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The front bell must've rung ten times before I dragged myself downstairs to see who'd come to call. Dax, my nineteen-year-old brother, lay sprawled on the couch not ten feet from the freakin' door. Did he bother to get up? That would be a no. Since his acceptance into the Harvard pre-med program, he'd been a real horse's butt. Yeah. An Ivy-League snob if I ever saw one. I didn't let him get away with it, of course, which is why I snatched up a sofa pillow as I walked past and bashed him with it.

"Damn, Skylar!" He tugged his earbuds out.

"If you can't hear the dang bell, the music's too loud."

Brother dear flipped me off.

Rolling my eyes, I flicked on the front porch light and opened the door without looking through the peek hole since it had been installed by someone seven feet tall. At least, that's what I'd always assumed. At five-foot-four, I sure couldn't use it. I didn't recognize the guy standing on the porch. Could've been because he was in profile, as in he'd finally given up and was leaving. Or it could've been because my brother's friends—even the football players—didn't have shoulders that wide. Either way, I didn't know the guy who turned to face me.

I quickly took stock of his clothing—leather boots, worn jeans with tears in the knees, and a faded, half-zipped gray hoodie with the sleeves pushed up to the elbows. Our visitor had very short brown hair and golden-brown eyes, but what grabbed my attention most was the silver-stud earring in his left earlobe. 

Was this dude at the wrong house or what?

"Skylar?" 

My heart stopped. I knew that voice.

Zeke Sterling.

Oh my God. 

Shock glued me to the floor for a single second. Sheer ecstasy made me shove open the storm door and throw myself at him, a move that sent our visitor stumbling back. With my arms around his middle, I hugged him as hard as I could. 

Step. Away. From. The. Boy. 

I ignored the voice of reason. I'd wanted to hold him just like this my whole life. But in my dreams, he'd hugged me back, which he was so not doing now. Somehow I peeled myself off him and put a couple of inches between us, panting to catch my breath. However, I could not resist framing his face with my hands and anxiously examining his features for clues to the mystery that had changed my life one year, three months, and five days ago. "It's really you."

"It's me."

"Alive."

"Well...yeah."

"I thought you were dead. We all did."

Zeke nervously cleared his throat and glanced over my shoulder. "Is Dax home?"

Dax, huh? My spirits sank like a one-hit wonder. After being MIA for an eternity, he'd now returned from the dead and dropped by to see my brother, who didn't even consider himself a friend anymore. I was still a nothing to Zeke. Clearly some things never changed, and that hurt like a knife stuck deep into my foolish hammering heart. "He's in the house." I moved to get out of his way.

Zeke slipped past me, stopping just inside the foyer.

I pointed toward the living room and Dax, who must've had his iPod blasting again. At any rate, his head didn't pop up over the couch when I called his name. With a shake of my own head, I walked over and thumped his ear.

"Ow!" He sat up. "What is wrong with—" Dax's gaze slipped past me to Zeke. With a sharp, "Holy crap!" He shot off the cushions and leaped over the back, landing right in front of our guest, who'd followed me into the room. "Are you for real?"

Zeke nodded.

Watching the guys give each other awkward man-hugs, I wished for the very first time that I was my brother. I also squashed my budding suspicion that Dax had known Zeke wasn't dead and not bothered to mention it. Clearly this visit was as much a shock to my brother as it was to me.

"We thought you were a goner, bro. Where in the hell have you been?"

Zeke started to answer, but then stopped. He flicked a glance my way, as if in doubt that he should talk in front of Dax's pesky little sis. That did it for me. I spun around to stomp toward the stairs.

"Skylar deserves to know, too." Dax's loyalty surprised me so much I braked and pivoted to face him. "She lost it when you disappeared."

Had he really just blurted that? Furious, I glared at my big-mouthed sibling.

He blew me off. "She was way messed up. Had to see a shrink and everything."

I wanted to die. "Would you just hush?"

"It's the truth, and you know it." Dax once again focused on Zeke. "So where have you been?"

"It's a long story, which I'll tell you. But first I need to know why a man and woman with too many kids are living in my house. Where'd my dad get off to?"

How could he not know this? It had only been in every newspaper in the state. "Your dad moved away."

"What!" 

I nodded. "Yeah. Sold the house and everything. He's been gone for almost a year." Zeke's eyes filled. Without saying another word, he turned and headed toward the front door, making it all the way there before I caught up and grabbed his hood to stop him from leaving. He did not turn around. "Where are you going?"

He didn't answer.

"Don't, okay?"

