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  Chapter 1
Does That Mean We’re Mates?


Ryan Kelly was twelve when his mother got sick.  
It was May and in just two weeks, the last day of school would arrive, and summer break would begin. For regular kids, summer break was already a blast since at long last, classes were over. For werewolf kids, it meant he could let the wolf out.
Finally, his family could leave the city behind, and Ryan could already feel the sand beneath his paws, the sun hot and dense in his fur. He hoped his mom and dad would let him shift in public at the beach. How awesome would that be?
He rode his bike home from school. Since the quiet side streets from the school to his house were blissfully empty, he rode fast, zigzagging as he pleased without having to worry about hitting anyone, and the bike handles were slick with sweat when he arrived home. Ivy crawled thick and green over the face of the apartment like a bushy beard.
The stairs creaked as he jumped up them two by two, and he was panting by the time he reached his apartment door. He practically danced inside, the music from his earbuds blocking out all other sounds, and threw his backpack on the floor.
See you in a few months, schoolwork!
The apartment was empty. Curious, he popped out an earbud, listening. All seemed quiet. Where were his parents? Closing his eyes, he concentrated on the pack bonds that connected him to his parents. The bonds were still and settled, and their scents were fresh. They were probably in the bedroom.
Figuring they could discuss summer plans when they were ready, he stopped in the kitchen for some water. A sudden wave of fear crashed over him, radiating from his father’s bond. At the same time, his mother’s bond burned with fury that made Ryan choke on his water. It felt like acid in his chest.
Something was terribly wrong. He ripped out his earbuds. “Mom? Dad?”
The bedroom door slammed behind him, scaring him so badly he dropped the glass into the sink. He whirled around, fangs bared, and realized it was his father. “Dad! Jeez, you scared the crap out of me!”
His father didn’t admonish him for cursing. He was breathless, pale white, and wide-eyed. His father charged, grabbing Ryan’s arm so tightly he yelped. “Go! We have to get out, quickly!”
Ryan tried to tug himself free. “What? Why, what happened?”
What he said next chilled Ryan’s blood. “It’s your mother. Something’s wrong!”
He dug his heels in, tried to turn around. “She’s fine! What are you talking about?” She’d walked him to school this morning, smiling as she always did.
“Ryan, don’t! Come here!”
Ryan broke free and ran for his mom’s room, the blood roaring in his ears. His father was joking. This wasn’t right. His mother was fine. She was always fine. 
The door to the bedroom crashed open before he’d even reached it, and a wolf stumbled into the living room, tattered clothes dangling from dense fur. It was his mother’s wolf, pure white and beautiful. But something was wrong. His mother liked to set a good example by never shifting inside the house. She’d scold him if he so much as tried. 
“Mom?” His voice shook.
Then the coppery smell of blood hit his nose, turning his stomach inside out. The wolf turned toward him, revealing her blood-soaked snout. His father had smelled like blood. Had she bitten him? 
A growl vibrated in the wolf’s throat. His mother’s eyes flared brightly. They were yellow, the pupils so dilated they were pinpoints. Feral. His mother was feral.
“Mom?” he croaked. “Mom, what’s wrong with you?”
She leaped toward him in a blur of white fur and Ryan’s instincts screamed run and danger! Ryan’s father grabbed his wrist and this time he didn’t resist. They ran from the apartment, and his dad kicked the door shut behind them. The wolf hurled herself at the door, claws scrabbling. Throaty, savage barks made Ryan whimper with dread. His father’s hand trembled on his shoulder. “Let’s go downstairs. Quick.”
His throat ached and his eyes blurred with tears as he followed his father downstairs. In the lobby, his father’s big arms went around him, holding Ryan tight, and Ryan let go of his emotions and sobbed wretchedly, confused and frightened. 
“I know, Ry, I know.” His father shook violently, his voice weak with terror. “Are you hurt? Did she hurt you?”
“No,” Ryan croaked. “What h-happened to Mom?”
“I don’t know. I’ll call the LPA. Maybe they can help her.”
The Lycanthrope Protection Agency dedicated themselves to serving NYC’s werewolf population. If anyone could help his mom, it was the LPA.
Ryan stumbled to the windowsill and collapsed, coughing and feeling ready to throw up. His glasses had fallen off, and it blurred his vision even more with the tears in his eyes. 
Once his father was off the phone, he sat with Ryan and hugged him tight until a big pickup truck pulled up outside, the agency’s logo painted on the doors. Ryan ran outside and waved. “Over here! Hurry!”
The doors slammed and Ryan gasped, recognizing the man striding toward him. With his long mane of brown hair, piercing silver eyes, and a full, well-kept beard, he couldn’t be mistaken for anyone else. It was Benjamin Stroud, the leader of the agency in NYC. “Wow,” he gasped. Ben helped their kind. He was a hero. “I-it’s very nice to meet you, sir!” He tipped his head back and exposed his throat. His dad had always told him it was the respectful thing to do when meeting someone important—if they were a wolf. Humans would think it was weird.
“Hey, big guy.” Ben knelt down at Ryan’s level. “Like the glasses.” He was big and bulky, but when he smiled, Ryan felt safe and secure. Suddenly, breathing was easier. “Don’t know many werewolves with glasses.”
His cheeks heated from the compliment. “Th-thanks! The doctors said it’s rare for werewolves to need glasses. But I do.” He shrugged. “It’s the way I am, I guess.” Some kids at school made fun of him, but he tried to ignore them, like his parents said.
Ben chuckled. “Well, it suits you. Don’t be embarrassed. Everyone’s different.”
“Please don’t hurt my mom. Okay?” Tears stung his eyes, and he wiped them away.
Ben squeezed his shoulder. “I won’t hurt your mom. I promise. I’ll calm her down and then she’ll come to the agency for treatment.”
Ryan gulped and nodded. “Okay. Can… can you make her feel better?”
Ben dipped his head. “I’ll do everything I can.”
Ryan and his father waited for what seemed like forever while Ben went upstairs. Then he returned and Ryan’s mother was with him, naked and wrapped in a quilt. Her eyes were unfocused and when he called out to her, she didn’t react. She shook violently, as if she were freezing. Ryan wanted to go to her, but his father held on tight. “Mom!”
That time, she heard him. She looked at him, her blue eyes cloudy. There was no recognition in her eyes. 
As if she didn’t know him at all.

      [image: image-placeholder]“When can we see her?” Ryan asked. They’d been at the agency’s clinic forever. The people who had been in the waiting room when they’d arrived had gone home, with new faces taking their place. He hated hospitals, hated the smell of blood and sickness and tile cleaner. He hated seeing people in pain. 
“I don’t know,” his father answered. He hadn’t touched the coffee in his hand in a long time. It was probably cold now. 
“What if she’s really sick, and they can’t help her?” Ryan squeezed his fists together, suddenly struggling to breathe. 
“She’ll be okay, Ry. Sometimes werewolves go feral. They can help her.”
Ryan didn’t understand. All werewolves needed something or someone important to remind them of their humanity. From what he’d read, werewolves only went feral when they didn’t have a mate or a pack. Intense trauma and stress could also trigger a wolf to go feral. “But she has us, and nothing really bad happened that made her lose control, right? How could she go feral?”
