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It was Initiation Day. And I was so nervous. This isn’t a normal initiation like in college or something where they make you drink red wine out of a maxi pad. This was worse and far more important. It decided my fate. Human or Werewolf. 

Every pack has an initiation. And the trials that an initiate must pass are unique to every pack. All born werewolves must go through this when they turn 18 because it’s when we have our first shift. Bitten wolves do so when they wish to join a pack. 

The initiation is a series of trials that you must complete to be accepted as a member of the pack and to accept the pack as your own. Fail and you are left without a pack. Fail and potentially never complete your first shift. Fail and possibly become human. Forever. Failure was not an option.

From what my parents told me the trials of our pack weren’t too bad. The first was Endurance. I was one of the fastest wolves on two legs in the pack. My petite size probably helped with that. As far as I was concerned, that one was in the bag. Next was Strength. You had to go head-to-head with another pack member in human form. I was pretty scrappy. My dad had put in in several different combat sports since I was a kid. Kickboxing, Brazilian Jiu-jitsu, and Muay Thai to name a few. The last was a Loyalty test. This was different for each initiate. But I was ready for this. I felt like I had that in the bag too. 

“Tessa,” my mother called out. “It’s time.”

I stood up and followed my mom out of the house, to the front yard, where my father and little brother were waiting. And the entire pack. Like I said, big deal. The ritual started with endurance, just as my parents had told me. I was matched against the pack’s fastest runner. A smile crept across my face as I passed the finish line several seconds before my opponent. I looked over at my family. My parents were beaming. My little brother was cheering. I smiled again. 

Ok. One down, two to go. I told myself.  

Next was strength. I was matched against one of the female Betas. She was strong but I was fast. She got me once. A lucky shot to the face. I threw back with a series of uppercuts, knee strikes, elbow strikes, and takedowns. Luckily, in three out of four rounds I dominated. 

Thanks, Dad, I thought as I passed my second trial. I smiled as the whole pack cheered me on. 

The last was loyalty. I was led to an open field with a huge pond. I faced my Alpha. The entire pack stood behind him.

“Tessa this is your last trial. You need to prove your loyalty to the pack above all else. Even above family. Your job here is simple. Walk to me. No matter what else happens. Got it?” Alpha Simon asked.

“Yes sir.” I took a deep breath and started walking toward the Alpha. 

To my right, my mother was thrown to the ground and one of the pack members in wolf form jumped on her and snarled. 

It’s just for the test, I told myself. Mom is fine. I kept walking. 

To my left, my dad screamed out as another pack member in wolf form dragged him away by his leg. It was real. I could smell the blood.

Dad will be ok. I closed my eyes. I took a deep breath and kept walking. 

“Aaaaaaahhhhh!” I heard my little brother Joey scream. 

I turned my head just in time to see him disappear under the water in the pond. 

He's four years old! He doesn't know how to swim! I paused to see if he would resurface. My eyes darted between my Alpha and my brother. Before I realized I was even moving, I was halfway to the pond. I dove in. I couldn’t find him. I went under again and again. I was on the verge of hyperventilating when I saw my brother. He was crouched in the tall grass at the side of the pond. This was the test. I failed. I looked at my Alpha, his face told me everything. I was a disappointment. I looked at my parents. Tears streamed from their eyes. My brother looked guilt-ridden.

Finally, my Alpha spoke. “Tessa Owens, you did not complete the initiation. Unfortunately, because of this, the pack does not accept you. This does not necessarily mean your shift will not happen.”

I knew that. The bite of the Alpha jumpstarted the shift, but it wasn’t a requirement. But it sure as hell helped. 

“If you do complete your shift tonight,” he continued, “you’ll be banished. You will be a wolf without a pack. A lone wolf. I can’t stress how dangerous that is.”

My heart dropped in my chest.

“If you don’t complete your shift, you’ll be human. And therefore, must leave pack lands to live among your own kind.” He paused before continuing. “I suggest that your parents pack up your belongings while we wait, because either way, you are leaving in the morning. I'm sorry, Tessa.”

Tears fell from my eyes. 

Alpha Simon then spoke to my father. “Robert, take your wife and son. You can say goodbye to Tessa in the morning. We’ll watch over her.” He nodded to the five Betas standing by. 

