,” he replied, ticking each rule off on his fingers. “Though, I guess he’s not homeless anymore.” Tristan slid his pack of cigarettes out of his back pocket as she straightened the fork at his place setting. He smirked as he headed toward the front door. 

“Just like you’re not homeless?” she teased, then realized what he was doing. “Tris, you’re going to smell like cigarettes during dinner.”

“I always smell like cigarettes,” he replied as he slid one of them out of the pack with his teeth. He shut the door before he could see the disapproving look on her face. 

Outside standing on the sidewalk just past the front gate was a boy who couldn’t have been much younger than him. The boy paced back and forth, exhaling a small cloud of smoke that smelled like a mixture of weed and tobacco. Getting a little buzz before having dinner with Petra was either the best thing to do, or the absolute worst. Tristan knew from experience, and for Stevie’s sake, he hoped it was the former. 

He leaned against the front of the house and watched the nervous boy. Stevie wasn’t very tall, maybe 5’7” or so, with a shaggy, black mohawk mussed up and brushed over to the left side ending right above his ear. He wore a sleeveless, threadbare Led Zeppelin shirt that clung to his thin frame and a pair of black jeans ripped at the knees. The only splash of color about him seemed to be the red laces on his Converse shoes and the tattoos that trailed down from his shoulder to his elbow on his right arm. 

Stevie squashed the rest of his spliff on the pavement, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath before pushing through the front gate. Tristan thought he was rather amusing and could smell his nervousness. He felt he could easily watch him all day, but that thought was masked by the disdainfully blank expression Tristan always wore that made people not want to approach him. 

Fist half-raised like he was going to knock, Stevie didn’t seem to notice he was there until he reached the top of the stairs. When he saw Tristan, he froze, lips parted as if he were about to say something but forgot the words. From this close, Tristan noticed two silver hoops looping through his right nostril, along with all the silver rings decorating his fingers. Something stirred beneath his skin, and anger flashed quickly through him. He held his breath, quelling the fire for now. Holding his breath allowed the monster to calm down and analyze the situation without acting on impulse.  

He sniffed, stomach knotting from the scent of the silver. Not so much because it was there, but because there was so much of it. Silver could burn his flesh just from a light graze. Once, when Tristan was eighteen, he thought maybe if he wore silver while he shifted, it would stop the beast from coming out. Instead, it just made it angrier. The silver chain and rings he wore burned through several layers of his skin, almost down to the bone before he could get it off. He still had the scars across his chest and knuckles— thick, pearly indents that stood out against his sun-tanned skin. 

“Hel—.”

“Stevie?” Petra cut him off cheerfully as she swung open the door. 

Stevie’s eyes, almost as silver as his jewelry, lingered on Tristan for a moment longer, then he turned to Petra and smiled. “That’d be me,” he said with a hint of an accent. Tristan’s guess on its origin was as good as Petra’s, but for some reason, he wanted to hear him talk more.

“Come in, come in,” Petra said. “Dinner’s just about ready.” 

Stevie’s face faltered for a moment. “Oh, no, you don’t need to—”

“Stop it, don’t be like that, you’re eating with us.”

Stevie let slip a nervous laugh. “Alright.”

His voice sounded like it was wrapped in satin, not quite matching the rest of his style. Stevie’s eyes flickered over to Tristan again as he placed his cigarette between his lips. 

“Come on, I’ll show you the house,” Petra said, stepping aside to let Stevie through. “Tristan, put that thing out, we have a guest.”

The smoke curled out from Tristan’s nostrils as he gently exhaled. Stevie watched every movement of his fingers as he pinched the cherry and followed his hand as he dropped the filter in a small plastic cup of water he kept by the door. When Tristan finally looked back at him, Stevie didn’t shrink or look away but instead seemed to challenge his gaze. Stevie’s eyes were precise in the way they watched him. Something about them was strange, like they knew him and were just waiting for his recognition. Maybe Stevie did know him. Or maybe Tristan was just hoping there was another monster that understood what he was going through. At least then he wouldn’t be trapped in this nightmare alone. 
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Chapter Two
Tristan
[image: ] 

[image: ]


Two hearts dropped from Tristan’s blood-stained fingers. He wished he could be unfazed by it all, but he’d be a liar if he said he hated the way it felt to hold somebody’s life in his hands. The way the heart still beat for a few seconds after it had been ripped from the chest cavity. Blood and shredded mediastinum tissue caught beneath his fingernails. The couple he’d stalked home had just tucked themselves into bed when he slipped through their still-open living room window. At least they died together. 