"Yeah," said Dax from just behind me. "Stay awhile. Eat something. You look awful, man."

I elbowed Dax for being too honest. "There's a cheeseburger pizza in the fridge, and we've got root beer, too. Your favorites."

Zeke actually looked at me, his eyes brimming. "You remember that?"

Dax snorted a little too loud as though desperate to lighten the mood. "Of course she remembers. She's only been in love with you since her Barbie doll days."

"Shut up!"

"But it might make him feel better."

As if. I closed my eyes, silently praying for a lightning bolt to strike and fry the idiot I called brother. When I risked opening them again, I saw Zeke wiping his eyes dry on his sleeve. He looked at me with the oddest expression on his face. "No shit?"

Oh how I despised direct questions. "It was just a crush. The old hot-friend-of-the-older-brother kind. I'm over it now." Dax shot me a look, but thankfully didn't correct me.

"You thought I was hot?"

Clearly my big brother wasn't the only idiot in the room. "Don't you own a mirror?" I changed the subject. "Food's in the kitchen."

Zeke hesitated, but gave in and followed me there. I pointed to the table; he took a seat, as did Dax. I opened the fridge door, grateful for the rush of cool air that fanned my flaming cheeks as I got the pizza box and some drinks. After setting them on the table right in front of Zeke, I located paper plates and napkins. By the time I joined the guys again, Zeke was halfway through his first piece. He shoveled in the food as if he hadn't eaten for a while, and neither Dax nor I said anything that would require an answer. A full tummy could only help, and there was more than half a pizza there.

Finally he seemed to realize he was the only one chewing. "You guys aren't hungry?"

We both shook our heads a little too quickly.

He flushed and pushed the box away with a couple of pieces still left. "Where's my dad living now?"

I answered. "Cheyenne."

"I can't believe he sold the house. It's been in the family for seventy years. It was going to be mine someday. And why move to Cheyenne of all places? He loves Ridge Rock."

"Your dad's running for governor, so he probably thought that it would be smart to live in the capital city. Election's in November, you know."

Zeke had never looked so confused. "My dad wants to be the governor of Wyoming?"

I nodded. "He's a frontrunner and will probably win."

"I don't... I can't... Governor?"

I nodded again. 

"But he liked being sheriff. Reveled in it, in fact."

"And speaking of that," said Dax. "Were you really kidnapped because he was closing in on that crooked councilman?" 

"What are you talking about?" Zeke definitely seemed confused.

"That's what your dad said. He got a ransom note and everything."

Zeke's eyes widened. "Did he pay up?"

"Yeah, but the kidnappers double crossed him."

"My dad's been played."

"So someone else got you?" I had to know.

With a heavy sigh, Zeke leaned back. For almost a minute the only sound in the room was Mom's kitty-cat wall clock, faithfully ticking off the seconds with its tail. "If I tell you guys what really happened, you'll both think I'm crazy." 

"I'd never," I said.

Dax nodded agreement.

Zeke gave his decision a couple more seconds' thought before speaking again. "Okay, here goes. About a month after Mom fell off that mountain, Melita McGee started hanging around the house, pretending she was trying to help us. But I saw right through her."

"Well, she was your mom's best friend and the only person with her when she fell. She probably felt guilty about what happened." Melita, the former mayor of Ridge Rock and Risa Sterling's best friend since high school, had always seemed nice enough to me. "Wasn't the hike her idea?"

"Exactly." The way he said that revealed it meant something far more sinister to him than it did to us. "I got so sick of her that I was rude. Even said something about Mom's accident not being an accident at all, but a deliberate act to get rid of her. Dad gave me holy hell for it. That set me off. I started doing stuff to embarrass him. Acting out. I know you remember."

"Yeah." Dax had actually ended their twelve-year friendship because of it. I remembered, too, but for a different reason. I'd never been more furious with my brother, who should've stuck by Zeke, a lifelong friend, and tried to figure out what was going on.

"On May 17, I was approached by this man at Foxy's—"

My jaw dropped. "You were at a strip joint?" The Zeke I knew would never go there.

"Uh-huh. Me and some dudes I was hanging with were trying to sneak in. This guy named Enrique came up and said he could get us some fake ID's if we'd go with him."

"Enrique who?"

"Manos, I think. Anyway, I was the only one crazy enough to take him up on it. He drove me to this old building, tasered and drugged me—"

I gasped.

"—and the next thing I knew, I was in New Orleans."
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Chapter Two
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I could barely speak. "Oh my God."

"But why pick you if it wasn't to warn your dad?" Dax asked.

