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  The world puts demands on us. Endure this, it says. Survive this, it dares. However, the higher powers, if there are any, have no understanding of who we are. They arbitrarily deal out trauma, pain, and despair. With each survival, the stakes grow. Survive this.


  It wasn't enough that a freak twist of genetics gave me the painful ability to shift into a wolf. Life had to deal hand after hand at me, giving me little time to adjust or realize where the game would end. There had to be a catch. After years of finding a solitary solace in the velvet of the night, my peace shattered with the appearance of one of my own kind.


  He was gray, darker over his snout and across his eyes. The tip of his tail, too, was darker. A raccoon in a lupine shape. He caught me by surprise while I was stalking a rabbit into the brush of the woods.


  Wolves are native to parts of Tennessee, but the mountain parts, the wooded parts. Not the muddy, scrubby piece of land next to my parents' neighborhood that the home builders had cleared, but hadn't built on yet. He smelled different than the dogs from the neighborhood and the wolves from the zoo. Deep and musky, like only a carnivore can smell, with an accent of the woods. But he smelled like cheeseburgers, too. And lemonade.


  He was definitely trouble. The life-changing kind of trouble. My hackles rose, and I crept around him stiff-legged, fur puffed out. He stood between me and my home, on land I'd considered my territory since before I grew fur for the first time. And he wouldn't leave.


  The wolf stood regally, fur slick in the glimmer of the moon coming through the trees. Tail high. Dominant, I thought, though before that moment, I'd never put the stance and the idea together. He let me stalk around him and slip into the cover of the few remaining trees. The wolf didn't move. He just stood, making sure I knew he was there. He wanted to be seen. I never wanted to see another of my own kind. I wanted to hold onto the freedom of being alone and wild a few nights each month.


  Which, of course, meant I'd see him again.


  I loped across the red mud and over the swollen creek that separated the developed and razed sections of the same neighborhood. I dodged the pools of light under the street lamps because the neighborhood association had rules about loose dogs. Or wolves.


  My father had left the garage door open just enough for me to roll under it, into the cool dark of his oversized workshop. I changed back into a human, or as human as I'd ever get, gritting my teeth against the discomfort and ache of my body popping joint from joint, reshaping my frame then healing it back into place. I dug spare jeans and a shirt from a cabinet that once held rags and, ignoring the streaks of red mud that somehow made it all the way past the fur to my skin, I slipped the clothes on before I ventured inside.


  There was a time before I started turning into a wolf on the nights of the full moon. As far as my mother and sister knew that's all there was--an endless, routine-filled life of normalcy. My brother? Well, the first time I shape shifted, three years ago, when I was almost sixteen, it was to save him from drowning in the creek, when he'd fallen from a tree. I'd certainly remember if someone had turned into a big man-wolf, or in my case, woman-wolf, and pulled me from a current that was trying to drown me. But if he did remember, he never said anything. Those moments of sibling sympathy and understanding we used to have ended that spring afternoon. Since then, when he looked at me, his eyes filled with a coldness that I couldn't melt.


  My dad was washing dishes in the kitchen when I entered. Mom was probably putting my little sister, Erin, to bed. Daniel would be hidden in his room, watching television and pretending to do homework. Dad greeted me with a grin and a silly, soap-covered wave. My dad is like an excitable little boy when it's just him and me, when he wasn't an overruled shadow of my mother.


  "How did it go? What did you do tonight?"


  I got my looks from him: tall, a shapeless sort of skinny that my mother finds particularly annoying on a daughter, and dark hair and eyes. I got the wolf blood from him too. He was my only confidant, sometimes my only friend, in the half life I live. Because he was the only one who knew. Still, I didn't want to tell him about the other wolf. Not yet.


  "Nothing really. I just ran around in the field. I found a rabbit, but it got away."


  "You're muddy. You should try to sneak into the bath before your mom realizes you're home."


  He was a little jealous, I think. He couldn't slip skins. His grandfather did. But I'm the first in the family since then. But he seemed to hope that he might become a wolf one night. Out of everything I'd done, being a wolf--the thing I was born with, not something I had achieved--garnered the most attention and the most pride from him.