Ruby moaned as she took a bite out of the first heart. It was a hypersexual reaction she always had to B- blood types and the most unpleasant sound his ears had ever heard. Blood squirted up her cheek and streaked her hair. Her grin stained red as she sucked the tips of her fingers, making sure she got every last drop. She barely took a breath before digging into the second one, like she was worried about losing her high, the meat a squelching pâté as scarlet dribble seeped down her chin. It was disgusting to say the least. 

Tristan grimaced as he watched her, trying his hardest not to gag when she tossed a piece of rubbery mitral valve over her shoulder. Doing a little shimmy as she hummed in delight, Ruby smacked her lips together. She caught him watching and gave him a sultry wink. 

“Who’s afraid of the big, sad wolf?” Ruby mused as she strutted over to him, tapping her index finger against her lips. She bit down on the tip of her long, black pointed nail. Had other men found that attractive? She teased her fingers through the belt loops of his jeans and tugged until she was flush against him.

“Ruby,” Tristan warned. “Boundaries.”

“Bound, you say?” Ruby ran her finger along the seam of his back pocket. “What about gagged?” 

He grabbed her wrist, twisting her arm to the side at an angle a fraction short from breaking it. She moaned again, making him let go with a look of revulsion. Then she plopped down in the sand, sitting with her legs spread wide enough that if Tristan so much as glanced down, he’d see more of her than he’d ever bargained for. 

“I’m gonna miss you.” She pouted up at him, shifting her legs from side to side.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” He looked at her skeptically as the color of her eyes shifted from black to orangey red. It was like staring into hell-fire. 

“I’ve got to pop into a little business meeting up in NYC.” She sighed. “That means I don’t get to see you next month. Surprise!” 

“Surprise?” he muttered, giving her a harrowed glance. Internally it felt like the beast had begun to pace anxiously. He looked up at the moon, the color of it a steely grey reflecting blue hues from the ocean. It reminded him of Stevie’s eyes. “So, I don’t have to see you? For two months?”

“One moon off,” she corrected with a pop of her lips. “But I do expect two more hearts when I get back. I have a feeling I’m gonna be ravenous.”

Ruby had never given him a moon off before. Whatever this meeting was, it must have been important. Maybe she did have other monsters after all. 

“And I’m not going to shift?” he asked for clarification. 

“Well, not exactly.” She used her finger to trace her name in the sand along with Tristan’s, drawing a big heart around them. “Your wolf might feel a little sick.” She scrunched up her nose like the thought of it disgusted her. 

Wolf.

She had always been adamant about using that title, but Tristan had seen wolves before, and he was no wolf. He did not have paws or fuzzy little ears, nor did he walk on all fours. When he shifted, he still walked on hind legs. His jaw cracked and unhinged, and the skin of his cheeks tore open as they elongated into a grotesque snout. Sharp teeth shredded their way through his gum tissue, and thick, course fur sprouted through ripped skin. He grew taller, his arms grew longer, and his fingers hooked into deadly claws that could slice a throat with the flick of his index finger.

Sure, Tristan was a werewolf, but not the romance novel kind. In this world, he was a violent creature that only had one objective: Rip out someone’s heart before the night was through. Then, like a switch, once he held a heart in his hand, he shifted back. It was a pain beyond comprehension. Bones scraping like a rusty hinge as they crunched back into place. Jagged flesh melted back together like pooling candle wax. All just an unfortunate side effect of the cards he was dealt in this on going game he played.

“Unless you want to cash in on that other—”

“No thanks, Devil,” Tristan cut in. His stare continued to linger on the moon. Fifty-nine days without having to see Ruby would be rewarding enough. “Don’t get hit by a bus in the city,” he grumbled. “Or do.”

“I’m gonna miss you,” Ruby repeated. She smiled as he turned and headed back to his van.
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The next morning, Tristan woke up feeling like he was on vacation. At least what he assumed vacation felt like, given the last time he was on one was how he ended up in this mess. His bones ached, and his joints cracked as he sat up, but he didn’t mind. He couldn’t help the smile that crept up his cheeks as he leaned against the back of the driver’s seat. All he wanted was an ice bath and a huge breakfast. As he stretched, the groan he’d been anticipating leapt up his throat a lot quicker than he was prepared for. A few sticky notes that had been pressed to the van’s ceiling fluttered down onto his sweat-dampened chest.