My father nodded solemnly and took my mother and brother and headed back toward the house. The Alpha and his five Betas stood calmly around me. 

I finally stood and slowly walked out of the pond. I looked back toward the house and saw my little brother crying. That was it. I lost it. I was losing my home, my pack, and my family all in one night. I turned my back toward my now ex-pack members to hide my tears. That’s when I felt the first crack. Oh my god, it was as if someone snapped my wrist in half. I screamed in pain. Then my spine popped. I fell to the ground in pain. My shoulders popped out of alignment. I felt every break, every twist, every bone as it reshaped. My eyes burned! I closed them tight and rode the pain. My skin felt raw. I felt as each individual hair pierced my skin to cover my body with a fur coat. There was nothing I could do but lie there and writhe in pain. 

After a while, it calmed and dissipated. I finally felt strong enough to open my eyes. My first view was of the pond. It was in shades of grey. I went to stand up on my new paws when a hand came into view. My hand. 

What?

“I really am sorry Tessa,” Alpha Simon said again, a sadness in his voice. “At least as a human, I don’t have to banish you. Your parents can go visit you wherever you end up.”

I looked back at him in confusion. Human? Was I?

The Alpha and his Betas stood quickly. Their eyes were locked on mine. 

“What’s wrong, Alpha Simon?” I asked. Why were they staring at me like that?

“Tessa, your eyes . . . they didn’t shift back,” he explained. 

“What does that mean?”

“You still have wolf eyes,” Simon said in disbelief. “Abomination,” he whispered.

“What-” I started to take a step back, but he grabbed me by the arm with a vice grip. “What are you doing?”

“I can’t let you leave like that Tessa,” the Alpha told me.

Can’t let me . . . Then it hit me. He was going to kill me. He couldn’t let me leave because I was proof that werewolves existed. He couldn’t take that risk. No Alpha in his right mind would. It would bring the humans down on all of us. But I was eighteen! I’d barely lived. Hell, I was still a virgin! I did everything right in life. I got straight A’s and graduated high school with honors. That was only last week! How did I go from that to death in one week?

Alpha Simon turned his head to speak to his betas. I took that as my one chance. I brought my foot up and stomped hard on his knee, kicking it backward. I heard a pop, and he growled in agony. He released my arm, and I ran. I bolted for the trees. I ran as hard and as fast as my legs would carry me. I heard howls and paws hitting the ground behind me. That just propelled me faster. I could hear more and more wolves joining the hunt. I was fast but eventually, I would run out of steam and then I was finished. I thought as I ran. 

The highway! There was a highway nearby with an overpass. If I planned it right, maybe I could drop down into the bed of someone’s truck. Worst case I solve my pack's problem for them. I’m going to hope for option one. I headed for the overpass. It shouldn’t be more than a mile ahead. I finally reached the highway. Unfortunately, it was a busy night. I burst onto the highway dodging cars left and right. I reached the overpass. 

I may have overestimated this plan. I looked back and saw the pack emerging from the woods and entering the highway. I had seconds. I climbed over the side and hung by my arms. Every fiber in my body was telling me to climb back up. At that moment, a wolf’s face looked over the rail. I let go. 

I hit the top of a semi-truck and rolled. My body screamed in pain, but I managed to stop myself and found something to hold onto. I looked back. They were gone. There was no way they could catch up with me now. I was safe. For now. But they would hunt me down. They couldn’t let me live. Pack law. If not for what I was, then for the fact that I attacked the Alpha. My head was still on the chopping block, the execution had just been delayed. And now I couldn’t even hide amongst humans. Not with my eyes. 

My only option was to find another pack. If another pack accepted me and the Alpha bit me, it could force my shift so that I could completely transform. Not to mention, I would be a part of that pack. To attack me as a member of a pack, you are then attacking the whole pack. That would mean war. And there hadn’t been one of those in almost fifty years in the United States.

But very few packs would take someone like me. To them, I wasn’t worth the risk. No, it had to be a pack that was desperate, but maybe not. I might still not be worth the risk. 

Suddenly, a thought popped into my head. A potential pack that might accept me. I’d only heard of them because we used to tell stories about them around the campfire. Horror stories. They call themselves the Dark Blood Pack. They are distinct from every other pack in the world, as far as I know, because of their black blood. They’re known for being ruthless. If they accepted me as a member, no one would mess with me. I remember in the stories when they described their initiation. It was the Olympics of trials. Most failed. Most died. They were the Spartans of the werewolf world. 