  He gave me a kiss on the head, because he was still tall enough to do that, before I slipped into the cavernous house. Avoiding my mother came naturally after nineteen years. Daniel and I used to band together to support each other under her implacable attitude, but these days he seems like a ghost in the family. My little sister on the other hand, was Mom's mirror.


  And me, I was just the family werewolf.
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  When I wasn't shape shifting, life was pretty ordinary. I lived with my parents in a large home in the rolling hills of Tennessee. I was the oldest of three kids, but I felt like I was just filling space until my mother could think of a better use for it. Until then, I was a free baby sitter.


  I graduated and sort of kept going without changing much at all. I had barely given high school a thought since I left, except for the occasional flashback dream where I plead with my teachers that I had already graduated, and didn't need to take a test. I didn't remember seeing any of my classmates since senior year, and to be honest, I didn't really miss them.


  I did have a job. I wasn't just an adult child living at home. I worked at the Belle, Liberty's local paper. I'm not sure it would even count as work experience if I tried to get a job at a larger paper because most of those places require degrees.


  I was staff photographer. Yes, the staff photographer. It was a very small paper, and I'd been the assistant photographer for four years when my boss retired. I had been working there as long as I'd been shifting shapes.


  As I was leaving work one night, walking toward my car, I saw a man watching me. I'd noticed him before, at lunch, when I sat on a stone bench in the shade of a little garden nestled in the curve of the paper's building. He was sitting in a car, in the driver's seat, but with the door open, long legs hanging out. The paper shares a parking lot with a mini mall plaza. There's no security, not even a fence between the two, so I barely gave him a look then. My lunch was also delicious and a light breeze had risen, swooping along the brick and into the little garden, rustling the summer leaves and my hair.


  And here he was again, hours later, leaning against the same metallic green sedan. The glare of the sun had bleached his hair nearly white, and the distance made it hard to make out his features, even with my glasses. He was tall, with broad-shoulders and richly tanned skin peeking out of his loose-fitting clothes.


  For a moment, I froze again. I looked human, but the thoughts running through my head were much the same in flesh or fur. Did he pose a danger? Was I overreacting? Was I under-reacting? Did I really want him to see which car I climbed into? Was there another way out of the parking lot?


  I scoffed at myself and climbed into my dirty white compact, keeping an eye on the blond man. Paranoia rising, I drove over to the shopping center and stopped at the bookstore instead of going home. I didn't see if he followed me, but I couldn't settle down. Plus, I didn't want to go home, where my agitated mother would be making dinner. That would be setting myself up for a bad night.


  I was sitting on the floor, my back against a shelf, reading the first chapter of a mystery when I saw him again. The same shock of blond hair, the same long legs and arms, the same tanned skin. He wore stringy cut-off jean shorts and a green T-shirt. This close, I could see it had a stain on it. Stubble speckled his chin. Sweat beaded his skin from standing out in the sun all day. I took in the lean, well-defined wrap of muscle over his frame. In the cool circulation of the store's air conditioner, I could smell him, the same carnivore musk and cheeseburger smell I'd scented the night before.


  A very inhuman snarl escaped my lips before I could stop it. He gazed at me. I pulled myself into a half-defensive, half-furious crouch.


  "Shush, I'm not here to hurt you."


  I didn't believe him. I knew what I could do, whether the moon was full or not. I knew how strong I was and how fast. And, to be honest, I'd read a lot of books about werewolves and someone was always fighting or kidnapping--or mating with--someone else.


  He slipped between the shelves and fell into an easy crouch. We were only a few inches apart in height. I couldn't help sizing him up as he stared at me, probably doing the same thing. The wolf prickled under my skin. Pressure built on my muscles. I was only used to feeling this way in the hour or so before a monthly shift. My fingertips and gums hurt. They felt like sharpened edges--not just parts of my body.


  He moved right up against me and embraced me as if I were a friend. "Don't change here. There are rules against it, and if you break them I won't be able to help you. I'll have to enforce the law."


  Rules, laws. Of course there were rules and laws. I'd known that as soon as I saw him in the woods. Days of running wild and free in the forgotten bits of the human world were over. Already I mourned them.


  An employee walked by, then paused and backpedaled. "Can I help you find anything?"


  "No," the man said, giving a smile to the blue-frocked woman. "I just spotted my friend here. I haven't seen her in a while."


  The employee kept her cheerful, soliciting smile. "We have a reading area..."