Something Tristan hardly ever spoke about was his love for poetry. Reading it, writing it, prose, haiku, elegy. The way people layered words and constructed heavy thoughts in beautiful patterns fascinated him. He would never call himself a writer, but sometimes a line would pop into his head that he felt compelled to write down. There was no desire to journal, and Petra had too much access to his laptop for him to comfortably write anything on there. Instead, he had sticky notes. Hundreds of sticky notes. All over the walls and ceiling of his van. Each with one line or word that he liked or a small bit of conversation he’d overheard somewhere. At least once a day, he would smack the wall and see which ones would fall, and he’d create a poem with them. As far as he knew, he’d never made the same poem twice, so it was like a little gift from the universe every time. 

“He never said ‘I love you’, this silence is unwelcome, licked lips cacophony,” Tristan mumbled, reading three notes.

He glanced around the van, taking in all the colorful squares he had scattered about. His smile widened. He loved the chaos and disorganization of it all. It was a strange site, the inside of his van. Like an obsessed detective trying to solve a murder. Petra referred to it as a physical representation of what the inside of his head must look like. Her father, however, gently asked him once if this meant he was having a psychotic break. Tristan assured Mr. Pearson that it was just his way of being creative, like those word magnets some people had on their refrigerators.

The growling in Tristan’s stomach intensified. He had to find food fast. When he was hungry, he was one of the most unbearable people to be around. ‘More unbearable than usual’, as Petra would say. 

Quickly, he got dressed in a pair of loose-fitting jeans and a maroon waffle-knit long sleeve shirt that was realistically too hot to wear for the middle of July. Lately, he’d been wearing a lot of long-sleeved shirts to Petra’s. Too much scarred skin to explain to curious wandering eyes like Stevie’s. He’d rather suffer heat stroke, and telling obnoxious lies lost its novelty around the time he was seventeen. Tristan hadn’t even seen Stevie the last few times he was over there, and he still hadn’t spoken a single word to him, but for some reason, he felt more comfortable hiding his scars from the boy. If Stevie really did recognize him for what he was, maybe he would recognize the scars, too. It wasn’t a risk he was willing to take just yet.

As he walked to Petra’s, his aches and pains started to fizzle away. For someone whose ligaments tore just a few hours before, he felt pretty fantastic. He had to burn out some of this happy energy he wasn’t used to having or else Petra would be suspicious. It started to drizzle, and that could easily become a summer downpour in a matter of minutes. He had no interest in getting completely drenched, so he started up at a light jog, then his stomach growled again and turned his jog into a run.

As he ran he smelled a small coffee shop he’d had breakfast at a few times. They made the most delicious croissants, and the buttery scent of them filled his nose as he got closer. The aroma was so mouthwatering, he thought his dick might have gotten hard, which was such a rare occurrence, sometimes he forgot that it even could. With an awkward shift in his leg placement for a few steps, he decided to pick up the pace, needing to put distance between him and the food he couldn’t have. When he finally got to Petra’s front door, he knocked once before collapsing into his favorite chair, tugging his pack of cigarettes out of his back pocket. An obnoxious sound that might have been a moan of pleasure poured past his lips as he inhaled the first drag.

Petra yanked the door open with a horrified look on her face. She stared at him, trying to decipher what exactly it was that had made him produce such a noise. Before she blinked it away, she stared for too long, too quietly. He knew what she was thinking about. She did this every time he made an unexpected sound of pleasure. His stomach replaced that growing feeling of hunger with guilt and annoyance. He had to change the subject now before she brought it up.

“Feed me,” Tristan begged, the cigarette bobbing up and down between his lips. “I’m withering away as we speak.”

She searched his face for something she would never find, then let out an irritated huff. “Oh boo-hoo,” she said, shaking her head, red hair already perfectly straightened for the day. Whether she was banishing the thought or just alerting him of how pathetic he was remained unclear. She pursed her glossed lips as she walked back into the house, leaving the front door wide open.

“You’re just going to abandon me in my time of need? You’re a cruel woman, Pet,” he yelled after her with a grin. She snorted with annoyance. He bit the inside of his cheek, glad to have avoided that conversation for another day. Every time she brought it up, it was awkward, and it was the only time he ever felt truly uncomfortable around her. 