The stories also mentioned the pack resided in or near San Diego, California. Considering I was in a small town just outside Fort Klamath, Oregon, I had a long trip ahead of me. I continued to cling to the truck as it sped down the road. It seemed like I’d been holding on for an eternity. Seconds turned to minutes; minutes turned to hours. My muscles felt like noodles. 

Finally, the driver stopped at a gas station. I waited for the driver to go inside. Thankfully it was dark now. I carefully climbed down the truck. It was late and luckily the gas station was pretty empty. I checked the truck door. The driver had left it open! I quickly climbed inside. On the dashboard was a pair of aviator sunglasses. 

Thank god! I can’t be walking around with wolf eyes in the city. Although, I was headed to California. They might just think I have some crazy wolf-like contacts. 

I then looked around for anything else useful. I found a light plaid jacket and I took that too. There were also a few Slim Jim’s in the cup holder. I threw those in my pocket and then quickly hopped out before the driver came back. 

I quickly made my way to the bus stop bench in front of the gas station and sat down. I reached back into my pocket to get a Slim Jim and found some paper. I pulled it out. Cash! About one hundred dollars! That would definitely help. I stuffed the cash back into my pocket and quickly ate a Slim Jim. 

What I really needed was a car. I got up and walked down the street. As I passed some of the side streets, I noticed a few without streetlamps. If I wanted to steal a car at least I would be hidden in the dark. I thought for a second.

They do it in the movies all the time. How hard could it be? I decided that this was the plan. I turned down one of the dark side roads. There were two cars and one SUV. The car is probably more fuel-efficient, I thought. I headed over to the car and first tried the door. Locked. 

I’m not that lucky, I guess. I looked around for something to open the lock with. “What the hell was I thinking,” I chided myself. “I don’t know how to break into a car! I’m a freaking honors student. I stay home and study, not practice breaking and entry.” I sat on the ground next to the car. 

“Excuse me? Miss?” a man’s voice asked.

I looked up at the man walking up to me. “Hi,” I said as I stood up. “Sorry, is this your car?”

“Yes. Are you ok?” he asked.

I need a lie! What explains my clothes, the glasses, and my, I’m-sure-looks-crazy, truck-wind-blown hair? “Not really. I . . . my boyfriend . . . is abusive,” I explained as I pushed up my glasses. “I’m trying to get back to my parents in San Diego. I could really use a ride if you are headed in that direction.” I pouted my lips a little for dramatic effect. 

“Geeze, I’m so sorry.” The man raked his hand through his thick brown hair. “Yeah. I was actually headed to Santa Monica to meet some friends for the weekend. I can take you as far as there if that helps.”

And I just won the Oscar! “That would be great! Thank you so much.”

“This is perfect, actually,” the man said. “I was dreading the drive alone.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out . . . a kit. Not keys. This wasn’t his car. 

I’m not gonna judge. I was just about to do the same, but I also hadn’t claimed the car as my own. No judging. At least it looks like he knew how to break into and hotwire a car. Once it started I hopped in the passenger side and we were off.

“I’m Nick, by the way,” Nick offered.

“Sarah.” I figured it was better not to give my real name.  

Nick turned on the stereo. Between the car sounds, the music, and pure exhaustion from this entire day I was starting to doze off. I fought it a few times but at some point, I lost and passed out. 

I started to wake up when I felt something tickle my leg. As I groggily looked around, I saw that the car had stopped. And I saw Nick. He was looking at me intensely. His hand was creeping up my leg. I quickly sat up and shoved his hand off.

“What the hell, Nick?!” I snapped. 

“What? You think I bought your little story about your boyfriend?” he asked in a condescending voice. “Nah. I can see a junkie from a mile away. You want a ride? You know what to do.” He started unbuttoning his pants.

“Whoa! I am not a junkie, and I am not doing that! I’ll walk.” I reached for the door handle, but Nick pulled me back. I threw my elbow back and it collided with his cheek. I then heard a crack. Probably his head hitting the window. 

“Bitch!” Nick grabbed my head and slammed it against the steering wheel. 