  "It was full," I said with a polite smile. The man hung his hands on his bent knees and tossed his hair out of his eyes.


  "As long as you're all right..."


  The man nodded. I waved the book in my hand. The employee walked on. I gave her two seconds then turned on my stalker. "Who the hell are you? Why are you following me?"


  "My name is Rick. I'm the pack leader here."


  "The pack...?"


  "Yes, and I'm rather curious why you didn't show proper courtesy and introduce yourself when you came into my territory."


  "Introduce myself? I didn't come into the area. I was born in Chattanooga. We've lived in Liberty since I was three."


  "And it never occurred to you..."


  "Nika," I said.


  "Nika, it never occurred to you to look for other people like you?"


  "I hadn't thought about it."


  "Hadn't thought about it?" Rick looked like he didn't believe me. But from the first time I changed, the only werewolf thoughts that came to me were hiding it from my mother, and surges of longing or excitement, depending on what time of the lunar month it was.


  "No, I didn't. Besides how do you go around asking people if they're a werewolf or not?"


  "You thought you were the only one?" He touched me then, as if he had permission, as if we'd touched often before. He ran a long-fingered hand down the side of my cheek and tucked my hair back behind my ear.


  "Of course not. But..." But I wasn't sure what it meant. The feeling I'd had when I first saw him in furry form peaked. My voice shook. "I think I rather liked being the only one of my kind."


  Rick smiled. He looked amused. "I think you'll like having company better."


  



  * * *


  He persuaded me to come to his house, to meet other people like me before discounting pack life all together. Whether I wanted to be part of the pack or not, I would have to work something out with him.


  His house was a sun-colored two story with white shutters, a cement porch painted white, and a bright green lawn, spotted with shrubs. A thin hug of trees nestled the place. It looked like an area the sun might come to earth to rest. Fairytale living in a Tennessee suburb. I rang the doorbell and yells erupted inside.


  "I'll get it!" I heard, followed by a higher, more adult voice: "Don't you dare, Diane Marie! You let Mommy or Daddy--"


  "That's right," came a second child's voice. "You let me answer that door."


  The front door opened a crack, and a toddler boy looked up at me. Then the face disappeared, accompanied by an exasperated sigh. The door opened wider, revealing a delicate Asian woman holding the toddler on her hip. A second toddler, a girl, was held back by the woman's leg. The woman barely looked older than me, and for a moment I thought there'd been some mistake. That I had come to Rick's house when I was supposed to meet him someplace else, and this was the babysitter.


  "Hi," the woman said with a smile bright enough to melt snow. "You must be Nika. I'm Lydia, Rick's wife." She opened the screen door and offered her hand. I shook it, finding myself smiling back. The little girl dove under her mother's leg and slipped out, trying to dart past me while we were all distracted. The little boy gave her away with an encouraging cheer.


  I bent over and the little girl ran right into my arms. My sister used to try the same trick, though she was slower. I rolled her over my arm and pulled her off the ground, letting her dangle secure, but upside down. I grinned down at the child. "That was a dirty trick you pulled."


  "Let me go!" she demanded, as Lydia tried to hide her laughter. She beckoned me into the house. The toddler was enraged, but so cute I struggled not to laugh at her.


  "I don't know. You were awfully mean to your poor mom." We moved into a lived-in space painted a similar yellow to the siding, with green slip-covered couches, a television in the corner, and toys strewn all over the floor.


  "I can't apologize if I'm upside down." The little girl gave me a huffy look. Her dark, chin-length hair fell into her pale face. Light brown eyes gave me a near perfect bratty stare. Irresistible. I wished my sister had half the spirit the child had in that glare.


  "Ah, good point." I flipped her right side up and set her standing back on the floor.


  Without a sign of her prior mischievousness, she walked over to her mother, placed a feathery kiss on Lydia's cheek, and said sweetly, "I'm sorry, Mommy."


  Then the angelic look bled away. She shot me a glare and ran off, spurring the boy into an awkward race.


  "Well played. Do you have kids?" Lydia asked.


  "Oh, no. I do have a three-year old sister, though."


  "Well, they seem to take to you." She sat in a recliner and folded her legs lotus-style, looking even more like a teenager. "Rick is running late. He just finished mowing the lawn, so he's upstairs showering. I'm Lydia--the luperca of our pack."