Since becoming a werewolf, Tristan was pretty damned adamant about his abstinence. Until three years ago. On his nineteenth birthday, he and Petra had drunk too much wine and got a bit carried away. It had been a particularly bad moon the week prior, and Tristan opted to handle his pain by getting very, very drunk. They ended up making out, and then she blew him in the bathroom while her dad was asleep on the couch. He did not return the favor. Knew it was a bad idea when they were kissing. Knew it was an even worse idea as Petra peppered those kisses down his chest and stomach. He didn’t stop her, though. Tristan wasn’t a virgin, but he hadn’t done anything sexual since his sophomore-year girlfriend whose parents worked late, and after school, they made use of that empty house. A lot of use. Now that seemed like a century ago. 

The next morning, Petra claimed she was fine, and that she understood it was only a one-time thing. However, Tristan spent most of that morning telling her that she was his best friend, and he didn’t want what they did to ruin their friendship. He wasn’t sure if he was saying it for his benefit or hers, but she’d agreed at the time. Now, it had been three years, and she still brought it up to try to get him to admit that it meant something. It was his least favorite conversation to have, and he was running out of ways to avoid telling her that the only thing it meant was that he was drunk, horny, and liked getting his dick sucked. 

As Tristan brushed the loose cigarette ash off his shirt, the side gate creaked, stealing his attention away from the past and planting it back in the present. Stevie walked into the front yard, head down, eyes glued to his phone screen. He twirled a small wrench between his fingers as he approached the front gate, slipping out onto the sidewalk. His hair was pulled back into a small, tight bun at the crown of his head, the strands of his mohawk that weren’t long enough brushing his neck. A blue pen appeared to have been shoved through it, holding his hair in place. Tristan smiled a little as he watched Stevie walk down the road. 

Stevie always wore a black denim vest embossed with silver studs and various patches depicting band names, movie references, and logos for products Tristan had never heard of. Today was no different. Several times, Tristan had tried to identify the tattoo on Stevie’s arm, but the boy was never around long enough for him to get a good look. It was almost always on display, as most of his shirts didn’t have sleeves, but other than occasionally crossing paths in the kitchen, Stevie mostly kept to the basement. He didn’t speak to either Tristan or Petra, and Pet even said he didn’t make so much as a peep while she was home. 

The most she’d heard from him in the past month was from a handwritten note he’d left on the counter with next month’s rent in cash. 

After the incredibly awkward dinner where Tristan didn’t say a single word to him and Stevie only spoke to Petra in clipped one-worded answers, Petra decided that it would be best to give him some space to adjust. She believed he would come to her if he wanted to hang out, though Tristan knew that wasn’t true. Petra couldn’t handle the idea of someone not liking her, and even though she hadn’t said it, he could tell she’d convinced herself that Stevie wanted nothing to do with her. 

“Trissy! Hope you wanted pancakes!” Petra called through the house in a singsong voice. 

“Coming!” he yelled back, but he didn’t dare move until Stevie took a right at the end of the street and disappeared from his view. He exhaled, a little more relaxed as he headed inside. 

“For someone who claimed they were starving to death mere moments ago, you sure took your sweet time coming to the table,” Petra said, pointing at him with her fork.

“I hope you made some for yourself,” Tristan replied. He rolled up two pancakes and ate them each in two bites.

“You are a bottomless pit,” she said as he rolled up two more. She watched in awe as he ate six whole pancakes in under a minute. “Seeing as you skipped out on dinner last night, I’m not surprised you’re so hungry.”

Instead of asking him what happened, she took the route of being passive aggressive about it. As usual. It was his fault really, promising her he would come over for dinner the week prior, not realizing at the time the day he’d agreed to was the full moon. 

“I had an emergency,” was all he said as he looked around the kitchen for more food. “Didn’t feel very good.”

“You still could have said something or at least sent me a text.” Her mood dropped, and Tristan’s heart sank a little. He rarely ever felt guilty when it came to the full moon, probably just the monster’s self-preservation, but he always felt guilty when Petra made that face. Where she wasn’t quite frowning and her eyebrows dipped down in the middle. Like a small bird that hatched after the others had already left the nest. She’d known him long enough to have memorized his patterns, specifically this one. It wasn’t the first time he’d skipped out on a full moon night, and honestly, sometimes he wondered how she hadn’t figured it all out by now.

“You know I don’t carry my phone, but I’m feeling much better now.” He smiled at her with his sweetest grin. “Any plans for today? I’m surprised you’re still home, seeing as you practically live at the office.”

“Some of us take our jobs seriously.”