My vision started to darken. No! No! Stay awake! I was suddenly lying on my back across the front seat. My vision faded in and out. I saw Nick open the door . . . black . . . standing outside the car . . . black . . . then his hands were reaching toward me. I kicked hard propelling him backward. I stood up with some effort. 

“What the hell?!” Nick screamed at me. 

I looked at him in confusion. Then felt my face. The glasses. They must have broken when he smashed my head against the steering wheel. Fuck. I couldn’t let him go. Not that he deserved it. But I’ve never killed. I was only eighteen. But it was every pack's number one rule. If he was nice and I was a full werewolf I’d bite him. It’s frowned upon, but at least he wouldn’t have to die. But this guy, he didn’t need werewolf strength to rape more girls. And I wasn’t a full werewolf.

Nick went to run. I lunged and landed on his back. I quickly grabbed his head and snapped his neck. I dropped him and it was like his body hit the ground in slow motion. I sat there in shock for a moment. 

He’s dead. My pulse started to spike, my breathing got ragged. My vision started to get blurry as tears streamed down my face. Oh my god! I killed someone! I killed him!  I was starting to hyperventilate. I wiped my eyes and took some deep breaths. And another deep breath. And another. I’m ok. I stood up to give myself some distance from him. 

I’ve never moved that fast. Possibly some more lingering werewolf DNA in me from my almost shift? I shook my head and got up. A few yards from the car was an overlook with a very long drop. That could work. I quickly checked his pockets and found about a hundred and twenty in cash. I stuffed that in my pocket. Then I dragged Nick's body to the edge and dropped him into the abyss. I cringed as I heard the body hit several times on the way down. 

That should cover the broken neck. Hopefully, if police found him, they’d rule it death by suicide. And whoever he hurt in the past would have some closure. 

I went back to the car and climbed inside. Luckily the wires he used to start the car were still out. I copied what I saw him do and sure enough, the car roared to life. I checked the gas tank. Still three-quarters full. Excellent. I pulled the car back onto the road and drove off. I drove nonstop. I was tired and my head was still a little fuzzy from the recent bashing, but I had something better than coffee. Fear. I did not want to meet any other Nicks on the road. That was my first and last time getting almost raped. 

When I passed Sacramento, I started blasting music. In Bakersfield, I stopped. I got coffee and sunglasses with the cash. Along with gas. I drove around Los Angeles. It’s a busy city and I didn’t want to risk getting pulled over by a cop. After Los Angeles, it was beaches all the way. It was beautiful. So much better than my little town in Oregon. An hour or so later I pulled into downtown San Diego. It was early afternoon. I decided to park the car on a side street in a no-parking zone. Hopefully, the cops would find the car’s owner. I also wiped all the surfaces the best I could. It seemed like a good idea. They do it in all the crime shows. 

After that, I just started walking. I had no idea how I was going to find the Dark Blood Pack. Just then a woman walked by with way too much perfume. I coughed at the foul fragrance. Then it hit me. My werewolf senses. They may not be full-fledged due to my partial transformation, but they were there. I started sniffing people as they passed. No one smelled like me. Humans. I just needed to smell someone like me. I walked up and down street after street. By dusk, I was starting to get discouraged. I got some take-out and sat on a bench to take a break when a man walked by. His scent wafted to me, courtesy of the wind. Wolf. 

I stood up and started to follow him. I followed him about two blocks until he went into a building. A club. Howlers. 

Of course, they named it that. Very punny, werewolves. Touché. A club like that is going to be twenty-one and up. Even if it was eighteen and up, I don’t have an ID. I was going to need a different way in. I walked around back, but the door was locked. I was going to need to wait for someone to come out. I hid by the dumpster. After the longest hour of my life, the door finally opened. A guy came out with the trash and then proceeded to light up smoke. He was faced the other way, so I quietly crept behind him and slipped into the cracked door. 

Once I was in, I was hit with an overwhelming smell of werewolf. This was definitely the place. I crept through the kitchen and made it out into the lounge. There were sofas and tables spread out. Just past the lounge area was the dance floor. I just stood there for a moment. I made it, but now that I was here, I had no idea who the Alpha was or how to find him. 

“Hey cutie,” a male voice said from a nearby sofa. “What’s with the shades?” The man was tall with surfer blonde shoulder-length hair. He had chiseled features with a little scruff on the chin. 

I tipped my head in a flirty way. “A personal fashion choice,” I answered. 