“I don’t know, Ryan.” His father’s voice was sharp, and Ryan flinched from his anger. A thousand what-ifs stampeded through his mind until the doubts made him feel sick. What if she never got better? What if she forgot about him and his dad?
“Mr. Kelly?” The nurse smiled at them. “Follow me.” They followed her into a quiet office. “Doctor Radzikowski will be with you in a minute.” Ryan’s father sat down with a heavy sigh as Ryan walked around the room, staring blankly at posters of the human body and wolf anatomy. One chart asked, Have You Gotten Your Mad Dog Shot? Ryan asked if he had.
“Yeah, Ry. When you were a pup,” his dad answered, his eyes closed. “Everyone gets that shot when they’re pups.”
“Good.” The symptoms sounded bad. Aggression, forgetfulness, difficulty shifting back to human form. But it wasn’t what his mom had. So, what was wrong with her? A fresh wave of terror clenched his stomach.
The door opened and a tall doctor with a cool mustache strode in. “You’re Kaitlyn’s pack? Nice to meet you.” He shook both their hands and took a seat. “She’s sleeping now. We gave her a sedative for the nerves. She won’t be awake until tomorrow morning.”
“What’s wrong with her?” Ryan asked. Suddenly, he was scared to know.
“We’re still running tests. I won’t have a clear diagnosis until tomorrow afternoon at the earliest. Has she ever gone feral before?”
“Never,” Ryan’s dad answered. “She was human before I turned her, but she’s always had mastery over her shifts.” Pride warmed his voice.
Ryan swallowed hard. “Can you fix her?”
The doctor typed away at his keyboard. “I’ll do everything I can. The minute I have the test results, I’ll call you.”
Ryan cried himself to sleep that night, terrified that his mother would never be the same. But the doctors could help her, he told himself again and again. Whatever was wrong, they could help her.
Ben let them stay overnight at the agency. First thing in the morning, Ryan beat his father in a race to his mother’s room. She smiled at him from the bed. She had bags under her eyes, and she was clearly exhausted, but there was an awareness in her gaze that hadn’t been there yesterday. “Hey, baby.” Ryan threw himself into her arms and she held him and his father tight. 
“I don’t remember what happened,” she explained. “I remember you were talking about summer vacation.” She held his father’s hand tightly. “Then everything’s a blur. I woke up here and the both of you were gone. The doctor said I went feral.”
“You did.” Ryan’s father smiled in the way he did when he was trying to look brave. “I thought you were going to take a bite out of my butt.” Ryan laughed despite the clump of worry in his stomach. His mother smiled and kissed his father’s cheek. For a moment, it was easy to think that everything would be okay.
The doctor walked in, and everything wasn’t okay. He had his hands clasped, his head low, and a frighteningly sad air about him as if someone had died.
The doctor said, “Mrs. Kelly, you have Lyell’s syndrome.”
A glance at the confusion on his parents’ faces confirmed they’d never heard of this disease before.
“It’s a very rare neurological condition that affects werewolves. There are maybe ten shifters in the world with this condition.”
His mother said, “So what does that mean? Is there a cure?”
The doctor said the one thing Ryan had been terrified to hear. “No, Mrs. Kelly. There are steps we can take to stabilize your condition, but treatments have been mostly unsuccessful…”
The doctor’s voice faded away. Ryan couldn’t hear anything but a roaring in his ears. His legs felt numb; his fingers tingled. He caught snatches of words. “Difficulty returning to human form. Aggression. There are antianxiety medications we can try to keep you from shifting, but there is no cure. I’m sorry, Mrs. Kelly, but eventually you will lose your memories permanently.”
No cure. His mother could never be cured. She was going to get worse and worse. She would forget him. His father. His grandma. Everyone.
“But you’re a doctor.” His voice came from far away. At his sides, fingers curled and his eyes burned. “Help her. You’re a doctor. It’s your job!”
“Ryan. Hey, baby, calm down.” He shook off his mother’s grasping hands.
“You’re a doctor!” he roared, as if that would make it all better. “Help her! You have to!”
His parents’ voices couldn’t reach him. He shook away their comforting touches, so furious he could scarcely breathe. This was wrong, all of it! His mother wasn’t supposed to be sick; she’d been fine yesterday and now suddenly she would never get better? All because she had some disease only ten people in the entire world had?
“This is bullshit!” 
“Ryan!”
He kicked over the chair and ran from the room.
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His mom tried to smile, tried to pretend things were normal. She even insisted they all go for a walk in Central Park since it was a nice day. Central Park had the most elm trees in the city, maybe even in the country. He’d always thought that was cool, but today he kind of wished the whole park would burn down.
The shade of the elm trees cooled his back as he wandered away from his parents. They’d stopped to get hot dogs and water from a cart, but Ryan wasn’t hungry. He wanted to be alone where he didn’t have to see his dad’s frowns and his mom’s fake smiles.
He climbed over a fence and walked among the elms until he came upon something… different. An oak tree grew among the elms. That was weird. The tree bore deep scars in the bark, as if people had tried to cut it down. Why was there an oak here? It looked stupid. Everything was stupid. Stupid doctors who couldn’t help his mom. Stupid Mom and Dad trying to act like everything was normal when it wasn’t. Nothing would ever be normal again.
His anger came rushing back. His claws came out and he lunged, tearing into the bark of the oak tree. Tears prickled his eyes, and his throat closed. He swung wildly and when his arms were too tired, he kicked at the tree until his toes hurt. 
There is no cure.
Sobs tore at his throat. He could no longer stand up and he dropped to the ground, the tree hard against his back. His glasses tumbled off his nose and into the grass, their absence turning his vision into a blur of colors. His mother had a disease that could never be cured. Of all the families in the world, why his? Why his mom? It wasn’t fair. He cried until his throat ached, not caring who heard.
“Aww, man! What did you do to my favorite tree?”
“Who cares about your stupid tree?” he shouted, scrubbing tears from his eyes. He yanked his glasses on and a boy came into view, tall and Black with short, curly hair. The boy wore fancy pants with a plain white shirt and tie. Ryan would have laughed, except the boy made the outfit look cool and sophisticated. Like he was older than he was, though he must be around Ryan’s age or a little older since he was taller.
“I care,” the boy said defiantly. “But fine. You look pretty bummed out, so I won’t kick your butt.”
Ryan snorted. Like fancy pants here could fight.
The boy walked around him and frowned at the marks on the tree. “Man. You did a number on this thing. And now it smells like you. I couldn’t even mark it with my claws. Heck, no one can. See? People tried to cut it down but they couldn’t. It’s strong.”
Ryan looked up, seeing the boy in a new light. “You’re a werewolf?”
The boy nodded. “Couldn’t you smell me?”
Ryan sniffed. His nose was totally blocked up. 
“Here.” The boy handed him a tissue. 
Ryan blew his nose. He felt stupid. This kid must think he was lame. 
“Thanks.” He pocketed the tissue. “I’m Ryan Kelly. Don’t make fun of my last name: it’s Irish.” 
“I’m Zachariah DeShawn. But everyone calls me Zach. It’s too fancy.” 
Ryan stood to give an introductory sniff. He smelled like clean clothes and coconut deodorant, but oddly enough, nothing else. Every wolf had a scent unique to them, but Zach’s was completely undetectable, as if he was somehow hiding his scent from Ryan.
“What?” Zach looked uncomfortable.