  I nodded like I knew this word well.


  "You have no clue what that means, do you?"


  "None." I tried to smile, but I don't think it came out right.


  Lydia grinned brightly. "It's okay. Rick told me you're a lost pup. What we do, what we are, is hereditary. Typically, it's easy to predict who will end up dual-natured. It's easy to follow family lines. Since you can shape shift it means one of your family members, likely more than one, could do it too."


  I nodded. "My grandfather could."


  "But no one else?"


  I shook my head. "As far as I know. My dad gets excited over it, so I assume if there was a cousin or something who could also do it I'd hear about it pretty quickly."


  "So then your family knows?"


  "Part of my family knows. My dad. Maybe my brother. Not my mom."


  "Ah, well. A mixed family then. Can you tell me about your first shift?" Lydia studied my face as she questioned me.


  "Um, well. My brother was climbing a tree. He went too high. The branch he stood on broke and he fell about six feet into a creek. He was unconscious, and the creek was swollen because it rained straight for about two weeks. It was going pretty fast and he went under."


  Lydia nodded, but said nothing.


  "I jumped in. It was cold, and I had problems fighting through the water. But then everything just got easier. The cold didn't bother me, and the water was like, like walking around in a kiddy pool, not a creek. I could reach him because my arms were longer. He was almost as big as me then, but I had no problem dragging us out and carrying him home. At some point I stopped hyper-focusing, looked down, and..."


  "You were a werewolf?"


  "Straight out of a movie. I wasn't an actual wolf. I was somewhere in between. I was human shaped, bigger, stronger obviously, and covered in fur."


  "Then what happened?"


  I felt I was being studied--every shift of position, every movement of hands, or twitch of muscles.


  "I got scared and it just went away. I couldn't get Daniel home, so I just sat there on the sidewalk screaming until someone came out, saw us, and ran to get my parents."


  "So you don't know for sure if your brother remembers?"


  I shook my head, relieved I broke eye contact with Lydia briefly. "He was unconscious as far as I know. He may have woken up while I was carrying him, but he's never said anything about it."


  "Well, that's certainly far less traumatic than it could have been."


  I didn't want to imagine how else it could have happened.


  Lydia continued. "There was a guy I knew in high school whose first shift happened during his driver's test. He was waiting for an examiner, and he got so agitated he changed right in the car. He managed to get out and hide, but the examiner was furious. He thought someone was playing a trick on him."


  "Oh yes," Rick said, walking into the room, still toweling his hair. "It was hilarious sitting there, watching my hands turn to paws on the steering wheel, knowing that I couldn't use the door handles to get out, and the examiner was on his way."


  Lydia grinned playfully at her husband. Rick shot back a semi-amused smile. He was much less scruffy looking, freshly shaved and showered, wearing a pair of shorts long faded from their original blue, and a white T-shirt. "Nika, welcome to our home. Would you like anything to drink, or a snack maybe, since my wife hasn't offered you anything?"


  Realizing her lack of hospitality, shock crossed Lydia's face. "Oh, no, I'm--"


  "Lemonade, maybe?" He cut his wife off.


  I smiled. "Sure, I guess." Sitting in a yellow room in a yellow house made lemonade sound very appropriate.


  Rick nodded and turned down the hall. "James, Diane, go sit at your table for snack time, please."


  The kids tore into the room, laughing and looking like pure trouble. I loved them from the very beginning. Lydia took a kitchen timer from the table next to her and turned the dial. "Two minute pick up time while Daddy gets us a snack."


  The kids shared a surly look, but picked up the toys on the floor and put them in a big plastic bin in the corner. They moved far slower than I knew they could, with occasional glances up to see if their mother noticed.


  "So, you have a lot to learn. Technically, you're behind, because most of us in shifter families learn the rules before we change the first time. But it's not hard to pick up." Lydia changed positions in the chair. Both kids looked at her and sped up. "Packs have territories. Ours is rather large because of the population in this area. In big cities, where there are more of us, territories might only be a few blocks. That makes niceties complicated. But here, you can go practically all the way to Chattanooga before you're out of our territory.


  "The leader of the pack is the alpha. His mate is called the luperca. It just means "female wolf." Males are usually pack leaders because they are typically larger and stronger. If there's a female alpha and a male mate, the names still stick."