He chuckled. “You want to come sit over here?” he asked.

What the hell? Maybe I could just ask him? He seemed nice. “Ok. Thanks,” I said as I sat across from him. 

“What are you drinking?” he asked as he leaned toward me across the table. 

“Oh, I’m only 20. But thanks.”

“I gotcha.” He waived to the bartender. “Hey, could I get a shot of Jack and she’ll have the pineapple martini.”

“Right away, Clive,” the bartender said. 

Clive turned back to me. “I’m Clive,” he said offering his hand. 

“Tessa.” I shook his hand. 

“So, is it your first time here?” he asked.

“What gave it away?” I asked with a laugh. 

“You smell like Oregon western rosinweed which is native to Oregon,” he stated. “So either you haven’t showered, which I doubt because I can still smell a hint of your cocoanut shampoo, or you just drove a long way.”

I just stared at him. What the fuck?! He knew. 

The bartender came by to drop off the drinks, then left. 

Clive smiled at me. Yeah. You got me, dude. 

“Drink up. It may help if you’re parched.” He looked at me, then pointedly at the drink, then back at me. “It’s not poisoned if that’s what you’re thinking. You just look a little terrified. It may help you loosen up.” 

I look terrified because I am terrified! Jerk! I took the drink and threw it back. A sweet pineapple-y-flavored burn slid down my throat. I coughed. I looked up. Clive was watching me intensely. “I need to speak with your Alpha,” I croaked. 

“What about?” he asked, completely serious now.  

“It’s a personal matter.” I pushed the empty glass away. 

“You’re going to need to do better than that,” he said sternly. 

“I want to join his pack,” I said quietly. “Your pack.”

“We don’t usually take new members. What makes you dark blood material?” he asked.

“I’m incredibly fast and despite my size, I’m a trained fighter.”

“Ok, let’s say that’s true. Why do you want to join? You do know we have the hardest initiation of any pack in the country if not the world. Why put yourself through that? You could join any pack. Why us?”

I fidgeted in my seat trying to work up the nerve. “I . . . I’m stuck.” I took a breath. “I lied. I’m only eighteen. Yesterday was my birthday. My initiation. I failed, but I shifted anyway. Almost,” I added in a small voice.

“Almost?”

I tipped my glasses down. 

He gasped.

A tear slid down my cheek. “My eyes won’t go back. Also, some of my senses are heightened. I can’t live as a human like this. And werewolves won’t let me live looking like this.” I paused. “I thought that if I took your pack’s initiation rituals and earned a place among your people, then possibly the Alpha’s bite might push me to a full shift. Otherwise, I’m dead. I know that.” 

Clive paused for a moment, before standing. “Get up.”

I stood up on shaky legs. Clive took me by the arm and led me upstairs. We walked to a room at the end of the hall and entered. Inside was a desk with the most beautiful man sitting there. He had light hair pulled into a low bun at the back of his head. His eyes were bright, but I couldn’t tell what color with my eyes shifted. His skin had what looked like a natural tan. My guess is he was at least part Mexican. Every feature on him was carved to perfection like some sort of MMA fighter. He looked no older than twenty-three, twenty-four? This must be the Alpha.

“Alpha, let me introduce you to Tessa,” Clive said to his Alpha. “Tessa, let me introduce you to my Alpha, Mateo Ortega, the Alpha of the Dark Blood Pack,” he said to me. Then he turned back to the Alpha. “Tessa would like to join our pack and go through initiation.” Clive reached over and removed the sunglasses from my face. 

I closed my eyes.

“Open,” Clive warned. 

I sighed and opened my eyes. When I did I was looking right into the eyes of the Alpha. He came around the desk and gently reached out to grasp my face. 

“A partial shift,” Alpha Mateo mused. “Today was your birthday?”

“Yesterday,” I mumbled. 

“Where are you from, Tessa . . ?”

“Owens. Tessa Owens. My birth pack is in Oregon, sir.”

“Oregon? How did you get here?" he asked. "I doubt they gave you a ride, considering.”

“No. They didn’t. My Alpha tried to kill me. I . . . sort of drove here,” I explained.

“Sort of? Elaborate.”

“A human offered me a ride. He got . . . inappropriate . . . so I continued on without him.”

I heard a light growl escape from the Alpha. “Did he . . ?”