"I already said. I went with him. I'll make a long story short, okay? I became part of a gang that was led by a guy named Larry Bateman, but really run by a man in Birmingham, Titus Leopold. Under threat of personal pain or death to our families, we pretty much broke every law in the books."

"Oh no." The words fell off my tongue before I could stop them.

Zeke gave me a sharp look. "It's not like I wanted to, Skylar. I was afraid they'd do something to my dad. With Mom gone, he was all I had."

"I'm not blaming you. It's just so...awful."

Dax nodded his agreement. "Did you try to get away?"

"Of course I did." Looking as if he had something to prove, Zeke unzipped his hoodie and pulled up his black skull-and-crossbones tee. 

I saw a tanned six-pack scarred with what looked like burns and stabs. I also saw the mark of an animal bite. Actually there were several of those. I winced and glanced away, a little sick at my stomach. Zeke immediately dropped the hem of his shirt.

Dax frowned. "Why didn't the cops not know about you guys? You've got the look that sets a principal's teeth on edge."

Zeke snorted a laugh. "We didn't go to school."

"No school?" 

"Bateman had ways to get what he wanted."

Dax leaned back slightly. "How'd you bust out?" His body language said he doubted the story.

"It's too complicated to explain. Let's just say that Titus finally got what was coming to him, and the main gang fell apart. That eventually trickled down to the support gangs. We mutinied. There was this huge standoff in the swamps. We won. I got out of there as soon as I could."

"When did this happen?" I asked.

"June of this year."

"And you're just now coming home?" I'd have run hard, fast, and straight to Ridge Rock.

"There was some personal craziness I had to make right first."

The way he said that made me blurt my next question before I thought. "What kind?"

"It's hard to explain." 

"Try," said Dax, clearly picking up on Zeke's defensive demeanor.

"We won't say anything to anyone," I added.

"It's not that." Zeke brushed his hand over his head, which didn't disturb his hair, cut military short. "You won't believe me."

I touched his arm. "Whatever it is, we will."

Zeke still hesitated. I'd almost given up on getting an answer until he said, "Sorry. I really can't." 

I decided to let it go...for now. "Do you have a place to stay?"

"I'll be okay."

"That's not what I asked. Do you have a bed to sleep in tonight?"

"I— Not yet."

"Mom and Dad are at the lake, which frees up theirs. You can stay with us." My brother nodded agreement, but not as quickly as he should've. "How'd you get here?" 

"Hitched."

"Where's your stuff?"

"Backpack's stuck behind some bushes out front."

"I'll get it." Dax got up as if relieved to have an excuse to leave the room.

Zeke waited until we heard the front door open. "I really do want to tell you everything that happened. But I could get into a lot of trouble if I do, and it could put you in danger."

"Were you molested? Did you have a disease? Are you addicted to something?"

"God, no." His huff revealed his exasperation. "I couldn't come home because I'd been turned into a werewolf." Dax suddenly strolled into the room. The backpack hit the floor with a solid thud. Zeke startled and turned toward the door. He did not look happy to see Dax back so soon. "You heard...?"

"Yeah, I did." Dax's gaze raked him. "But say it again, will you? Because I must've misunderstood."

Zeke sort of sagged in his chair. "I said I was a werewolf, or Were, as we called ourselves when we're in human form. And I wasn't the Dog Soldiers kind. I was really a wolf, complete with fur, fangs, and paws."

I could barely breathe and not because the love of my life had just said the craziest thing ever. I had other reasons—reasons I'd never mentioned to anyone except my shrink.

"Told you you'd never believe me." Zeke had misinterpreted the silence. Mine, anyway.

"It's not that we think you'd lie." My brother was apparently trying to be diplomatic, a first. "It's just...well...there's no such thing."

"Believe me, Weres exist, and they're not the worst of what's out there."

Dax didn't even pretend to buy that. "Let me see if I've got this right. You were kidnapped, forced into a life of crime, and turned into Teen Wolf."

Zeke didn't back down. "Pretty much."

Dax thought about it. "The crime thing, I get. What I don't understand is how turning you into a Were could help anyone."

"It was another way to control us. In the preternatural world, Weres and werewolves, which is what we call ourselves in wolf form, are despised and hunted. Besides that, our heightened senses came in handy if we're chasing or being chased."

"But—" Dax began.

A shut-up-or-die look from me silenced him, and I took the floor. "How'd you get out of that?"

"A witch cured me."