  "And it just gets more complicated from there," Rick said, coming into the room with a tray of food and glasses.


  The timer beeped. "Okay, go sit down." Lydia seemed unconcerned with how little the kids had gotten picked up.


  "Alpha is one of the few terms that denotes a position of dominance. Luperca is the name for the alpha's mate, but it doesn't indicate the female alpha. In some packs the luperca is just whoever the alpha is screwing at the time, and the position is like an open door, with people constantly gaining and losing it."


  I was following it all so far, though it was a lot to digest. A few days ago I'd been the only skin changer in the world. No rules, no obligations. The seduction of a dark night and glowing moon. The breeze in my fur. Rules took the fun out of things.


  "You said you're the only pack in the area," I said after taking a drink. "So I'm..."


  "Stuck with us," Lydia said, with a smile that was hard not to take as a life sentence.


  "If you want to stay here in the area, then you have to be part of our pack."


  "And what if I don't want to be a part of a pack?"


  Both adults looked momentarily uncomfortable.


  "Well, why wouldn't you?" Lydia asked at last.


  "We can come to an agreement I'm sure." Rick said softly. "But there are few places with packs as laid back and calm as us. I heavily advise you to stay here, give us a chance. At least let us teach you the rules, before you wander into the territory of someone far less understanding. There are execution offenses, with no wiggle room. It would be a pity, and highly irresponsible of me, to let you discover the laws on your own."
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  Rick and Lydia Monroe had never thought of themselves human. They grew up in werewolf families. Even if they had never changed, they would have lived their lives in werewolf families, probably having werewolf kids, and pack life was as natural to them as hiding from my mother was to me.


  They were good people. Never doubt that. But there were some things they didn't understand. Like why I didn't want to be part of a pack.


  "We all feel the natural pull toward a pack, toward others of our own kind," Lydia explained at our second meeting. The twins were taking a nap, and Rick, who owned a number of properties around town, was showing a house to prospective renters. I was fine meeting just with Lydia. She had an easy-going, positive way about her that charmed me. "The thought of being alone--it's not something most of us associate with positive emotion. It's a fear. Our wolf sides are incredibly social and so are our human sides."


  I wasn't afraid of being alone. I was afraid of these people, a bit at least. I was afraid of blind loyalty, blind need. That's human as well, as much as needing others of our kind is. Maybe the werewolf part canceled that out in these people.


  Lydia sat next to me on the couch so we could speak quietly together. She reached out and touched my hand. I smiled. There were no expectations, just concern, and she didn't even really know me. "I understand if you're nervous. You seem to be okay with the physical parts of shape shifting, which is a twist for us. Typically, we all grow up knowing our parents' packs, forming and testing out our own place from a young age. We play dominance games when we're as young as the twins. Usually we master the social long before we even face the physical aspects of our change."


  "I've never hated it," I said, thinking of how I could describe it. "I always accepted it as part of me, but now...there are rules, and people who get to tell me what to do, and where to go. I have to ask permission to go into Chattanooga, or to visit my cousins in Atlanta."


  "And you don't like the feeling that other people can run your life?" Lydia chuckled, but not at me. At least, I didn't think so. "Ah, darling, I think you're a natural dominant. Some people take comfort in knowing that someone will always be there to help them, to swoop in and tell them how to solve a problem. Some people need to be told what to do. And if that gets under your fur, then there's absolutely nothing wrong with you rising to dominant positions. But you need to know how to do that first. And you need to know that wandering willy-nilly into other wolves' territories is a bad idea. They can, if they choose, interpret it as a deliberate insult and punish you."


  "I bet ranks have something to do with fighting."


  "Well, yes, usually. Not always, because it's not only about who is the biggest, strongest, wolf in the pack." Lydia offered me a cookie. It looked like chocolate and smelled minty. "Still, it's safe to assume that fighting will be part of it. We don't fight much in this pack. But in others...We're not all good people, Nika. In some packs there's a lot of fighting, bad fighting, and not always for the right reasons."


  "So what do I need to do to join this pack? If I want to."


  She smiled and chewed her cookie. "It's like a job. How did you get your job?"


  "Bob, the guy who had it before me, retired and recommended me as a replacement. I'd already worked at the paper for years, summers mostly, so they hired me rather than trying to find someone else."