“How do you do that?”
“Do what?”
Ryan sniffed harder until his nose stung. “Hide your scent like that!” It was so weird. “What gives?”
Frowning, Zach sniffed his arm. “I have a smell.”
“Uh, no you don’t. Whatever. I’ll just pretend you smell like the beach. That’s my favorite smell.”
“I hate the beach.”
Ryan gaped. “What do you mean, you hate the beach?”
“Because of all the sand. It gets everywhere.”
“The beach is the best part about summer!”
Zach folded his arms and said matter-of-factly, “No, baseball’s the best part about summer.”
Ryan gasped. “I love baseball!”
Zach grinned. “Me too!”
Laughing, Zach dropped into the grass and opened his book bag.
“Ryan?” Ryan gasped. His parents had come looking for him. Ducking down, he clapped a hand over the boy’s mouth. His lips were soft and warm. Ryan wasn’t sure why he noticed that. The voices of his parents faded away, and Ryan exhaled. For a moment, he’d forgotten about his mother’s diagnosis.
“Phew. My parents almost found me.”
The boy smacked Ryan’s hand away. “Those were your parents? Why were you hiding from them?” 
“I don’t want to go home. Not yet.” Ryan swallowed, blinking back a fresh onslaught of grief.
Zach sighed. “Yeah. Me too.”
Ryan glanced at him. “Why? Your mom has some super, super rare disease, too?”
Brown eyes widened. “No! It’s complicated, all right?”
“Yeah. I get that. Life sucks.” Ryan scowled, tearing up some grass. “Sorry about your tree.”
Zach shrugged. “It’s cool.”
Ryan frowned. “Me, or the tree?”
Zach pressed a hand to the bark. “This tree’s one of my favorites. It’s different from the other elm trees.”
Grinning, Ryan said, “It’s an oak.”
Zach quirked a brow. “No. They only plant elm trees here. Did they plant an oak by mistake?”
“It totally is an oak! See the trunk and the shape of the branches? And the smell too.” Ryan sniffed deeply and sighed at the sweet smell of the leaves. He’d always loved trees. His feet had carried him here, and now he knew why. He always felt calmer surrounded by trees. The way the wind whispered through their branches made them sound as if they were talking to him in soft, gentle voices.
“Safe. You are safe. You’re never alone. You are ours, prince of the forest, and you will always be safe…”
“Uh, dude?” The boy was squinting at him as if he were nutso. “You okay? You spaced out.”
Remembering, Ryan said, “But yeah, it’s an oak.”
“You know a lot about trees.”
“Trees are awesome. They keep me cool in the summer, and they smell great. My grandma is a botanist. She taught me a ton about trees. Like how some wolves and trees have this relationship, and we’re connected or something. She’s kinda weird. Like a hippie or something.” She’d smiled at him, all secretive when she’d told him that, as if it meant something bigger than what she was saying. “Anyway, sorry I scratched up your tree, bro.”
“It’s our tree now.”
Ryan grinned. “Really?”
“Yeah. We can share it. It’s our pack territory now.”
Ryan gasped. He had a pack that wasn’t his immediate family! This was officially the best day ever, even if it was also the worst. “Okay, let’s make this official!” He popped one of his claws, then carved R+Z into the trunk of the tree. Zach arched a brow. “Isn’t that what boyfriends and girlfriends do?”
“Nuh uh!” Was it? “Just so you know, I’m the alpha of our pack.”
“No. Alphas aren’t a thing unless you’re on the Council. That’s just outdated wolf research.” Zach scoffed. “Besides I’m older, so I should be the leader of the pack.”
“You don’t know that.” Ryan stood up, looming over the boy. “Maybe I’m just short.”
“Well, I’m more mature.”
“Hey!”
The boy laughed, his smile brightening his face. “Fine. We can both be leaders.”
Ryan blinked. “Can two boys lead a pack together?”
Zach shrugged. “Sure. We can do whatever we want if it’s for the good of the pack.”
His face warmed. Usually, it was a man and a woman who led a pack—and they were often mates. “So, does that mean we’re mates now?”
“No! You’re so weird! Besides, two boys can’t be mates.” Zach frowned and pulled up some grass. He smelled sad all of a sudden.
Ryan stuck out his chest. “Says who? I’ll do whatever I want!”
“It’s just different. That’s what my dad says.” 
Birds twittered and the wind whispered through the emerald leaves. Pearls of sunlight dotted the ground, glimmering between the branches. They chatted for a bit. Zach was fifteen. That was awesome; big kids could do tons of cool stuff. His favorite subject was lycanthrope history, just like Ryan’s. He loved all kinds of sports. Every nugget of knowledge about Zach just made him cooler and cooler to Ryan. 
“I’m totally telling my parents my mate is a boy.”
Zach sputtered. “We’re not—come on, dude!” He laughed, softening his exasperation. 
Ryan’s phone rang in the grass. His parents were looking for him. “I guess I should go.” It sucked. He was feeling so happy, and he knew he wouldn’t feel that way if he went home. And he didn’t want to say goodbye to his new friend. “Hey! Can I have your number? That way we can meet up and defend our territory.”
Zach grinned. “Sure.” They exchanged numbers. “I’ll see you around, Ryan.”
Ryan’s face warmed all over. This guy was so cool! “Yeah. You too,” he said lamely. 
When he got home, his parents chastised him for worrying them, but Ryan didn’t care. “I met this guy named Zach! He’s so cool. Hey, Mom, Dad, can two boys be leaders of a pack?”
His parents laughed, but it was true—Zach had turned the worst day of Ryan’s life into one of the best. 






  
  Chapter 2
What Makes Us Awesome


Zach was fifteen when he lost control for the first time. 
“We are DeShawns,” his father, Josiah DeShawn, told him once, a wreath of cigarette smoke around his head. “The legacy of our pack spans centuries. Even humans know to respect our name. The only way to rise above the humans is to be one step ahead, Zachariah. They think we’re animals; we’ll show them just how wrong they are.” He coughed, and Zach could practically hear the cancer healing itself in his lungs. He wished his dad would quit. “Never lose control. Never shift in public. Be better than they think you are.”
But he couldn’t help it. All he could hear was the principal’s voice repeating “C-minus.” His grades were dropping. He was failing school. His parents would be so disappointed when they realized their A-plus son was an idiot. A failure. They’d promised him that if he did well in school this semester, they would take him to San Francisco. He’d wanted to go to San Fran for forever. Now, they’d tell him he couldn’t go.
If he failed school, how would he go to college? If he couldn’t go to college, how could he hope to earn his place in the family business? If he couldn’t work in the family business, what else could he do with his life? His family legacy of business was all he knew. 
He couldn’t breathe and his heart felt ready to explode in his chest. His parents would be so mad. They’d spent so much on his education, dedicated so much time and effort to shape him into their prodigy heir. And he was failing them. His claws popped out and fangs stabbed his lower lip.
Oh no. Not now, not now!
But his stress had reached its limit. His wolf was howling, hurling itself against the bonds of his restraints. Zach couldn’t fight the call. His clothes ripped and strained, his sense of smell and hearing threatening to overwhelm him. As fur grew thick on his face, Zach bolted from the office and ran. He tore past the blurry shapes of his classmates, their heartbeats slamming against his eardrums, their shrill voices sending a spike of panic through him. A hot summer wind blasted him as he crashed through the doors, the pavement burning his hands as he dropped to all fours.
