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Riley

The rusted chain link fence rattled as I dropped down on the other side, my camera bag hitting my hip with a familiar weight. Gravel crunched under my boots, too loud in the dead quiet of the industrial district. My phone buzzed against my thigh.

Addie: ur dad called. told him ur crashed at my place. u owe me

I typed back a quick thanks, then killed the screen. No more light until I was inside. The Northgate warehouse loomed ahead, all broken windows and tagged concrete, looking exactly like the kind of place they find bodies in true crime podcasts. Perfect for my portfolio.

The loading dock door hung crooked on its tracks, leaving a gap just wide enough to squeeze through. Inside, the darkness wrapped around me like a living thing. I pulled out my flashlight, keeping the beam low, and let my eyes adjust. The place was massive, probably used to store shipping containers back when Seattle's industrial district actually functioned. Now it was just another skeleton, picked clean and left to rot.

My camera came out on instinct. Through the viewfinder, decay became art. Rust patterns on metal beams looked like abstract paintings. Shattered glass caught my flashlight beam and threw rainbow fragments across peeling walls. This was why I did this, why I snuck out at two in the morning while Dad worked his night shifts at the hospital. In places like this, abandoned and forgotten, I saw things nobody else bothered to look for.

I moved deeper into the warehouse, documenting everything. A pile of moldy newspapers from 2019. Office furniture stacked like someone started a bonfire and changed their mind. Graffiti that went from amateur tags to an actually impressive mural of a wolf howling at a spray paint moon.

The wolf's eyes seemed to track me as I passed. Weird trick of the light.

The basement stairs were behind a door marked Authorized Personnel Only, which might have meant something back when this place had personnel. The lock had been broken years ago. The stairs creaked but held my weight. Down here, the air tasted different. Metallic. Wrong.

My flashlight swept across the basement floor and stopped on something that shouldn't have been there. Clothes. Not old, moth-eaten uniforms or forgotten work gear. Fresh clothes, torn to shreds, dark stains that looked black in the flashlight beam but I knew, somehow I knew, were blood.

I crouched down, camera already focusing. The tears in the fabric weren't random. They followed a pattern, four parallel lines over and over. Like claws. Massive claws. Way too big for any dog.

Something scattered across the concrete caught my eye. Memory cards. At least a dozen of them, the kind that fit in cameras like mine. I picked one up, turned it over. No label, but the plastic was scratched deep, same four line pattern.

A growl rolled through the basement, so low I felt it in my bones more than heard it.

I froze. Every horror movie I'd ever watched screamed at me to run, but my body wouldn't respond. The growl came again, closer. My flashlight beam swung toward the sound and hit two points of reflected light. Eyes. Yellow eyes, at least four feet off the ground.

The thing stepped into my light, and my brain just stopped. It was a wolf, but wrong. Too big. Shoulders that would come up to my chest. Fur the color of dried blood. And those eyes, they looked at me with too much intelligence, too much hunger, too much hate.

The wolf thing took another step forward. Its lips pulled back from teeth that belonged in a museum display about why prehistoric predators went extinct. Too many teeth. Too sharp. Too real.

My finger found the shutter button without conscious thought. The camera flash exploded through the basement like lightning. The wolf thing snarled and lunged.

Something black slammed into it from the side. The impact shook dust from the ceiling. A second wolf, pure black and just as impossible as the first, had the red one pinned. They rolled across the floor in a tangle of fur and fangs and violence that my mind couldn't process.

I should have run. Every functioning brain cell screamed at me to get out while they were distracted. Instead, I raised my camera. The autofocus hunted for a second, then locked on. I held down the shutter button, rapid fire clicks marking each moment of the fight.

The black wolf was winning. It moved like water, like shadow, flowing around the red wolf's attacks and striking back with surgical precision. Blood sprayed across concrete. The red wolf yelped, tried to retreat. The black wolf didn't let it, driving it back toward the far wall, away from me.

The red wolf finally broke free and ran, disappearing into the darkness beyond my flashlight's reach. The black wolf stood still for a moment, sides heaving, then slowly turned toward me.

Our eyes met.

I lowered my camera, some primitive part of my brain understanding that this was different. This wolf wasn't looking at me like prey. It was looking at me like... like it was thinking. Evaluating. Deciding.

The wolf took a step toward me, and that's when the impossible became impossible squared. The fur started to recede. Bones made sounds they should never make, cracking and reshaping. The wolf dropped to all fours, but those fours were becoming twos, arms and legs instead of legs and legs. Muscle moved under skin that was suddenly pale instead of black.

Where a wolf had stood, a guy now crouched. Maybe eighteen, nineteen. Dark hair that fell across his face. Lean muscle that belonged to a swimmer or a runner. Completely naked, which my brain filed under deal with this later because it was still processing the whole wolf to human thing.

He looked up at me, and his eyes were still wrong. Still too bright, catching the light like an animal's.

"You need to run," he said. His voice was rough, like he'd been screaming. Or howling. "Now."