  "Okay, so maybe not quite like that. First, we'll train you. Teach you the basics everyone picks up in the years before, or right after, their first change. Then we'll apprentice you, make you a part of the pack, but on parole. You can't fight battles or rise in rank in that time, but if you screw up, unless it's something big, it won't be held against you either."


  "So what do I need to learn?"


  Lydia laughed. "You want some paper so you can take notes? Let's start with the rules."


  



  * * *


  Rule One: Do not expose yourself, or anyone else, to humans. We weren't exactly hidden. But it was in our best interest to not let the normals know we were here, and we were real. Two hundred years ago, we would have been burned as witches. A hundred years ago, we would have been drugged into a life as madmen in asylums. Now, well, things are changing fast, but who wouldn't feel threatened by someone who could become bigger, stronger, faster, and heal like a comic book character? And who wouldn't want to be one, even if their genes didn't agree? What about power hungry world leaders, who could recruit whole secret armies of super soldiers in the form of shape shifters? Even now, there were people who would want to set us aflame as unholy creatures.


  Rule Two: Do not kill humans. It wasn't sporting. It wasn't fair. And furthermore it often violated rule one.


  Rule Three: To betray your pack is death. Changing packs, or alphas, was all allowed. Betrayal was something different. Exposing your pack mates to human examination. Not defending your pack, should war break out between two sects. Killing a pack mate outside of a challenge circle. Killing a pack mate when it wasn't absolutely necessary. Like them or not, to join a pack was to give the people in it your loyalty. Don't violate that.


  Rule Four: Obey the chain of command. If you can't obey one alpha, find another one that you can obey. Obey those above you in the pack hierarchy or replace them.


  Rule Five: Survive. It meant more than just as an individual, it meant as a species. You survive and make more werewolves to help the line survive. A holdover from rougher times, some people put more importance on this rule than others.


  



  * * *


  I would find out later that other packs were like other worlds. And not all of them played by the same rules.
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  My training under Rick and Lydia took almost six months. It seemed like a long time, but that was because of the irritating amount of repetition. There were more than the obvious rules and terms to learn. The werewolves had their own history, legends, and behavior. Being a "lost pup," meant I had to learn how to sit, stand, walk, act, and talk like a werewolf. But as infuriating as that training could be, it also meant long afternoons and evening meals with the Monroe family where I could relax and be myself.


  "You're sending a confrontational message," Rick growled at me. It wasn't anger. It was frustration. The kids had been difficult all day, and I couldn't seem to grasp how standing straight, as my mother harassed me to do every time we were in public together, could be a challenge to another werewolf.


  "Am I supposed to slouch?"


  "Yes! Exactly." He moved over to me and roughly repositioned my natural stance. "Loosen up your shoulders instead of squaring them. Relax your muscles, and for god's sake stop leaning forward. That's the big one."


  I felt about as exasperated as Rick looked, but I kept the new pose.


  "And don't look anyone else in the eyes for more than a second or two."


  "If I can't look at their eyes, where am I supposed to look?"


  Rick bared his teeth. I think it was supposed to be a smile. "Their nose, their mouth...any place but their eyes."


  "Calm down, darling." Lydia walked into the living room, looking pale and exhausted. "Both of you. Do you have a dog, Nika?"


  "No. My mom thinks they're dirty and prone to biting everyone. You have jelly on your arm." I pointed to a long, broad smear leading up to her elbow. Lydia cursed very softly under her breath.


  "Apparently," Rick said, falling back onto the wrap-around couch, "you are the only werewolf with no wolf sense."


  Lydia pulled a wipe from the container on her table and scrubbed the grape smear from her skin. "It just goes to show how much we learn when we don't realize it. We pick these things up at every full moon and gathering. She didn't. She has a wolf sense. It's just not her default setting."


  I giggled, and even Rick managed a smile.


  "There's a thin line between confidence and challenges." Lydia dropped the wipe, turned, and stood upright. She let her arms hang easily at her sides, put a soft smile on her face, glanced at me. "Normal, confident. Understand?"


  I nodded.


  She squared her shoulders, throwing them back and her chest forward. She leaned toward me, too close, chin out, eyes boring into me. "Aggressive. Understand?"