That’s right, Tristan remembered. A few days ago, he had been particularly irritable in anticipation of the full moon, something that happened regularly during the waxing gibbous. Cranky, ornery, annoyed, and itchy were just a few words to describe his temperament during that time. This time, however, his perpetual sour mood had caused him to forget to show up for what Petra believed was a very important food festival. Tristan was supposed to be the photographer for the custom cake decorating contest and showcase the winners of each category on their website. One of the interns at the office had to fill in using their phone camera, something Petra found to be horribly embarrassing.

“Four years,” Tristan said. He pressed his forehead against his crossed arms on the table. “I’ve never missed a day of work in four years, and I forget one thing one time, and you’re going to what? Hold it over my head until I die?”

He’d never finished high school, so when it came time to enter the real world, almost no one would hire him. Thankfully, he’d always been interested in photography. Petra needed a photographer for her events at the convention center, and her father convinced him to do it. And by ‘convinced’, he’d told Tristan to take the damned job or find a new place to live. 

“All I ask is that you don’t make me look bad in front of my coworkers. They already hate me because they think I’m a try-hard pick-me girl. I don’t need them judging me for who I hire, too.”

“I said I’m sorry. What else would you like me to do? Hop around in a circle on one foot while begging you for mercy?” Tristan tried to dazzle her with charm and a pathetic smile, but that kind of thing didn’t work on her anymore. She knew him too well. So, he went a different route. “And you’re not a pick-me girl. You’re the most tightly wound, high-strung person I know. And you are totally, one hundred percent, just like other girls.” He grinned at her. She rolled her eyes, but couldn’t suppress her smirk.

Then she gave him a wild look, and he didn’t like it. Usually, it meant she was scheming something. It was nearly impossible for her to stay mad at him, which was probably why it hurt so much that she kept bringing up this one slip. Though apparently that slip gave her fuel to do something diabolical. A fresh sparkle in her eye gave away so little, no one else but him would ever have been able to pick up on it.

“What did you do?” he asked.

She clapped her hands together before she sprung up from her seat, tugging at his sleeve for him to follow her. On the fridge an obnoxiously color-coded calendar resided along the right side facing the living room. It was a move to make sure it was in plain view for him to see. 

“I took the liberty of making us this reference guide for the next three months.” When Petra said the word ‘us’, he knew she really meant him.

“I’ve marked down all of the standard cons in red,” she continued. “That means we just need pictures of the guests and activities posted to the website, and then I marked the important gigs in blue, like if you need to operate a photo booth or take group photos in a particular location for an extended period of time, and then in green are all the very, very important assignments, like being the one to take the judging photos at a food show, where I absolutely need you to show up, one hundred percent, with a big-ass smile on your face and those khaki pants I bought you.” She turned to face him, fingers fiddling with the drawstring on her pajama bottoms. “Do you like it?”

Petra cleared her throat, looking up at him with big emerald green eyes. He had always been a sucker for those eyes. She worried her bottom lip between her teeth, something she only did when she thought he might be annoyed with her. One thing Tristan couldn’t stand about Petra was her constant need for reassurance. More specifically, reassurance that she had pleased him in some way. For someone two years older than him, he hated how she could make him feel like he carried her entire self-esteem on his shoulders. It completely contradicted her overly controlling tendencies and mean-girl attitude that she usually wore proudly. This truly was diabolical, by her standards at least.

“Pet, my dear, you’ve truly outdone yourself this time,” Tristan said. He sighed and put his hands on his hips, squinting at the color key she marked down the side.

She shoved his shoulder with a scoff to get him to move out of her way. He took this opportunity to catch her by the wrist and twirl her about until she laughed. Some things about her might be infuriating, but she was still his best friend. Unless he counted the guy at the corner store who sold him cigarettes and always remembered he preferred the soft pack.

“As much as I know reorganizing the hall closet or color-coding your shoes is a hoot and a half for you, what are we doing today? I’ve got too much energy to just sit and read.” Tristan began to bounce up and down on the balls of his feet. He swung his arms and clapped his hands together in front and then behind him. Petra gave him a weird, mixed-up look. Not quite humored, but a little bit annoyed.

“What the hell has gotten into you? Since when have you ever had the energy to do anything but sulk?”

Tristan’s mouth fell open, and she poked him in the ribs, teasing her tongue between her teeth as she walked toward the stairs.

“I don’t sulk,” he shot back.