No. Contain it. I’m in control. I’m in control!
Zach wouldn’t lose control. It was bad enough his very future was spiraling out of his grasp. He wouldn’t lose control of himself too. 
How would they feel if they heard I’d shifted in public like a freaking animal? Control it! 
He ran until the shade of the elm trees sheltered him. Cool grass tickled the soles of his bare feet and he collapsed behind his and Ryan’s tree, huddling in on himself. He was still human, but his clothes had ripped in places while he’d struggled against the shift. He was supposed to meet Ryan at their tree in a few minutes and he looked like a disaster.
If his parents found out he’d almost shifted, they’d be so disappointed in him. Only feral werewolves lost control of themselves. He screwed his eyes shut, fighting back sobs.
“Hey, Zach! Whoa, did you shift? Awesome, I’ve wanted to see your wolf for forever!”
Zach rounded on Ryan, panting hard. “No, it isn’t awesome! There’s something wrong with me!”
Ryan squatted, his elbows on his knees. “Dude, just calm down.”
“I can’t!” Zach’s claws pierced the soil, tearing up grass. He panted, unable to take in a deep breath. “I’m a savage animal. A monster. I—”
Ryan frowned at him. “Says who?”
“My… my parents said only ferals lose control of themselves. I’m a monster, Ryan.” Tears burned his eyes.
He struggled to catch his breath. A hand, slick with sweat, grasped his. Ryan said, “My mom loses control a lot these days. She didn’t use to. She’s not feral. I almost lost control once but you helped me keep it together. And I’m not feral, am I?”
Zach shook his head. His breathing slowed, and his heart settled. Somehow, holding on to Ryan’s hand helped anchor him. Ryan’s heartbeat pulsed in his fingertips. Zach closed his eyes tight and focused on the steady rhythm of Ryan’s heart. The shaking stopped and breathing was easier. “You’re a little crazy.”
Ryan said, “Being normal is boring.” He sat in the grass beside him, one hand still in Zach’s.
Leaning on the oak tree, Zach sucked in deep breaths. The racing of his heart was slowing to a canter. 
“So, like, do you ever turn into a wolf? Ever?”
Zach shook his head, wiping sweat from his brow. “No. My parents don’t approve.”
Ryan’s mouth slipped open. “That’s so lame! We’re werewolves!”
“But we still have our humanity,” Zach said, remembering his dad’s words. “It’s… it’s what separates us from animals. We’re not animals, so we should be better than that.”
“We are animals! It’s what makes us awesome!”
Zach didn’t see what was so awesome about being a werewolf. It was just a constant reminder of the normal life he would never have. Sure, he’d love to shed his human skin and run through nature as an animal of the wilderness, but it was wrong to give in to the beast. “I have to be in control of myself, not my inner wolf.”
Ryan scoffed. “Lame.”
Zach hadn’t expected him to get it.
“Dude, you’ve gotta shift sometime. It’s good for you. I’d go crazy if I didn’t transform. Not shifting, it’s like, I don’t know, holding in a fart or something.”
Zach doubled over with a snort of laughter. “What?”
“The more you hold it in, the worse it feels.” Ryan spoke with such certainty, Zach almost believed him… if he weren’t talking about farts. “As long as you don’t shift around humans, who cares? Hey! Your last class was today, right? So that means you should come up to my family’s beach house for the week!”
The thought delighted Zach, but he quashed it down. He needed to spend more time making up for his bad grades. “I can’t. I need to study. I’m flunking all my classes.”
Ryan rolled his eyes. “Fine. We can study—a little.”
“More like a lot.” Zach pulled his knees to his chest.
“Wait, so why are you failing?”
“I’m stressed, okay?” Zach dropped his head back against the tree. “My parents want me to have perfect grades so they can send me to the perfect college, and I can earn a perfect degree and inherit their business.” He felt stupid for complaining. Poor Zachariah, the spoiled rich boy with his future all planned out for him by his attentive parents. 
Ryan got up and left. Zach supposed he’d chased him off, until Ryan returned clutching two ice creams he’d purchased from a cart up the pathway. “Which one you want? You look like a strawberry kind of guy.”
Smiling, Zach accepted the strawberry dessert, removing the plastic wrap. He shivered as he took a bite, enjoying the blast of cold. Ryan licked his vanilla cone, biting off the covering of chocolate. “Do you wanna take over their business?”
Honestly, Zach didn’t know. The business was all he knew. They had groomed him to inherit since the day he was born. What else could he do with his life? He shrugged. “I guess. Why, what do you want to do?”
“Anything I want.” He smiled, his face upturned toward the sky. The sunlight sparkled in his green eyes, caught in his mop of wavy brown curls, and glinted off his glasses. He was a cute kid, Zach thought, his chest tightening with affection. “I wanna be a writer. Write bestselling books about werewolf history like my dad.” He envied Ryan then, envied how fearless and free he was. He made pursuing his dreams sound easy.
Maybe there was something else out there for him. Zach chased away the thought. If he threw his family’s hard work back in their faces, they’d be disappointed and angry.
“Hey, Zach! Come to the beach house with us, okay? It’ll be awesome, and at night, no one cares if you shift or not. Come on, please!”
Zach could already see his parents’ disapproving faces and hear their lectures, but saying no to Ryan was hard, so he didn’t. “I want to go, Ry, but my parents and I already have plans.”
“Oh.” Ryan pouted. “Okay…”
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They were waiting for him in the living room. Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around the room and offered breathtaking views of Central Park. His mother, Rebecca, sat with one leg folded over her knee, her glossy hair long and straight. She smelled of her signature Chanel perfume. Ruby lips smiled at the sight of him, but the smile was strained. She was displeased.
His father leaned on the bar, a glass of whiskey in his hand. The sun gleamed on his bald head, and he wore a short-sleeved T-shirt that showed off the tattoos from his youthful wild days. He always covered them up outside the house. His father hadn’t always been the pristine head of DeShawn Land Development. Zach took some satisfaction in knowing his dad wasn’t perfect. So then why couldn’t his father have more tolerance for Zach’s rare mistakes?
“Hi, Mom, Dad.” His voice cracked and he tried to smile. 
“Sit down, Zach,” his father said, smiling stiffly.
Stomach churning, Zach sat at the end of the sectional sofa. His father sat beside his mother and looked to her, and she took that as her cue to begin the lecture. “Zach, we heard some troubling news from your principal today. He said your grades are slipping.”
Zach curled his fingers in his lap. “Yeah—yes. They are.”
“I don’t understand, Zach. Haven’t you been studying hard? You’re always such a hard worker.”
“I don’t know why,” he said through gritted teeth, feeling cornered.
“Zach, sit up straight and be honest with us,” she snapped.
Zach swallowed, struggling to gather his thoughts as the whirlpool of emotion inside him threatened to overflow. He blinked hard, trying to keep himself together. “I just don’t… I can’t do this.” His voice broke and he clenched his jaw hard. “It’s too much. I can’t.”
“What’s too much?”
“It’s like everything’s just piling up. I couldn’t breathe during the last exam. I started forgetting everything and… and…” His claws pierced the fabric of his shorts and the pain jolted him from his panic. What was happening to him?