  I nodded again. I could see the difference in her. I couldn't feel the difference in me. I knew my intentions, so I never thought about how I was positioned when talking to people.


  "To complicate things, dominate members of the pack are allowed to be aggressive toward lower members. But if lower members do it, a higher member could take it as a challenge."


  "So I have to memorize where everyone is in the pack?"


  "If you join, then yes," Rick said. "Knowing who is below you and who is above you is vital."


  "You know, things were easier when I was the only one I had to worry about."


  Rick threw his hands up. Lydia watched him for a moment before looking at me. "Do you really want to go back to being alone?"


  I rolled it over in my mind. There was a weight to everything they were teaching me. Responsibilities, negatives. It had the potential to pull me down, to smother me under rules and laws and what ifs.


  But I liked visiting Rick and Lydia. They never turned me away. They never made me feel unwelcome. I never had to hide from them. They never expected anything, other than paying attention.


  Lydia occasionally came to work and had lunch with me. Rick went to the real, wild woods and ran with me under slivers of moon. They never made me feel strange with questions like: "How does it feel?" or "What is it like?" because they knew. They didn't make me feel ashamed of anything, or make me feel like I should hide. They made me believe I was good enough.


  I had been miserable before. Now I slowly was realizing this and coming to terms with it.


  "No, I don't want to be alone," I said. "I do want to be here."


  "Then let's get back to work."


  Yes, there was a lot to learn, and many mistakes that I could make--some that could be painful. But I'd already decided to stay.


  My mother didn't take the added avoidance well.


  "You used to be able to make it to dinner," she said one night as I came in, tired and delightfully satisfied with my day. She was still dressed in her work-wear--charcoal slacks, a cream blouse. Simple, but enhanced with chunky gold chains and a full array of youth-enhancing makeup. Though I was pretty sure the only thing on the daily agenda had been our twice-yearly carpet cleaning. "I don't ask much of you, Nika. Watch the kids once in a while, keep your room clean, and make it to dinner. I know you're an independent adult now, but is contributing to this family, at least pretending we mean something, too much to ask?"


  I stopped and stared, unsure what to say.


  "I need you to watch Daniel and Erin Saturday, so your dad and I can run some errands. And the Wrights are hosting a cocktail party that night, so I'll need you then too."


  On Saturday, Lydia was hosting a party for me, to meet some of the other female members of the pack. I hadn't told Mom or Dad because I hadn't told them about Lydia and Rick yet. "I can't. I already have plans."


  Mom's hazel eyes held cold-filtered anger. Her blonde hair was going gray, but not even a strand fell from her perfect coif as her head jerked. "I think you can put the family above yourself for once. I don't charge you rent. I don't demand much from you. You have no reason not to do as I request."


  "Mom, I promised. I have plans. People depending on me."


  "I depend on you, Nika Rose Thompson. As long as you live under my roof, you will give me the courtesy and respect I've earned by raising you for nineteen years."


  Mother didn't yell. She didn't need to. The command hung in her voice. Before I could protest again, she dismissed me by turning her back on me. Anger rose up in my chest. I turned right back around and marched out the door.


  My breath shook as I drove back to Rick and Lydia's. When Rick opened the door and looked at me in surprise, I burst into tears. "Are you hurt? Are you sick?"


  I tried to shake my head. He moved and let me into the house. "Are you damaged?"


  "My mom..." was all I got out.


  Lydia came into the room, and I heard one of the kids crying in the background."What's wrong?" she asked. I sniffed and sucked in a few deep breaths, trying to stop the rush of emotions that I'd been damming up for years. "Is she hurt?"


  "Not that I can see. Nika, what's wrong?"
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  "I have to talk to you," a voice said, shaking me from true sleep.


  It wasn't Maeul sitting on the rumpled bed next to me.


  "Nika, please wake up. I need to to talk to you," Cristos pleaded softly.


  "I'm awake." I tried to chase off the last threads of sleep.


  "I love you, Nika."


  My jaw dropped. "This isn't the best time."


  "Yes, it is." He silenced me with the tortured look on his face. "I love you. You're my pack mate and my friend. I've admired you from afar since I first met you. I've never, ever wished you or Maeul ill. But I love you too much not to tell you."


  He paused, as if he expected me to respond. I waited because I was unsure of what would spill out of my mouth.


