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Propped up against a mound of pillows, nail accessories strewn about the comforter, Nicole wiggled her buttocks to set herself more solidly among the bed. She waved her hands around, the smell of fresh polish wafting up in her nostrils as the topcoat dried. 

“Well?” Nicole pressed. “What do you think I should do?” 

“I don’t know what to tell you, Nikki,” Adrienne sighed through the speaker phone. “You were the one who wanted to marry him. I warned you that there ain’t nothin’ romantic about an insurance salesman.” 

Nicole grimaced at the reminder although she wasn’t sure what kind of sympathy she expected from her cousin. 

“He was supposed to be secure, constant,” Nicole muttered. “I didn’t realize that he would bore me to death too.”

“Honey, that’s what marriage is,” Adrienne chuckled. “Trust me—I done went there three times already in case you’ve forgotten which choir you’re preachin’ to.” 

“At least you’ve got a mansion to show for it,” Nicole grumbled. “All I have is this house in the suburbs and book club. Honestly, Addy, I think I’m losing my mind.”

“Well,” Adrienne drawled mysteriously. “I had to endure my own lumps for what it’s worth but I daresay I ain’t never had boredom to overcome.”

“Lucky you,” Nicole grumbled grouchily. 

“Come visit,” Adrienne suggested with a laugh. “It ain’t like Tom will notice if you up and leave for a week or two. Hell, maybe when you come back, he’ll be a ragin’ horn dog, ready to ravage you!” 

“Ha!” Nicole snorted, trying to imagine Tom prepared to ravage anything but paperwork. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

“Well come visit anyway,” Adrienne insisted. 

“I can’t,” Nicole grumbled. “I have work.”

“Last I heard, they have hospitals in Texas,” Adrienne replied coyly. Nicole’s dark eyebrows raised and she sat up in the bed, pillows falling out from behind her back as she did. 

“Are you suggesting I move there or visit?” Nicole asked slowly, her curiosity piqued.

Not that I could possibly entertain the former...could I? 

“Whichever one floats your boat more, darlin’,” Adrienne laughed. “I’m just givin’ you options.”

Don’t be stupid, Nicole snapped at herself, annoyed that she was entertaining her cousin’s silly banter. No matter how boring Tom might be, I can’t just pick up and move to Texas to live the single life with Adrienne...tempting as it is.

“You’re thinkin’ about it, ain’t cha?” Adrienne squealed but before Nicole could answer, she heard the sound of the front door opening downstairs. The alarm sounded and Nicole was forced to put the fantasy on hold for the moment. 

“He’s home,” Nicole said in a low voice, quickly pressing the button to take Adrienne off speaker. “I’ll call you later.”

“Oh even his timin’ is terrible!” Adrienne chortled. 

“Bye,” Nicole sighed. 

“Vaya con Dios,” Adrienne giggled, hanging up the call. Exhaling, Nicole tossed the cell aside and flopped back onto the pillows, waiting for her husband of two years to show himself. It bothered her that it took some mental preparation to deal with his arrival, as if being dull was somehow taxing on Nicole’s well-being. 

A smidgen of guilt passed through her. Her life could be so much worse, after all. It wasn’t that Tom was a bad guy. He worked hard and he had his endearing qualities. Sometimes, Nicole even found him amusing. Yet the thought of living another fifty years in this stagnant, uninspired union made Nicole want to cry. 

Maybe we should go to counselling, she thought, training her eyes on the door. It might help to get some fresh perspective. 

She wondered what Tom would say about visiting a therapist but even as she thought it, she could envision his reaction—or lack thereof. 

What’s worse? Being stuck in this completely predictable marriage or ending this before I literally die of monotony?

She loved Tom but she wasn’t sure she was in love with him. 

Inhaling, Nicole straightened her spine and anticipated the sound of Tom’s footsteps on the stairs but after a minute, she heard nothing. Frowning, she pushed the comforter aside, careful not to ruin her freshly painted nails and padded toward the threshold. 

Maybe this is the universe’s way of telling you that tonight isn’t the night to confront Tom on his dullness, a little voice chirped in her ear but Nicole ignored it. If not tonight then when? She had put it off long enough and she wanted to talk to him before he threw himself into more insurance claims and cold calls. What was there to fear anyway? It wasn’t like Tom was going to raise his voice or give her any kind of a fight. The worst she might expect is that listless look of disappointment. 

She eased open the door, half-expecting to see Tom’s bespectacled face coming up the staircase but she was met with nothing but the unlit hallway and silence. 

Don’t tell me he’s already gotten back to work without even saying hello. 

“Tom?” Nicole called out, ambling into the wraparound hallway. “Are you home?”

At the top landing, she peered down the steps, her brow furrowing as she listened for signs of life in the house. She was sure she had heard the front door’s alarm when she had been on the phone with Adrienne. 

“Tom?” 

A stab of fear touched her heart and she looked around for a weapon. On the hall table sat two heavy, silver candlesticks and Nicole grabbed for one, her heart hammering wildly in her chest. 