His father stood and grabbed Zach’s shoulders so hard, he yelped. “Control yourself, boy!” His father snarled, and he shook Zach roughly. “You control your beast, not the other way around. Do you understand me?”
Zach’s fangs lengthened, his gasps turning to snarls. He didn’t want to control it anymore. He was sick of being the perfect student, the prodigy son, the perfect shifter. It was too much.
“Zachariah,” his father said, “I didn’t get to where I am now because I gave up when things were difficult. The only way you’ll learn to be a proper shifter is if you overcome the challenges you face, not crumble under them.”
“Maybe I don’t want to be a proper shifter!” Zach jumped to his feet, shaking so badly he could hardly stand. “Maybe I just want to be a normal kid, Dad!”
“You aren’t. You’re a DeShawn, and you need to act like it.”
“What about what I want, Dad? You and Mom never asked me if I wanted to take on all those classes, or work in your business, or… or find a mate. None of the other kids in my school want to get mated to the first girl their parents introduce them to!”
“We only want what’s best for you,” his mother said. “You are very lucky, Zachariah. Very few shifters have the privileges you do, the opportunities. There are others out there who have it much worse than you.”
Guilt gnawed at him. “I… I know.” But didn’t his feelings still matter, even if someone out there had it worse? Whenever she said that, it made him feel like a jerk for being anything less than grateful.
She lit up a cigarette. “You cannot squander our hard work by shifting at school.”
His father’s eyes blazed. “You shifted?”
His mother sighed. “I was going to tell you, Jo. Settle down.”
Zach winced away from his father’s furious glare. “A-almost! I almost shifted!” he corrected. “But I didn’t. I ran before it could get too bad, I swear!”
His father’s full lips thinned, and he gave his head a frustrated shake. “I told you. I told you to control yourself.”
Zach panted, heart stuck in his throat when his father’s hands curled into fists. “I know. I’m sorry, but I couldn’t. I was so stressed and angry and—”
His mother put her hand on his father’s arm. “Jo, that’s enough. He made a mistake. He won’t do it again. Right?” She shot him a pointed look.
“I won’t. I swear.” He didn’t know if he could keep his word, though.
His father pointed around his mother at him. “We’re going to work on this. I’ll hire a tutor over the summer to help you with your grades.”
Biting his lip, Zach was almost afraid to ask. He had to know. “What about California?”
His father curled his lip. “That trip was going to be a reward for your good behavior. I’ll cancel our plans.”
Tears sprang to Zach’s eyes. “Dad, come on. Please. I promise I’ll do better.”
“Your consequences have actions, Zachariah. Next time you act out, remember that.”
Zach slumped over the counter, digging his fingers into his short curls. He struggled to hold in his sobs because men didn’t cry, but Goddess, he wanted to break apart.
“Okay, that’s enough shouting, the both of you,” his mother declared. “Zach, work on your grades. If you do well next semester, we can go somewhere fun. Okay?”
He couldn’t speak and just hid his face in his arm so they wouldn’t see him crying. He didn’t even care about the trip. Not really. All he’d wanted was to spend the summer with his parents. To talk to them about something other than his responsibilities. To act like a normal family. For his father and mother to be proud of him just for once.
Lurching from his seat, Zach ran to his room and called Ryan.
“Hey, Zach! Were your plans cancelled? Can you come to the beach house?” Ryan meant it as a joke but Zach burst into tears. Through his tears, he told Ryan everything.
“But they promised you could go to Cali! What the heck, dude?”
“I know.” Zach blew his nose into a tissue. “They always do this. They promise me something and if I mess up, they change their minds.”
“But you didn’t mess up! Right? Your dad said you’d get in trouble if you shift, but you didn’t shift completely.”
Sniffling, Zach hugged his knees to his chest. “He doesn’t care.”
A growl rumbled through the phone. “That’s so fucking lame.”
“You shouldn’t curse. You’re too young.”
“Come to the beach house!”
“I can’t!” Zach snapped. Hadn’t he been listening? “My parents won’t let me.”
“Then sneak out and come meet me at my house!”
Zach thought he’d misheard. “You… are you serious?”
“Yes! Just lie and say your mom and dad let you come.”
“So, let your parents kidnap me?”
Ryan groaned. “It’s not kidnapping if you agree to it!”
A snort escaped him. “You’re crazy.” But hanging out with Ryan would sure beat being stuck at home with his moody parents.
He exhaled. “Okay. I’ll do it.”
“Yes!” He could practically see Ryan jumping up and down.
“Do I need to bring anything?”
“Uh, a healthy attitude for sun and fun? Oh! A swimsuit, scuba gear, sunscreen, and some sick shades.”
Zach made a checklist and went over it in his head at dinner. The family cook made roast chicken with vegetables, and after dinner Zach headed for his room. “Zach.” His father motioned him onto the balcony. “Come here a second.”
Oh boy. Had he somehow heard Zach making plans to run off with Ryan and his family? Heart pounding, Zach shuffled onto the balcony. The heat of the day had simmered to a cool wind. The distant sound of traffic from far below barely reached his ears. “I’m sorry, Dad. I promise I’ll do better.”
His father waved a big hand. “I’m always on your back. I know. I just want to make sure you’re successful, Zach. I wasn’t exactly a model citizen when I was your age, but you’re already doing better than I was.”
Zach couldn’t picture his father getting in trouble. “You made mistakes?”
His father’s laughter rumbled out. “Oh yes. I was quite the rebel in my youth.” He ran a hand over the tattoos on his skin. “My dad beat my ass when he found out I got inked. Now they’re a reminder of my foolishness and so I strive to be better than I was. I don’t want you making my mistakes.”
“Tattoos aren’t really my thing, Dad.”
“I shifted a lot when I was your age. Whenever I thought my dad wouldn’t find out. He did, of course. Tanned my hide for it. He said, ‘Joe, humans already got enough reason to look down on us. Don’t give them more. Be better than anyone says you are.’ That’s what you’ll be, Zach.” He tipped Zach’s chin up with a big finger. “Don’t let me down.”
“Got it, Dad.” He smiled until his father returned indoors, then looked at the view, suddenly feeling small and insignificant though he stood over the city like an emperor in his palace. What if this life wasn’t for him? Was there room for him to grow outside the cookie-cutter model his parents had constructed around him?






  
  Chapter 3
Like Trying on Shoes


When Zach’s parents called him during the drive to Long Beach Island and demanded to know where he’d gone, Ryan covered Zach’s mouth and hissed, “Don’t tell them!” 
“Don’t tell who what?” Ryan’s mom looked wearily into the back seat.
“Where in the hell are you?” His father boomed, voice surely audible through the speaker.
Zach caved. As Ryan’s parents got the gist of what was happening, they pulled over. Zach’s parents were furious he’d gone behind their back, and Ryan’s parents weren’t happy they’d taken Zach away without his parents’ consent. Ultimately, however, Zach’s dad caved and allowed Zach to spend the week with Ryan. They got a long lecture about being truthful during the drive, and Zach had never been so embarrassed.
The drive to Long Beach Island where Ryan’s family beach house awaited them didn’t take long. The heated mood mellowed during the trip and everyone relaxed as best they could. As Zach’s flip-flops slapped over the smooth stones in the driveway, it was hard not to feel excited. Ryan took off his shoes and walked barefoot on the rocks, Zach laughing at the faces he made. “Try it! It’s like a massage!” 