Totally at a loss, I suddenly wished for my mom, the clinical psychologist. If anyone could put a reasonable spin on this, she could. But it was only Friday night, and my parents wouldn't be home until Sunday morning. 

"Do you believe me, Skylar?" Zeke asked. He sounded a little desperate.

Another direct question. God, I hated them, especially since I now struggled with a confession of my own—one even Dax had not heard. "For the longest time after you went missing, I dreamed about a wolf every single night." My brother's jaw dropped. I ignored him. "When I told my shrink—"

"Wait." Zeke's hand clamped down on my wrist. "You really went to one?"

"You thought I was kidding?" asked Dax.

"He wasn't." I got my hand back from Zeke. "Mom insisted. My doc tried really hard, but nothing he said could erase my mental image of you being tortured or buried alive. I finally pretended I was over it just so he'd release me."

"And you actually mentioned the wolf dream to him?" said Zeke.

"Only because I hoped it had a clinical meaning. He spouted off some stupidity about the wolf representing the evil in life. Just call me Little Red Riding Hood, right?" Zeke actually managed a half smile. Dax didn't. "But the wolf in my dream wasn't evil at all. He was caged."

"That sounds right. And you've stopped dreaming about him now?"

"The dreams stopped three weeks ago. So do I believe it's possible for a guy to shift into an honest to goodness wolf? Not before now. But if it's possible for me to dream about your experience as one, then I guess it's possible for you to be one. If it was even you I dreamed about. Mostly gray fur with black tips?" 

"Yeah."

"And were you cured three weeks ago?"

"What's today?"

"August fifteen."

"Andee cured me July twenty-seventh. I probably should've waited for the full moon just to be sure I was myself again, but it worked for everyone else, so I'm thinking I'm good."

We stared at each other in silence, both of us digesting ramifications while Dax mentally judged us. At least, I was. Zeke could've been thinking about anything.

"Are you guys even listening to yourselves?" said Dax. "This is insane." 

I glared at him before focusing on Zeke again. "You should definitely stay with us tonight. The 'rents are celebrating their twentieth anniversary at our new cave house—"

"Your what?"

"Cave house. Yeah, crazy, huh? Several months ago, Dad got this big idea about building a house around the cave on the property he inherited. He turned the three front chambers into living areas. I had my doubts at first, but now I have to admit it's pretty cool, plus it's eco-friendly. Anyway, Mom and Dad won't be back until Sunday, which is when Dax leaves for Harvard."

Zeke shifted his gaze to Dax. "So you got in." They'd planned to go together.

Dax looked a little flushed as he nodded, no doubt wishing I hadn't brought it up. 

I wished that, too. "Once he's gone, you can have his room for as long as you need." My brother snorted his opinion of that but didn't make a fuss.

"Your parents may not want me here."

I waved off Zeke's worries. "What are you talking about? They'll be thrilled to see you."

"Like this?"He indicated his current look.

"You know how liberal they are," I said. "And you're still you, just with less hair and more color. Did everyone in the gang have to get tattoos?"

Zeke sighed. "Nah. About nine or so months ago, I let one of the guys talk me into it." He shrugged. "I was feeling pretty hopeless at the time. So I shaved my head and got a couple of piercings plus these bad boys and some others." He raised his forearms so we could see better. 

I took his right hand in both of mine and turned his arm from side to side, studying the colorful art in question. I saw a howling wolf, set against a yellow full moon. It was beautiful work. His left arm had a mountain on it. On the highest peak I saw a cross and tiny letters. A name: Risa.

"There's one on my neck, too. And both biceps."

Leaning forward slightly, I pushed down his T-shirt and hoodie so I could see the tattoo there. It looked like a falling star.

"Regretted everything almost immediately, of course," said Zeke, "and started plotting my escape again. But the damage was done."

Hm. "You said a couple of piercings. Both ears?"

"No. One ear and my left eyebrow. I let that one go."

"So what's the plan?" asked Dax, shoving the pizza box in Zeke's direction again. 

Zeke took out another piece. "Plan?"

Dax clarified. "What are you going to do now that your dad’s moved to Cheyenne?"

"Track him down, I guess."

"Would you like to call him?" He sounded too eager. "I'm sure Dad's got his number."

"Not yet." An uncomfortable silence followed while Dax and I watched Zeke finish up his pizza. "Mind if I borrow your shower? I've been on the road for days, and I don't have any fresh clothes left."

"Yeah, sure." Dax jumped up. "You know where the downstairs bathroom is. Do you need Sky to wash your stuff for you?"

I graciously let that sexist offer slip by unaddressed since I wanted to help any way I could. "I don't mind. And Dax probably has something you can wear in the meantime."