I stood there, camera still in my hands, trying to make words happen. My mouth opened and closed a few times, probably making me look like a fish having an existential crisis.

"Did you hear me?" He stood up, and I definitely looked at the ceiling because the naked guy who used to be a wolf was a lot to process. "You need to get out of here. More are coming."

"More?" The word came out as a squeak. I cleared my throat, tried again. "More what? Wolves? People? Wolf people?"

He grabbed his head with both hands like I was giving him a migraine. "There's no time to explain. That one I fought? He's not alone. And when they find out a human saw..." He trailed off, looked at me again. "You took pictures."

It wasn't a question, but I nodded anyway.

"Delete them."

"What? No!" I clutched my camera to my chest like a lifeline. "These are evidence that I'm not going insane. That this actually happened."

"Evidence that will get you killed." He took a step toward me, and I backed up instinctively. He stopped, held up his hands. "I'm trying to save your life here. Those photos are a death sentence."

"From who? The wolf police?" Hysteria made my voice crack. "Is there some kind of supernatural NSA I should know about?"

A howl cut through the air. Not from outside. From above us, in the warehouse. Then another howl answered it, from a different direction. Then a third.

The guy who used to be a wolf went very still. "Too late," he whispered.

"Too late for what?"

He looked at me, and for the first time, I saw fear in those inhuman eyes. "They know you're here. They know what you saw." He moved past me toward the stairs, paused. "Stay close to me. Don't run unless I tell you to. Running triggers the chase instinct."

"Chase instinct?" I followed him because what else was I going to do? "Like dogs?"

He shot me a look over his shoulder. "We're not dogs."

"Right. Sorry. Wolves." I kept my voice low as we crept up the stairs. "Wolf people. Werewolves? Is that the preferred term?"

"Could you maybe save the questions for when we're not about to be hunted?"

"I process stress through sarcasm and inappropriate questions. Sue me."

We reached the top of the stairs. The warehouse looked different now, shadows moving in ways shadows shouldn't move. My flashlight beam caught pairs of reflected eyes, there and gone before I could focus on them.

"How many?" I whispered.

"Four. Maybe five." He tilted his head, listening to something I couldn't hear. "They're trying to circle us. Cut off the exits."

"So what do we do?"

He turned to look at me fully, and I could see him making some kind of decision. "You're going to hate this."

"Hate what?"

He started to change again, that horrible sound of restructuring bones filling the air. I bit my lip to keep from screaming. In seconds, the black wolf stood before me again. It... he... lowered himself to the ground and looked back at me expectantly.

"Oh no. No no no. You want me to what, ride you? Like a pony?"

The wolf huffed, which somehow conveyed annoyance perfectly. He nudged my leg with his massive head.

"This is insane. This is completely insane." But I could hear growls getting closer, and insane beat dead. I grabbed a handful of thick black fur and swung my leg over his back. "If you drop me, I swear I'll..."

He took off before I could finish the threat. Zero to way too fast in about two seconds. I pressed myself flat against his back, arms wrapped around his neck, camera bag bouncing painfully against my spine. The warehouse blurred past. He jumped over obstacles I didn't see until we were already past them. Behind us, howls erupted. The hunt was on.

We burst through a loading door I hadn't even noticed, out into the night. But we weren't free. Shapes moved in the darkness, keeping pace. We were being herded, I realized. Directed toward something.

The black wolf beneath me snarled and changed direction, breaking through their formation. One of the pursuing wolves got too close. Without thinking, I swung my camera bag at its head. The impact sent it tumbling, yelping in surprise more than pain.

We ran through the industrial district, past chain link fences and abandoned buildings, the pack staying just close enough to remind us they were there. Then, suddenly, we were in familiar territory. My neighborhood. The wolf slowed, then stopped in the shadow of a massive oak tree three blocks from my house.

I slid off his back, legs shaking. The wolf watched the darkness for a moment, then began to change again. I turned away this time, giving him the privacy that seemed weird to care about but somehow still mattered.

"They're gone," he said. "For now."

I turned back. He'd managed to find pants somewhere, thank god. Old jeans that hung low on his hips. No shirt, but baby steps.

"For now?" I echoed.

"They know who you are now. Your scent. Where you live." He ran a hand through his hair, and I noticed his hands were shaking too. "I bought you maybe twenty four hours. After that, they'll come for you."

"Why? I don't understand any of this. Why were you fighting that other... one of you? Why are they hunting me? Why did you save me?"

He looked at me for a long moment as he weighed his words. "The one I fought, his name is Damon. He believes in the old laws. One of those laws says no human can know about us and live."

"That seems extreme."

"It's kept us hidden for centuries." He shrugged. "But things are changing. Have to change. Some of us think the old laws need to die. Some, like Damon, would rather kill to preserve them."

"And you? What do you think?"

He met my eyes. "I think you remind me of someone. Someone who deserved better than what the old laws gave her."

Before I could ask what that meant, he stepped back. "Go inside. Lock your doors, not that it'll help. Don't go anywhere alone. Don't trust anyone you don't know. And whatever you do, don't tell anyone about tonight."