Zach humored him and removed his shoes, limping from one rock to another until he stumbled through the front door as Ryan’s mom and dad laughed at them. It hurt but his feet did feel oddly relaxed. The beach house was big with a bedroom upstairs and three extra bedrooms on the ground floor. “Which one is your room?” Zach asked, lugging his bag over to Ryan.
“That one,” Ryan said, pointing to the one in the middle. Zach dragged his bag into the room next to Ryan’s. 
“We’ll be neighbors,” he said, laughing at the way Ryan’s face reddened.
“Y-yeah, cool. Okay! Last one to the beach is a loser wolf!” Ryan hurled his suitcase into his room and threw off his clothes, revealing his swimming trunks. Zach snorted.
“You’ve been wearing those the whole time?”
“Beat you there, sucker!” Ryan pelted out of the door in a blur. Zach could smell the ocean from here and had no intention of delaying, following the tornado that was Ryan over hot pavement past quaint beach houses in vibrant tropical colors. The sun blazed in a cloudless sky and squeezed beads of sweat from his forehead. 
“Hey, Ry, wait up! Your mom’ll kill me if you get hit by a car.” He quickened his stride to catch up to the younger boy as they neared a busy road. It seemed cars were supposed to yield but not all did, Zach noticed with worry. Ryan practically vibrated with excitement beside him, his big eyes darting around to check for an opening. 
He instinctively grabbed onto Ryan’s hand as a car whizzed by, blowing Ryan’s wavy brown hair around his face. “Okay, go!” He and Ryan tore across the street and the pavement gave way to sand.
The beach sprawled in all directions, hot gusts of wind blowing sand into Zach’s face. The ocean seemed endless, reaching toward the horizon. Zach realized he’d forgotten to apply sunscreen. “Ry, we should put on—” But Ryan was already chasing the waves, laughing as they lapped at his feet. 
Ryan’s mom and dad, Kaitlyn and Declan, arrived, bringing umbrellas and towels. Declan wrangled his son back for sunscreen while Kaitlyn set up some lounge chairs. Zach helped, opening a chair up and dropping it in the sand. She smiled. “Thanks, hon.”
They spent the day chasing waves and getting sand in places Zach would rather not have it. Kaitlyn read for most of the day while Declan joined Zach and Ryan in the water. Zach’s stomach growled but he tried to ignore it. He should have eaten before he left the house and worried he’d annoy the Kellys if he asked. His parents usually got frustrated if he didn’t keep track of his own needs.
Declan said, “Boys, it’s almost lunchtime. Take a break and get food. Here.” He handed them both some money.
Zach’s face warmed. “I-it’s okay, Mr. Kelly. I can buy my own food.”
“Nonsense. My treat. Whatever you boys like.”
“As long as it’s not tubs of ice cream!” Kaitlyn called. 
Zach was too flustered to refuse, even though he probably should. The Kellys were different from his parents, that was for sure.
Ryan led the way from the beach, and they walked along the road that went to Ryan’s house. Cars occasionally sped past but the road was quiet and mostly empty. They followed it to a small stretch of town. “So, what do you feel like?” Ryan asked. “There’s a sandwich shop, and the ice cream parlor is awesome.”
Zach frowned. “Your mom said—”
Ryan waved a hand. “She won’t know.”
Nerves tingled in Zach’s stomach. “Are you sure we won’t get in trouble?” His parents didn’t approve of sweets.
“Jeez, dude, chill. My mom couldn’t yell at a ladybug.”
Ryan’s parents seemed pretty cool, so Zach tried to ignore his worries. Besides, he really wanted ice cream too. “This town is so cute.” He was glad Ryan had invited him. “I like it here.”
Ryan bounded ahead, holding the door for Zach. He chatted up the teen behind the register, who knew his exact order: lemon poppyseed, two scoops, with sugar cookie pieces and loads of sprinkles. Surprised by the variety of flavors, Zach took his time. Ryan said, “The poppyseed is the best.” So Zach ordered the same thing Ryan had, minus all the sprinkles and cookies.
They found a bench to sit on and ate, melty ice cream running down their fingers.
Zach hummed happily, trying to go slow and savor each bite. “So good.”
“Told you!”
“Can’t remember the last time I had ice cream.”
Ryan gaped at him. “Seriously? Dude, do your parents let you have any fun?”
Zach licked his lips, chasing the taste of lemon poppyseed. “We went to see a Broadway show.”
“Cool! When?”
Zach couldn’t remember. “I passed a test, so they took me out to celebrate.” He smiled. “It was nice. We hardly ever do stuff like that unless I do well in school.”
Ryan blinked at him, stupefied. “That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.”
Zach squirmed on the bench. “It’s not sad. My parents say I have to work hard and earn things.”
Ryan made a face. “That’s dumb. That settles it. I’m gonna teach you how to have fun!”
Zach snorted. “I know how to have fun, Ryan.”
His friend grinned, big and bright. “Wait till tonight. The beach is always almost empty. We can go there and shift.”
Zach frowned, remembering his father’s admonishments. “We shouldn’t. We’ll get in trouble.”
Ryan scoffed. “That’s right! The crabs will tell on us to the cops, and we’ll get arrested!” He rolled his eyes. “Come on, Zach, it’ll be fun.”
Zach wanted to see the beach at night but wasn’t sure he’d shift. “Okay… but if you get caught, I’m leaving your ass—I mean, butt.” He’d never cursed before he and Ryan had started hanging out the past two weeks. His parents would say Ryan was a bad influence but Zach decided he didn’t care. Ryan was his friend, and that was that.
Ryan’s eyes danced with mischief. “Okay, but I’ll kick your ass for abandoning me.”
They returned to the beach house, stopping to hose off their shoes and sandy feet. “You guys find food?” Declan called. 
“Uh, yeah,” Zach said, hoping there wasn’t any ice cream on his face.
“Well,” Kaitlyn said, peering up from her book. “I hope you boys have room for dinner. Or did all that ice cream fill you up?”
“How’d you know?” Ryan squawked, dismayed. 
“You have sprinkles on your face, Ry.” Kaitlyn smiled as she turned the page of her book. 
Zach winced. Craaap. “I-I’m so sorry, Mrs. Kelly!”
She cocked her head. “For?”
“I’m older, so I should have been more responsible. We can go back out and—”
But she only laughed, a bright, tinkling sound. “Ice cream for lunch once in a blue moon won’t kill anyone, Zach.”
He relaxed, relieved she wasn’t mad.
She stood and touched his shoulder on her way past him. “You’re a good influence on my son. I can tell already.”
Despite a stomachache, the day went by blissfully. The two of them spent the rest of the day on the couch watching reruns of their favorite TV show, Ruffy the Werewolf Slayer. They joined Ryan’s dad for dinner, eating burgers he’d grilled in the backyard. Ryan’s mom didn’t join them. “She’s not feeling well,” Declan explained. 
Zach frowned. That was odd. She’d seemed fine earlier this evening. “Oh. I hope she feels better.”
“She will.” Declan patted his son’s shoulder as if to reassure him.