She thought about going back to lock herself in the bedroom with her cell phone to call the sheriff but what if she was overreacting? Afterall, this was Bloomington, not Chicago. Break-ins didn’t happen in neighborhoods like hers. 

She found herself wondering if she wasn’t so starved for excitement that she was making up fantasies in her own head. 

Nicole swallowed the thick lump in her throat, willing herself to be calm as she slowly inched down the stairs, her senses on high alert. She resisted the urge to again call out just in case she was coming upon an intruder. She didn’t want to give them any indication of where she was. 

Her bare feet touched the cold tile of the entranceway and as Nicole turned to look behind her, a flash of darkness raced toward her. 

A scream fell from her mouth as she reeled back, her eyes popping in disbelief. A beast lunged for her, his fangs elongated to sink against her face. 

Shrieking, Nicole swung the candlestick, knocking the huge animal aside. His head raised and saliva dripped from his fangs as she gaped at it, stunned and paralyzed. The blue of his eyes was shockingly familiar. 

That is Tom’s best quality, she thought as the wolf-like creature ambled toward her. Somehow, her husband, the insurance salesman had become a supernatural being intent on murdering her. 

“Tom?” she breathed. “W-what are you doing?”

He unleashed and unholy howl and leapt for her again but this time, Nicole expected it. When she swung the ornament again, she caught him squarely on the side of the head and Tom fell back, his furry chest rising and falling unevenly as blood spurted from his temple. 

Gasping, Nicole scampered back, almost tripping over her feet but she kept her eyes fixed on her husband but he was dazed by her latest assault. 

Nicole wasted no time spinning to sprint from the house, her body trembling in fear. She had to get away before Tom finished what he had started. 

~ ~ ~

It had been an emotionally trying few weeks for Nicole but even as she tentatively settled in Adrienne’s house, just outside of Austin, she could not allow herself to relax. 

There were so many unanswered questions lingering in the back of her head, ones that Nicole had no true way of knowing. 

Adrienne stopped pressing the issue of her arrival after the second week but Nicole caught her curious and sly glances at every turn. It was clear that her cousin was bursting at the seams to know details of how Nicole had finally left her husband. 

“I don’t mind that you’re here,” Adrienne assured her. “But you gotta give me some kinda gossip at least. Was there a fight? Did he profess his undying love for you?”

Nicole shuddered at the phrasing. 

Undying because he’s immortal? How did Tom become the way he is? 

“You know the story,” Nicole said dully. “There’s nothing more to tell.”

The truth was, she didn’t know what to tell her cousin about what had transpired that night in her house. When Nicole played the horrific scene back in her own mind, she was sure that she had imagined it or had some kind of nightmare while waiting for Tom to return home but the blood on her clothes told her otherwise. The image of the way her husband had tried to murder her replayed over and over in her head. There was no denying what had happened—even if it made no sense to her. 

Where is he now? Did I kill him?

From various payphones, miles away from Adrienne’s house, Nicole tried to call her husband on both the house and cell phone but there was never an answer. The dread in her gut fueled until she finally got ahold of a neighbor who claimed to have seen Tom over the past weeks. 

“Is he okay?” Nicole choked, stunned to hear the news. 

“Sure. Why wouldn’t he be?” 

Nicole chewed on her lower lip. If Tom were dead, the neighbor surely wouldn’t sound so nonchalant...would he?

What if he’s a werewolf too?

The paranoia was taking on a life of its own and Nicole knew she had to get a grip on herself. 

“We...we’ve separated,” she explained, unsure of how else to depict her position. She longed to ask the neighbor for a picture of Tom, to see if she could mark any noticeable differences but she thought better of it.

I just need to forget about what happened in Bloomington. I’m safe here in Austin but I have to let go of that life. 

Or at least that was what Nicole kept telling herself. 

“I’ve got a job interview at the hospital today,” Nicole told her cousin as she stirred a spoonful of sugar into a cup of black coffee. Adrienne’s gray eyes widened with interest. 

“Really?” Adrienne drawled. “Does that mean you intend to stay a while then?” 

Nicole looked imploringly at Adrienne who grinned wickedly. 

“Oh honey, you know you’re always welcome here. I just wish you didn’t look so damned sad.”

“I’m not sad,” Nicole countered quickly. “I-I just want to put that part of my life behind me.”

Adrienne made a commiserating noise and nodded. 

“I felt that way after A.J.,” she clucked. “Good riddance to bad rubbish with that one.”

Nicole permitted her cousin to make assumptions based on the little she had been told about her abrupt arrival. It was just easier than trying to explain that her unassuming husband had been turned into a werewolf. 

“You don’t need to work,” Adrienne went on. “I’d file those divorce papers at once and collect the alimony you’re so richly entitled to.”

Blood drained from Nicole’s face and she shook her dark head of hair vigorously. 

“NO!” she cried, horrified. If she filed papers, Tom would know where to find her and she could not have that. Adrienne shrugged. 