I tried to take a step back, but my face was still in his hands. “No,” I answered quickly. “Not for lack of trying though.”

He touched the side of my head. I winced. I forgot about my collision with the steering wheel, with everything going on. 

Hopefully, there wasn’t dried blood or something gross there.

“Did he see your eyes?”

I nodded. “Unfortunately, he won’t be able to tell anyone about it. Or do to another girl what he tried to do to me.” 

“Good.” His fingers caressed my hair ever so slightly. It felt really good actually. Relaxing. “You realize that you could die in our trials?”

“I do.”

“If you don’t complete your shift, I will have to kill you.”

My pulse jumped, but I kept calm. “I understand. To be honest I don’t really have much of a choice.”

“That’s true.” He thought for a moment and released my face. His eyes never left mine. “You know, Clive, we could use some new blood. If Tessa wants to attempt our initiation rituals, then I will let her.” He went and sat behind his desk. “Take her to the pack house. Let the pack know we have a new recruit.” Then, to me, he said, “Your trials start at dawn. Good luck.” At that point, he finally looked away. 
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Clive took me by the arm and escorted me out of the office and shut the door. “This is your lucky day,” he said cheerily. “I haven’t seen him allow an outsider to go through the initiation since he became Alpha. To be honest, none of our Alpha’s have for a very long time. Hell, it was probably before we were born.”

“When did he become the Alpha?”

“Four years ago, when he was . . . eighteen.” Clive led me down the stairs and out the front door where a car was waiting. “Get in.”

I got into the passenger side while he got into the driver’s seat. “Eighteen? Wasn’t he just shifting for the first time?” I asked.

Clive put the car in gear and pulled out. “Mateo had his first shift a little after his sixteenth birthday. It’s rare. Like you, with those eyes. I’ve only heard of a partial shift once. The person didn’t survive. You’re special.”

Special? Well, it’s better than saying I look like a freak. “Um, how did he become an alpha so young?” I asked carefully. 

Clive focused on the traffic around us but continued answering my questions. “You’ve heard the stories of our pack?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Terrifying. That also happens to best describe Mateo’s father. He ruled for twenty years. Shortly before Mateo shifted for the first time, there was an incident with Mateo’s uncle. And then again with his mother. And with another of his Betas. The incident usually ended with that person dead. Except Mateo’s mother. But considering how she looked when I saw her after, I’m sure she wished she was dead. 

“That’s horrible,” I whispered in shock. 

Clive continued, “This continued for years. That is until Mateo was strong enough to take on his father. There’s a reason we’re very selective with our members. Our blood makes us stronger than other werewolves. Rarely do we get a wolf, like Mateo’s father, in the pack. Let alone get one as our Alpha. When we do we remove the problem. Unfortunately, we had to wait for someone like Mateo who was strong enough to take him on.”

“I don’t mean to pry or be rude, but . . . is your blood really black?” I asked. I had to know. Especially if I might die tomorrow.

Clive nodded. “According to our pack’s history, the first Alpha of this pack was a direct descendant of King Lycaon. The first werewolf. They say the black in our blood is residuals from the curse placed on the King from the God Zeus. It also happens to make our wolves stronger, which I like,” Clive added with a smile. 

“I hope I get to find out,” I mumbled to myself. 

“You will, Tessa,” Clive smiled. “Something tells me you will.”

I sat quietly for the rest of the ride. Mostly because after the first few minutes of quiet, I dozed off.

“Tessa,” Clive said as he rubbed my shoulder. 

I opened my eyes. It was still dark but the first thing I smelled was grass. Sweet fresh grass. I stood from the car and breathed in deep. That was until I heard a chuckle. I looked over at Clive who was watching me. 

“What?” I asked.

“I see it’s not just your eyes that stayed shifted, but your nose too,” I mused.

I smiled back. “I may have a few more tricks up my sleeve,” I replied with confidence. 

He chuckled once more before reigning it back in. “Let me show you to your room.”

Clive led me up a long dirt driveway to the house. There were several other cars parked outside, but the house was dark. Likely everyone was asleep. The house itself was an extremely large log cabin. We entered the house and Clive led me through a series of corridors until we stopped at a door. 

Clive opened the door. “This is your room. There are no windows and because of pack law, I do have to lock you in. I hope you understand.”

I nodded.