Ryan had stopped eating and was oddly quiet for the rest of dinner, only humming or nodding in response to things. After dinner Zach tried to help with the dishes, but Declan insisted he get ready for bed. Zach brushed his teeth and washed his face. He scowled at his reflection; his acne seemed like it was here to stay no matter what products he used. As he exited the bathroom, he heard voices over the clink and rattle of dishes.
“Do we have to go home?” Zach hardly recognized Ryan’s voice, it was so small and worried.
“No, pup. She’s been on the meds for two weeks. The doc says she’s doing well on them. She’ll be fine.”
“For now.”
“The doctor said that if the medicine worked, she could travel. How about we take his word for it?”
“But what if…”
“Ry. She’ll be fine. Okay? You can talk to her in the morning.”
Feeling uncomfortable, Zach slipped into his bedroom. What was wrong with Ryan’s mother? Hadn’t Ryan mentioned something about an illness the first time they’d met? The door rattled behind him and Ryan walked in, his head down low and his lips set in a pout. He jumped at the sight of Zach and grinned. “Wanna head out now?” His smile seemed heavy, but he was trying. Zach was still apprehensive about going to the beach at night, but he wanted to cheer Ryan up. 
“Yeah. Let’s go.”
He let Ryan lead the way to the beach as they shone flashlights around the path. The stars winked at them, more visible here than they were in the city. The moon was bright and full, the perfect night for shifting. Excitement swelled inside him. It was hard to resist the urge to howl.
The moonlight shimmered on the sand and scattered into fat gems on the surface of the churning waves. Watching the waves break on the shore, an eager yip distracted Zach. He turned, grinning at the sight of a white wolf with mottled black patches. The wolf lunged into a play bow, rear end high in the air and tail wagging. 
Zach looked up and down the beach. It really seemed deserted. But if they got caught—
The white-and-black wolf tugged at Zach’s sleeve, his big sandy paws clawing at his shirt. Zach grinned. “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll just stand watch.” Disappointment clenched in his gut. His wolf was not happy. 
Ryan barked loudly, jumping up and down and spinning in circles. Zach laughed at him, his heart slamming against his chest. His wolf was close to the surface, growling in his throat. “Okay. Okay. But just for a while.” Ryan howled in delight as Zach peeled off his shirt and kicked off his shorts. Hair was already growing on his arms, his fangs lengthening and his nose elongating into a snout. He dropped to all fours and the change came over him.
Ryan! Pack! Play? Play! his wolf cried, jubilant.
He bounded toward Ryan’s wolf and they collided, tumbling over in the sand. Ryan ran and Zach gave chase, spewing a sandstorm behind him. They ran until Zach’s tongue lolled from his mouth, his ribs expanding frantically. Finally, he pinned Ryan beneath him, growling playfully as Ryan licked at his ears and face. His wolf felt so safe while he cuddled with Ryan. Exhausted, he lost the strength to stay in wolf form. 
“Uh? Zach? You’re crushin’ me.”
Zach’s eyes snapped open. He lay sprawled on top of Ryan. Heat sprang to his face. “I’m sorry!” He scrambled off his friend and sat in the sand beside him. His heart raced, and his stomach fluttered like he’d swallowed a butterfly.
“Awkward,” Ryan sang, shaking sand out of his mop of hair. “Crap! I lost my glasses.”
“Chill. We’ll find them.” Zach tousled his hair, sending sand flying. “They’re probably with our clothes.”
Ryan’s eyes went wide, all the blood rushing to his face. “Uh… your wolf is really cool.”
Zach’s mouth twitched. “Really? What does he look like?”
“You’ve never seen yourself before?” Ryan gaped at him. “You have mostly brown fur with some gray and white. That’s so weird you don’t know what you look like. My dad says shifting is important.”
“Really?”
Ryan bobbed his head. “Like, our instincts will be dulled if we don't shift. Dad said he almost didn’t know my mom was his mate because he resisted shifting. It took him forever to find her special scent.” He wrinkled his nose, sniffing.
Zach hadn’t known that. “I don’t shift a lot. My parents are pretty strict.”
Ryan nudged Zach. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell. It was fun, though, right?”
He laughed, curling his toes in the sand. “Yeah. Yeah, it was.” He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had so much fun. They dressed, Ryan found his glasses, and they walked back together in the dark. Then Ryan’s flashlight went out. “Walk next to me.” Zach reached out until he’d clasped Ryan’s hand, and Ryan jumped as if Zach had shocked him.
“O-okay…” 
They held hands the entire walk back. Zach’s hand tingled with every step and he smiled, happier than he’d been in a long time.

      [image: image-placeholder]That week with Zach was the best of Ryan’s life. Every day, they ate together and played on the beach. Some nights they shifted and ran as wolves, others they curled up on the couch and watched TV until Ryan fell asleep. His mom took an embarrassing picture of Ryan asleep with his head on Zach’s shoulder. 
Things felt normal again. His mom was happy like she’d always been, though she was tired often. The medications prevented her from shifting. It was easy to believe she would get better, that one day she might not even need the medication anymore. The doctor was wrong. Sometimes doctors were. She would get well again.
Ryan watched her and his dad dance on the patio to old Bee Gees songs. The sun set behind them and caught in his mother’s hazel hair. She was laughing, smiling in a way that made it impossible not to smile with her. Zach cheered, clapping for them, and his mom and dad bowed. Grinning widely, his father was flushed and breathing hard. 
“We danced to that song at our wedding reception. I’m surprised I still remember it.”
“You guys got married?” Zach asked. 
“I know, it’s uncommon for werewolves,” his mother explained. “I was human once. I wanted a big reception. One big ceremony before I left my human life behind. Declan turned me after we were married. What about your parents, uh…” Her face wrinkled in confusion, her scent souring with embarrassment. “Sorry. I’m forgetting. What’s your name?”
Something cold dropped into Ryan’s stomach. He stopped breathing, suddenly feeling sick. He glanced at his father and saw that he’d stopped smiling, his expression unreadable.
Zach reintroduced himself without missing a beat. “They’re both werewolves. Super traditional too. They want me to carry on the pack legacy.”
The conversation carried on normally, but Ryan had stopped listening. Did that momentary forgetfulness mean something? She’d been doing so well. Why did this have to happen?
“Ry?”
Ryan jumped at the sound of Zach’s voice. “Tired. I’m gonna go to sleep.” He left without another word and went to his room. The ceiling fan whirred as he stumbled in and turned off the lamp by his bed. With the room darkened, he crawled into bed and lay in the dark.
He’d thought the medicine was working. She hadn’t gone feral at all, and she hadn’t forgotten anyone until now. She was supposed to be better. Otherwise, what was the point of taking the meds? What was the point of doctors if they didn’t know what they were even doing?
He gnashed his teeth, scrubbing furiously at the tears in his eyes. He didn’t realize he’d fallen asleep until he woke the next day, smelling coffee. The house was quiet, and his father sat at the table in his T-shirt and briefs. He smiled. “Hey, kiddo.”
“How’s Mom feeling?” Ryan asked.
“We’ll see how she feels today. She probably just blanked, Ry. It happens sometimes.”
“What if she doesn’t feel better? What if she gets worse?”
His father sighed, closing his eyes. “Then we’ll cut the vacation short and return to the city. We’ll talk to the doctor again, see if she needs a change in medication.”
Ryan scratched at the wood of the table. “But she’ll get better, right? Once she gets the right medicine?”