“All you do is sulk and read books about other people who sulk. But that’s fine, because I love you anyway.” Petra leaned over the railing to blow him a kiss. “Honestly, if you’re really that antsy, you might as well go for a run or something. I was just going to bed rot today. Catch up on the new season of Bridgerton.” She let out a breathy sigh. “Actually, you should really be editing those photos from last weekend, but I know you don’t want to hear that. You can sit in the kitchen and do it in the air conditioning, so you don’t have to melt in your van. Just a thought.”

Tristan grumbled and whined to himself. He wouldn’t have felt so restless if it weren’t for the fact that he had a break from seeing Ruby. Did he want to see her? Never. Ruby was quite possibly his least favorite person, creature, thing to ever exist. It was just that now, he had all this free time he didn’t need to fill up with dread, so he was beside himself. He stuck his nose in the air and inhaled the pancake scent that still lingered in the kitchen and remembered how delicious they were. 

That certainly helps. 

He decided not to go for a run but instead read one of his so-called sulky books on the porch and have another smoke. As the cigarette reached his lips, he looked up to find Stevie standing in the front yard staring at him, cheeks flushed and a bit sweatier than when he’d left. Tristan didn’t say anything, didn’t even know what type of words he could speak that wouldn’t come back to bite him in the ass. So, he opted to light his cigarette and stare back. Stevie’s eyes flickered up and down, giving him a once over before he walked to the side gate, leaving Tristan standing there on the porch, agitated and confused. 

Did he just judge me? Was it the long sleeve shirt maybe? He wasn’t sure. As far as he knew, no one had ever stopped in their tracks to make a silent discernment about him before. He stood and cleared the four porch steps in two long strides, thumb digging into the filter of his cigarette. Aggression had climbed into the driver’s seat as he rounded the side of the house, and stopped abruptly as he reached the gate. Stevie stood there with his door half-opened like he was waiting for him. His eyes trailed down and back up Tristans body again, and he quirked his brow once, like he was finishing his assessment. Then he went inside as if nothing had happened. The door closed with a soft click, but to Tristan it sounded like a gunshot and the barrel was aimed directly at him. 

If he was bolder, he would have followed Stevie, knocked on the door to the basement, and demanded to know what the hell that look was about. Instead, he stood there flustered, cigarette not quite lit, and cheeks burning red with embarrassment. Defeated, he strode back to the front porch, and chose to drown himself in racing thoughts and a stomach-twisting feeling that made him wonder if those pancakes were going to make a second appearance. 

He knows.
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Chapter Three
Petra
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An obnoxious beeping filled the room, and even that wasn’t irksome enough to pull Petra away from her computer. ‘All work and no play’ Tristan always joked, but work was her play. Without work, there was no way to advance to the next step. Without a next step, there was no way for her to know if she was moving forward in life, and nothing scared her more than the idea of falling behind. There was always something to do, so why not just do it? Why waste time complaining about anything when she could just get it done. With the amount of possibilities life had to offer, there was no reason to be bored. No good reason, anyway. 

The oven screeched again, derailing her train of thought. That’s right, the timer on the oven is going off. She wasn’t sure how long it’d been since the first cry of it had interrupted her email. Just once more, she thought to herself for the twelfth time as she typed, deleted, and retyped the same four sentences. When the room was overrun with silence, she finally looked up to find out why the incessant beeping had stopped. Perhaps the oven had finally given up on her. 

Stevie stood with his finger hovering over the timer’s off button. Petra raised an eyebrow at him, no longer second-guessing her email. Without another glance, she hit send and closed her laptop. She knew it was perfect the first time she wrote it. The other dozen times stemmed from a doubt she no longer found interesting. Stevie, however, standing there in the kitchen, looking at her like he was surprised she could see him, was very, very interesting. 

He almost never came upstairs, especially not by the basement stairs. Any time he came into the main house, it was through the back door. Petra often wondered if he felt uncomfortable living in the basement, or just uncomfortable around her in general. It was like he didn’t want to risk violating her space, which she respected, but also found a bit odd for such a young guy. She never saw him out around town, and she barely heard him when he was home. Has he ever had anyone come over? Doubtful. He seemed like the kind of person who would ask her for permission before doing that.

“What’s going on, Stevie?” Petra asked, trying to be casual. Keep it light, keep it sweet. Just like the perfect cup of coffee.

“I could hear that perpetual beeping all the way downstairs for almost ten whole minutes. Thought I’d come check to make sure you hadn’t died before the house burned to ash.” 

Every time Petra heard Stevie talk, which had only been twice as far as she could remember, his English accent caught her by surprise. They’d been living under the same roof for six weeks now, and she could count the times they’d interacted on
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