“Well, I’ll see you in the morning Tessa. Goodnight. It was nice talking with you.” Clive went to shut the door. 

I reached out and stopped him. “Why did you tell me all that tonight? I’m not a member of your pack yet.” But I realized the answer even before he spoke.

“Because you will be tomorrow. Or you’ll be dead. Either way, our pack secrets are safe.”

“Right. Goodnight,” I whispered.

Clive shut and locked the door. Without even turning on the lights I found my way to the bed and passed out. 

Of all the things I faced the last two days, who would’ve thought the one to give me nightmares would be the least supernatural? A human. His hands on my body. Feeling unable to protect myself after my head collided with the steering wheel. It didn’t happen, but he almost . . . 

“TESSA!” A male voice screamed. “TESSA! Wake up!”

I opened my eyes. Alpha Mateo was on the bed shaking me. Clive was at his side. Three other people were at the door.

“I . . . I’m sorry,” breathed.

“Are you ok?” Mateo asked, staring intensely into my eyes. 

“I, um, yes. Sorry. Bad dream. Was I . . . screaming?” I asked.

The alpha seemed to relax. “Yeah. I thought someone was murdering you.” 

That’s when I realized he was literally on the bed with me. An arm on either side of me. His legs straddled my hips. His chest, his face right there. My eyes locked with his. We just stared at each other for a minute, not moving. Barely breathing. 

Mateo looked over at Clive and then back at me. He climbed off the bed. “Why don’t you take a shower to calm down before we get started? Ok?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.”

“Ok, everybody out. No need to gawk,” Clive said as he headed for the door shooing people out. 

Mateo left as well. The door locked behind him.   

I let out a deep breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. I got up and looked around the room for the first time. The bed was a four-poster log-framed bed. There was a small dresser to the side of the bed. To the left was a bathroom. Inside was a stone-tiled shower.

Wow. I took off my clothes and started the shower. I stepped into the wave of steam. It . . . felt . . . amazing! I leaned back and let the hot water rinse my hair. A little dark color dripped onto the shower floor. 

Great, so there was some blood stuck in my hair. Gross. Nick definitely got in some good hits. I found some bottles of shampoo and conditioner in the shower and finished washing up. I got out and wrapped a towel around me. I then walked up to the mirror and was taken aback. My normal reflection was skewed. Although in shades of grey, my long golden blonde hair, now drenched, framed a battered face. On the right side of my face, by my temple, was a very dark and colorful bruise. Along with bruises, cuts, and scrapes all over my body. There’s no telling if they came from running from my pack or Nick. 

I guess I should remember, they’re no longer my pack. Then there were my eyes. Once blue as the ocean, now they were most likely amber and completely animal. So freaky. 

I took a deep breath and turned away from the mirror. I found my clothes and put them back on. Then hung the towels and went to sit on the bed. 

“I guess there’s nothing else to do but wait,” I mumble to myself. 

The door opened just then. A young woman, possibly in her twenties, came in. She had creamy caramel skin with her kinky twisting curly hair styled in a side-parted naturally curly bob. She saw me and smiled. 

“Hey, I’m Makena,” She offered. 

“Tessa,” I said. 

“Clive just asked me to bring you some breakfast.” Makena handed me a plate of food with eggs, bacon, toast, sausage, and breakfast potatoes along with a glass of OJ. 

“Oh, wow. Thanks. This is so much food,” I said as I surveyed the enormous plate of food. 

“You’ll get used to it once you complete your shift. Badass, by the way,” she said referring to my eyes. 

“Thanks.”

“Good luck out there, Tessa,” Makena turned to head out the door. 

“Wait. Um, I don’t suppose you have a hint as to what the trials are going to be?”

She smiled and shook her head. “Unfortunately, I can’t say anything. Pack law. Until you complete the trials, you’re still an outsider to the pack. But I think you’re going to make it. I’ve heard good things about you. And did I mention your badass eyes? Use them,” she said a little lower, a little more serious tone. Makena then stepped out of the room and the door locked again. 

I ate my food and tried to calm myself. My heart was pounding a million beats a minute. My last initiation I had thought was in the bag and I knew what I was facing. Here I was in the dark and I was going into this with the knowledge that if I messed this up, if I failed, I would die. That’s why I was locked up. The only way I was leaving this cabin was as a member of the pack or in a body bag. And that terrified the hell out of me. 