"Jeans and underwear, anyway." My brother eyed Zeke's muscled arms, which were hidden by his sleeves but clearly had twice the girth of Dax's. "I don't have any shirts that'll go over those guns."

I thought for a sec. "One of Dad's white undershirts might. They're sort of stretchy."

"Anything," said Zeke, shrugging out of his hoodie and then peeling off his tee. 

I took them, trying not to stare at his bare chest or upper arms, which also had tattoos on them. 

"Sorry if they stink." 

The fragrance was actually a heady scent that I secretly inhaled deeply. So Zeke. God, how I'd missed him. It was hard to believe he actually stood inches from me, alive and well. "You can hand me the other stuff out of the bathroom."

"Okay." 

We left the kitchen and started up the hall.

"What's this?" Zeke asked, pausing in front of a painting hanging there.

"Something I did in art class last year."

Zeke studied the artwork for a moment, as did I, though I knew it well. Rugged mountains and a colorful sunset provided the backdrop for teepees in an old-west Native American scene. Though an amateur had obviously painted the piece, it had a distinctive look thanks to my color choices, and I was pleased with it.

"Impressive." Zeke moved to a framed photograph of just a little farther down the hall. "And what's this?"

"Our last family reunion. We go to Colorado every summer, remember?"

"I'd actually forgotten. Where's it held?"

"Great Sand Dunes National Park. Most of our relatives live around there."

He stepped closer to examine the full-color photo of a huge group of people gathered before a backdrop of tall trees and taller mountains. Though in focus, the shot had so many relatives crammed into it that the photographer had stood pretty far away, making it hard to really see anyone's features. "You're related to all these people?"

"Yes."

"Wow. I don't know half of my kin."

I opened the door to my parents' room and went in. Zeke followed. With one hand planted on the wall to keep his balance, he immediately tugged off his boots. His socks came next, but instead of handing them over, he stuffed them into the boots and headed to the bathroom. Zeke shut the door behind him. I scooped up the socks and then waited just outside the closed door. He opened it a crack, shoved through his clothing, and shut it again. I heard the water running a second later.

With his stuff in my arms, I went back to the kitchen. There I rifled through his backpack without permission and pulled out everything I found. The inside of it definitely smelled like a locker room, but I could take care of that with a quick wipe down and some Febreze once I got his dirty clothes out. Since Dax wasn't anywhere around me at the moment, I checked all the zippered pockets, too. I found some phone numbers scrawled on a scrap of paper, several bottled waters, and a couple of protein bars. There was also a pack of disposable razors, a map, and some deodorant.

That was it? Zeke had lived a good life and never gone wanting his first seventeen years. Then everything changed, beginning with his mom's hiking accident, which had almost crushed him. If he sincerely believed Melita had something to do with it, then no wonder he'd rebelled. As for his life of crime in New Orleans... Incomprehensible.

"What are you doing?"

Dax's question made me jump. I glanced over to him and saw he held clean clothes for Zeke. "Snooping."

He accepted that with a nod. "Any weed in there?"

I gave him a hard look. "No, and no drugs, either."

"Hmph. Do you think he's okay?"

I glared at him. "Would you be?"

"Nope."

"Neither would I." Dax seemed troubled. "Was that wolf story crazy or what?"

I looked my brother in the eye. "I actually believe him."

He stared back with obvious shock. "You're kidding, right?"

I asked a question instead of answering his. "Why would he make up something like that?"

"Because he's lost it?"

"Zeke Sterling is not insane or drugged, and you know it."

"Actually, I don't know it. The guy just told us he shapeshifts into a werewolf."

"Shapeshifted. Past tense. He's cured now."

"That's convenient." Dax sighed. "Look, Sky. If even half of what he told us is true, he's been to hell and back, and I've got to respect him for having enough brains left to find his way home. But I just can't buy into the Were angle, and I don't see how you can, either. Sure you love him, but come on...a werewolf? Really, Sky? Really? This whole thing gives me the creeps, and I'm not so sure inviting him to stay here was a good idea."

I couldn't believe my ears. "Some friend you are."

"And that's just it. I'm not his friend. When he went crazy last year, I cut all ties. Wasn't about to go down with him."

"Well maybe if you hadn't been such a butt, he'd never have crashed and burned."

"You're not laying this on me." 

Pivoting, I bit back a snarky rejoinder and stepped into the laundry room, where I deposited Zeke's clothing into the washer. In seconds, the springtime scent of detergent filled the air. When I got
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