His father gripped his shoulder, his touch as warm as the bond that glowed between them. “It’s like trying on shoes, bud. Sometimes you have to keep trying until you find the right fit. She’ll get there. And even if she doesn’t, Ry, we’ll love her anyway. Right?”
Ryan blinked hard. He nodded. 
Behind him, the door closed. Ryan scented his mom and turned. She stood frozen in the living room, her face pale white, her eyes huge. 
“Wh-who are you?” Backing away into the doorframe, she looked from his father to Ryan. She looked at him like he was a stranger, and losing her recognition punched a hole into his heart.
“Mom.” Ryan’s voice was barely a whisper. She’d forgotten him again. Tears burned his eyes. He couldn’t imagine a world where his own mother didn’t remember him. “M-mom, it’s me. It’s Ryan. I’m your son.”
He tried to go to her, to make her remember, but his father grabbed his shoulder. He gasped in pain.
“Ry, go outside. Now.” He stood slowly, as if he were approaching a frightened deer. “Kait, it’s me. It’s your mate. Don’t you recognize my scent?”
“Stay away from me!” Her scream left Ryan shaking. She lunged for a lamp. “I’ll call the police! Get out!”
“Kait, listen to me. I’m not going to hurt—” She hurled the lamp. Ryan flew off his feet, hoisted into his father’s arms. His father shielded Ryan from the lamp and grunted in pain. The lamp lay in pieces, glass cracking under his father’s feet, his blood dripping onto the floor. 
“D-Dad!” 
His mother had hurt his father. She’d made him bleed again.
“Go, now!” His father shoved Ryan toward the sliding doors. Ryan’s hands shook so badly he could barely unlatch it.
A door slammed and Zach raced into the living room. Shock left him frozen as Ryan’s mom whirled toward him and screamed in terror. “Help! Someone, help me!” She ran, crashing through the door and out into the yard. Ryan’s father shot after her. 
Ryan tore after her too, terrified that his mother would get lost and they’d never see her again. “Mom! Come back!”
“Zach!” his father roared. “Take him and go! Both of you!”
“No! Mom!” Ryan tried to run to her, but his feet left the ground again as Zach lifted him into his arms and ran. He screamed, struggling to free himself because if he didn’t, he would never see his mother again. Then all he could do was sob, clinging to Zach as they ran. The waves roared; gulls cried in lonesome voices. The sand burned his feet as Zach set him down and Ryan turned, trying to run back. “Mom!”
“No, Ry! You can’t help her!” 
Ryan whirled around, Zach’s tall dark shape a blur through his tears. He struck, slamming his fists into any part of Zach’s solid body he could reach. “Let me go! I need to go back! I need to help her!”
“You can’t!” Big dark hands clasped his face. There was a growl in Zach’s voice and his eyes glowed like ferry lights across the ocean. Ryan’s breathless pants turned to shuddery sobs.
“I have to help her. I have to.”
“You can’t,” Zach repeated. His hands trembled on Ryan’s face, but his touch was like an anchor while the world around him went on spinning. “Just be strong. Okay? That way, you can be there for her when she needs you.”
“I can’t do anything. I’m useless. I’m stupid. Otherwise, she’d remember me.” All he wanted to do now was hit himself.
“No way. Hey, listen. It isn’t your fault, Ry.”
“Yes, it is!” He tore free of Zach’s touch and suddenly felt cold and lost at sea. “If I was better, she wouldn’t forget.” Werewolves went feral when there wasn’t anyone to remind them of their humanity. If he weren’t so stupid and useless, his mother would love him more. He would be her humanity. 
“She loves your dad, doesn’t she?”
“Yeah, but—”
“So, she loves you, Ry. This isn’t your fault. Or your dad’s. It’s the way she is.”
Ryan trembled, hardly able to see through his tears or speak through the ache in his throat. “I thought she was getting better.” 
“Oh, Ry.” The sadness in Zach’s voice undid Ryan. Big warm arms went around him, and he stumbled into Zach’s chest. When Zach lifted him, Ryan’s legs wrapped around Zach’s waist as the bigger boy carried him away from the chatter of beachgoers and noisy stereos. 
Something wet dripped on his hair, and he realized Zach was crying with him. Zach’s shirt was wet with snot and tears by the time Ryan was calm enough to speak. “I wanted to tell you. Just… I thought I didn’t have to. I thought she was better.”
“It’s okay.” Zach’s hand glided up and down his back. “That kinda stuff is hard to talk about.”
Ryan sniffed, his nose stuffy. “I’m so lame. Men aren’t supposed to cry.”
Zach said, “I guess I’m not a man yet then.”
“Do you think we’re a bunch of freaks?” Ryan was suddenly so frightened he couldn’t breathe. He didn’t have many friends. He was the chatty know-it-all kid who always had an answer to the teacher’s question. The other kids whispered about him behind his back and laughed when they raised their hands with him, twitching in their seats. So he didn’t want to lose Zach—the thought made him want to cry again.
Zach laughed, the sound deep and throaty, and Ryan’s face warmed. “You’re the biggest freak I know.”
Laughing, Ryan wriggled out of Zach’s arms. “Shut up.”
Zach smiled. His eyes and nose were red, but he looked… some kind of way Ryan hadn’t seen before, but it made his heart race fast and left him at a loss for words. “I’m joking, man. You’re… you’re my best friend.”
And at his words, warmth bloomed in Ryan’s heart. A thread that whispered pack, friend, Zach, thrummed within his chest. Zach touched his own chest as if he could feel the thread connecting them. Maybe he could. Ryan wanted to know for sure.
He smiled and through the golden bond connecting them, he whispered, “Hey, Zach. Hi. You’re my best friend too.”
Zach gasped softly, tears bright in his eyes. “I… I know, Ry.”
Ryan scoffed and said aloud, “Wow. Modest.”
“Shut up.” Laughing, Zach sat in the sand. Through their new pack bond, he said, “I’ve never had a pack before. Not with anyone outside my family. I’m glad it’s with you.”
His voice filled Ryan’s mind with warmth and light. “If anyone else wants to be in our pack, they have to like Ruffy the Werewolf Slayer. We need a passcode!”
“For what?” Zach asked, grinning in his confusion.
“For our BFF club, dummy! The Zach and Ryan Club.”
“Okay…” Zach twirled a curl around his finger. “How about numbers?”
Ryan snorted. “Lame. You’ll get hacked if you just use numbers. It should be a phrase. Something we both know.”
Zach poked his tongue out while he thought, which made Ryan laugh. “I got it! The moon over the oak. That’s the password.”
“Oh, an oak! Like our tree. Cool idea!”
Ryan’s phone rang. When his father spoke, he was breathless but calm. “She’s settled down. You can come back to the house.”
Ryan swallowed hard. “What are we going to do?”
“Once your mother’s got her bearings, I’ll talk to her about whether she’d be more comfortable here or back in the city. We need to schedule more doctor appointments, and that’ll be easier if we’re in the city.”
“Okay.” He hung up and sighed. “Come on,” he said to Zach. “Mom’s calmer now. We can go back.”
They walked slowly, neither excited to return to the house. “She’ll be okay, Ry.” Zach’s hand settled on Ryan’s shoulder.
“I hope so.”
Zach didn’t move his hand away until they arrived home.
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