The door opened again. 

“Tessa Owens,” Clive said. “We’re ready for you.”

Fuck! I nodded, stood up, and followed him out the door. My hands trembling the whole way. He led me outside in front of the cabin. There stood Thirty or so people. Pack members. 

I can do this. I can do this. 

Clive led me to the center of the group where Alpha Mateo was waiting. He had me stand side by side with the Alpha. 

Clive stood in front of us. “Alpha Mateo Ortega, Tessa Owens requests to take the initiation trials to earn a place in our pack. She does so with the knowledge that if she fails, she must die. Do you accept these terms?” Clive asked his Alpha.

A lump formed in my throat hearing Clive say if she fails, she must die. I know I agreed to it but that doesn’t make it any easier to hear. 

“I accept these terms,” Mateo replied, emotionless. “You may proceed with the trials.”

Clive nodded. Then he addressed the whole pack. “The trials start with endurance. We shall test this by matching Tessa to one of our fastest runners, Makena Jones. Makena, will you please step forward.”

Makena stepped out of the crowd. Other members of the pack started to run up the hill. 

She was the girl I had met earlier. Was that on purpose or just a coincidence? 

“There is a marker about half a mile up the hill. Get there before Makena to pass the endurance trial,” Clive explained. “Go at the sound of the horn.”

I nodded. 

Clive pushed the foghorn. I bolted. This was truly life or death for me. As I passed the other pack members along the trail, they pointed and waved us on, in the direction of the marker. I pushed harder, running faster than I ever had in my life. Makena was fast but I was holding the lead. Up ahead I saw the marker. I pushed more. My muscles screamed, but I was not failing. And I didn’t. I crossed the line several steps ahead of Makena. 

I bent over trying to catch my breath. Makena came over and congratulated me. I was then escorted back down the hill to the Alpha. Makena by my side. The man who must have been the judge stood on my other side. 

“Tessa has completed her first trial,” said the judge. 

Alpha Mateo nodded. The man walked away. 

Clive addressed the Pack. “Tessa Owens has completed her first trial.”

The pack cheered and howled. I couldn’t help but smile a little. 

One down.

“On to the next. The trial of strength, human to human. We shall test this by matching Tessa to one of our best fighters, Nate Peters. This trial will start, same as the last, at the sound of the horn. The goal in this trial is for you to best your opponent, not kill. One of you must yield. Or pass out,” Clive explained.

A man made his way out of the crowd. He must be Nate. He had Short hair and light eyes. He strolled in like a young Clint Eastwood. He stopped next to Clive. 

“Ready?” Clive asked us both. 

Nate nodded.

I nodded. 

Nate and I moved to the center of the pack. The horn blared. Nate came at me hard and fast. Before I knew it, I was on my back with stars circling my vision. 

What the hell? Stay awake Tessa! Do! Not! Pass! Out! I told myself. 

Nate’s arm slipped around my neck in a chokehold. Suddenly I saw Nick’s face in front of me. Nick? I blinked trying to focus. But when I looked, all I saw was Nick attempting to assault me again. Panic and fear rose in me. And anger. I clawed at Nick/Nate to get his arm off of me. Their faces seemed to fade into each other. I finally leaned down and bit him. He screamed and loosened his grip enough for me to slip out. I finally managed to get back on my feet. I faced Nate, but all I saw was Nick. It’s like I saw red, metaphorically speaking; since my eyes were still permanently shifted. I just felt rage. For Nick. And I growled. My human throat . . . growled. 

Everyone around us stopped. 

I launched at him. I landed on his chest and started punching him, over and over. I probably would have killed him if I hadn’t suddenly been wracked with pain. As I threw my next punch, my shoulder bone snapped. I howled in pain. Then several vertebrae in my spine started to rearrange. Again, I screamed in pain. I rolled onto my back. 

Oh god, I thought. Worst timing. Just breathe. Just breathe. I took some deep breaths and the shifting stopped. I laid on the ground panting for a moment, blinking back tears. I looked up as a shadow came into view. 

Mateo bent down next to me. “Are you alright, Tessa?”

“Yes, sorry,” I answered out of breath. “I . . . started to shift.”

He nodded, “I saw that.” His eyes did a quick glace assessment over my body then back to my
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