  "My sister was a luperca." He looked pained again at the memory. "You don't belong in this kind of life. I've seen what happens to you when someone mentions luperca. I've seen your face fall, felt the tension in your body. I've seen the rage and fear in you, when it came up while we were training. Don't forget that if you marry Maeul you'll own the title. You will be our luperca."


  He was right. His words brought a seizing feeling to my chest.


  "After the fairy tale wedding is over you'll be faced with the reality of the position, the word. You'll get dragged into the pack further. You'll see things like overthrows and tragic deaths. I know you. In the end you'll hate us.


  "I'd give it all up for you. I'd give anything up if it meant the difference between you being happy, being with me, or not being happy. But Maeul, he won't. He loves you. But he loves being alpha more. He wants you on his terms, not yours."


  I sat up, moving away. I wished he'd leave. I wished he'd stop talking. I wished he wasn't right.


  "If you don't take your place, we'll resent you for not letting us be what we could be." Cristos looked slowly around the room, taking in every detail. He was leading me somewhere, somewhere I didn't want to be. He forced me into some dangerous places in my own mind. "And if we force you, you'll hate us. If you even feel forced, the dissent will rise. You will push it down and it will rot into hate."


  "No, I won't hate you."


  "I understand why you didn't give Maeul an answer."


  I opened my mouth. He raised a hand to silence me.


  "He says you were overwhelmed. But we both know the truth. You're scared." Silence dominated the room for a moment as Cristos prepared himself. "My sister was a luperca."


  The "was" stuck with me this time. "Her mate was killed in a dominance battle. Not cruelly, but not accidentally either. The alpha kept her around, offered her a place as his pet, so to speak. A mock version of her position with the pack. He made her a figurehead. Established his reign by taking their beloved luperca as his own, even as he auditioned others on the side.


  "She stayed for a while because she thought she had no place else to go. She thought she could make the same bond with him as she'd had with her true mate. Then the alpha called us, my father and I." His memories were so strong I could see them play over his face. "He made us take her away. It was only a week later when Justin stole her from my father's house. After Maeul defeated Justin, I went to try to save her. But I killed her instead."


  Too close. He was too close. I had nowhere to run. "Why are you telling me this?"


  "She begged me to, when I found her. She was locked in a room in the house. She said they were keeping her captive. But she would escape when she could. She would find her mate, if no one else would help her.


  "They locked her up because she was looking for him, her dead mate. She cut two of the pack members up, looking inside them for her mate. They were hiding him, she said. He had to be somewhere and she couldn't find him. So she thought they were hiding him inside other people."


  "Oh, god." I teared up. His memories were so raw, so plain on his face. I'd never seen Cristos as anything other than a happy, joking friend. Surly and sarcastic at the worst. But he'd never even hinted at the depth of the memories that haunted him. He touched my hand, soft and reluctant.


  "Maybe if I had decided to compete with Maeul, maybe then you'd have ended up with me instead, where being a beloved mate and lover wouldn't set you up for destruction. The bond between alpha and luperca is too strong. Once it's fully realized, they can't live without each other. Other people, even other lupinis, they don't understand. Most of them only ever see the bad side of tragedy once. Things are good now, but what if Rock kills Maeul? What if Maeul just isn't alpha anymore?"


  I didn't say anything.


  "So I took my sister home. She didn't know where she was. She wandered around, asking, threatening, for her alpha. One night I broke her neck, and we buried her next to her true mate."


  "Go away."


  It was too much. Cristos looked at me. He hovered close, darkly, like a monster. "We had to, Nika. She was so filled with loss, and you can't leave people like us in mental homes. We couldn't let her do the same to humans."


  "Go Away!" I screamed. I threw the closest thing at him, the pillow, which wasn't nearly heavy or hard or sharp enough.


  "I'm sorry," he tried. "Are you all right?"


  "No. Go away. Go away right now. Get away from me." I threw the cup from the bedside table at him. He flinched, but stayed where he was. I looked down. I threw the ring, box and all. It hit him in the cheek.


  I stood, my body lengthening, my nails stretching from the fingers. "Get out now!"


  Cristos left, slamming the door behind him. I slumped back onto the bed, trying to rid myself of his memories, and cried.


  



  * * *
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