"Wait." I reached out, not quite touching him. "I don't even know your name."

He hesitated. "Kai."

"I'm Riley."

"I know." At my surprised look, he almost smiled. "Your camera bag. Your name's written on it."

Oh. Right. Dad's paranoia about me losing my equipment paying off in the weirdest way possible.

"Kai," I said, testing the name. "What happens in twenty four hours?"

His almost smile disappeared. "The pack votes. About you. About whether you live or die."

"That's... comforting."

"I'll do what I can. But Riley?" He waited until I met his eyes. "Those photos you took? They're not evidence. They're not proof. They're a weapon that will be used against you. Delete them."

"I can't."

"Then you're already dead."

He turned and walked into the shadows. Between one blink and the next, he was gone. Not invisible, I realized. Just that good at moving through darkness.

I stood under the oak tree for a long moment, camera heavy in my hands. Then I went home, locked every lock we had, and sat on my bed. I pulled out my camera and scrolled through the photos. The fight was all there. The transformation too, blurry but undeniable.

My phone vibrated. Unknown number.

The girl knows. Vote tomorrow midnight.

Then another text, different number.

You should have run, little photographer.

And another.

We're watching.

I deleted the texts but kept the photos. Maybe that made me stupid. Maybe that made me dead. But those photos were the only proof I had that I wasn't losing my mind.

Outside my window, something howled.
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Kai

The scent of her fear still clung to my skin like smoke from a dying fire. Sweet, sharp, tinged with that particular adrenaline spike humans got when their brains finally accepted what their eyes were seeing. Riley Thompson. I'd caught her name from the student ID that had fallen from her pocket during her scramble to escape. Now I had a name to go with the face that wouldn't leave my mind. Those wide hazel eyes that had locked with mine in that impossible moment of transformation.

Damon was still pacing, his human form tense with barely controlled rage. Blood seeped through the tear in his shirt where I'd caught him with my teeth. Good. The bastard deserved worse for what he'd almost done.

"You've lost your mind," he spat, running a hand through his buzzcut. "She saw everything. She had a camera, Kai. A fucking camera."

I pulled my spare clothes from the hidden cache we kept throughout the warehouse district, movements deliberately slow. Let him stew. Let him wonder if I'd challenge him properly for attacking a human on my watch. The wolf in me wanted to, wanted to tear into him again until he showed throat and admitted his mistake. But we had bigger problems now.

"She's alive," I said, tugging the black henley over my head. "That's all that matters."

"That's all that—" Damon's voice cracked with disbelief. "Do you hear yourself? Your father's going to—"

"My father's going to hear about this from me first." I turned to face him fully, letting him see the gold bleeding into my irises. A warning. "Unless you want to explain to the Alpha why you were hunting in abandoned buildings without pack authorization."

His jaw clenched. We both knew the warehouses were off-limits, too close to human activity, too many urban explorers and homeless camps. The pack had strict protocols about hunting grounds, and Damon had violated at least three of them tonight.

"I was tracking a scent," he said, but his eyes shifted away. Lying. "Something felt wrong about the area. And then I found her, taking pictures of our—"

"Of abandoned buildings. That's all she was doing until you decided to play big bad wolf."

"The old laws are clear about human witnesses."

The old laws. I fought the urge to bare my teeth. The same laws that had gotten Emma killed three years ago, when she'd chosen to protect a human family from a rogue instead of maintaining our secret at all costs. The same laws that would demand Riley's death just for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

"The old laws also say we protect the innocent," I countered. "Or did you forget that part?"

Damon's expression darkened. "Your sister forgot. Look where that got her."

The change ripped through me before I could stop it. Bones cracked, reshaping, my vision sharpening as the wolf surged forward. I had him pinned against the concrete wall before my transformation was even complete, my teeth inches from his throat. He submitted immediately, going limp, neck bared. Smart move.

I held him there for three heartbeats, letting him feel the press of my canines against his jugular, before stepping back and forcing the change to reverse. It hurt more going backward, always did, like trying to stuff lightning back into a bottle.

"Don't," I said, my voice rough from the partial shift, "ever mention Emma again."

He slumped against the wall, rubbing his throat. "The pack's going to find out. You know that, right? Someone always talks."

He was right. Secrets didn't last long in a pack of thirty-seven wolves with supernatural senses and a gossip network that would put any small town to shame. I needed to get ahead of this.

"I'm handling it," I said, already moving toward the exit. Riley's scent trail was still fresh with vanilla and floral, underlaid with coffee and photographic chemicals. Distinct. Easy to follow.

"Where are you going?" Damon called after me.

"To make sure she gets home safe."

"You're going to get us all killed."

I paused at the doorway. "No. You almost got a seventeen-year-old girl killed because you can't control your hunting instincts. I'm cleaning up your mess."

The run helped clear my head. Four legs were always better than two for thinking, and I needed to think fast. Riley had made it about six blocks before calling a rideshare. I smelled the mix of air freshener and fast food that clung
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