“Suit yourself,” she replied, taking a sip of her own coffee. 

~ ~ ~

She got the job as a pediatric nurse at St. Jerome’s Hospital in Georgetown, ten miles from Adrienne’s house. 

“You can use one of my cars,” her cousin sighed in exasperation when Nicole insisted on taking the bus. “Ya’ll being stubborn now.”

“No,” Nicole said firmly. “I like taking the time to clear my head.”

The truth was, she was terrified of changing her address on her driver’s license, lest Tom find her through those means. As an insurance agent, he might have access to her records and Nicole didn’t want to take that chance. Of course, she could not explain any of that to Adrienne who would likely just tell her not to bother but if there was an accident...

No, Nicole determined that it was much safer to take public transportation, to and from her job. 

As the summer months slipped by, Nicole began to feel a semblance of peace, the terrifying memory of what had occurred in Bloomington almost evaporating like it had truly been a bad dream. She had to admit that her cousin made the transition much smoother than it could have been and by the time autumn arrived in Austin, Nicole felt like a totally different person. 

Night fell after her twelve-hour shift and Nicole left the ward, feeling particularly elated. Two children had been declared in remission from cancer that day and a premature baby was thriving in the neo-natal ICU. It was a good day and Nicole remembered why she loved her job so much. 

She smiled and bid goodnight to several of her co-workers before making her way out of the hospital lobby to catch the eight-fifteen bus at the corner of Rock and 10th. 

Compared to Illinois, Austin’s cold was laughable but a chill had found its way through the darkening night to send a slight shiver down Nicole’s spine. 

She stood alone at the enclosure, her eyes fixed on her cell phone as she caught up on the day’s news that she missed but out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of a movement and her blue eyes shot up toward the sight. Her breath caught when she saw nothing, her brow furrowing as she looked around. A mini van passed on the street but there was no one about. Another shiver slid down Nicole’s back but this time, it had nothing to do with the air. 

Someone is watching me. 

It was an unmistakable feeling, the intense burn of eyes scalding into the back of her neck yet as Nicole spun about, her scrubs flapping with the movement, she saw nothing. 

Move. I have to get out of here!

The warning in her brain yelled loudly and firmly, causing her body to react before she fully realized what she was doing. The hospital was behind her, the busy street ahead but adrenaline had kicked in and she was no longer in control of her own movements. 

She knew this feeling, the spiking of fear rising inside her body as she broke into a run, ignoring the startled looks of passersby in cars. Through her peripheral vision, she saw the flurry of darkness trailing after her. 

It’s Tom! He’s found me and he’s coming to finish what he started!

Nicole could sense him, his feral scent assaulting her nostrils but she refused to slow herself. Her long legs began to pump along the pavement, her breaths escaping in short rasps as she moved. 

Gasping, she waved her hands as a taxi came into view. The driver gave her a startled look but Nicole didn’t permit him the opportunity to leave as she wrenched open the door and fell unceremoniously into the backseat. 

“Woah, lady. You all right?” the cabbie asked nervously, looking back into the night. Tentatively, Nicole raised her head and looked around. 

Two glowing yellow eyes stared at her balefully from behind the taxi, black ears flat against the massive skull of the beast to whom they belonged. He uncurled snarling lips to show off his pointed, silver fangs but as Nicole struggled to sit up for a clearer view, the creature vanished. 

That wasn’t Tom. That was someone else...another one. 

“Lady?”

Swallowing the lump of terror in her throat, Nicole forced herself to fix her attention on the driver. He had not seen what she had seen. 

“Yeah,” she choked. “Can you get me out of here?”

She managed to sputter Adrienne’s address to the perplexed cabbie before settling back against the seat, her gaze trailing out to the street again. She did not see the lupine beast anymore but she could feel him there. 

What do you want from me? Nicole bemoaned silently. She was terrified of the answer. 

~ ~ ~

Adrienne paced the huge foyer with a martini in her hand when Nicole entered the house. Her gray eyes were wide with concern. 

“I’ve been trying to call you for half an hour,” she growled, scurrying toward her cousin. “We might have a problem.”

Nicole closed the door behind her and locked it, her heart still pounding from her narrow escape. 

“What is it?” Nicole mumbled, not paying much mind to Adrienne’s usual theatrics. Her eyes moved toward the window, searching for signs of the animal. She had not seen it all the way home but Nicole couldn’t shake the feeling that it had followed her stealthily in the dark. 

“Tom called here.”

Ice chips formed in Nicole’s veins and she whirled about to confront her cousin. 

“What? When? What did he say?” she gasped, the questions spilling out one after the other.

Adrienne held up a hand. 

“He was looking for you,” she said, thrusting her martini into Nicole’s hands. “Drink this.”

Nicole did not need to be told a second time and downed the potent liquor in a single swallow as she waited expectantly for her relative to continue. 

“And?” she demanded when Adrienne didn’t continue. “What did you tell him?”

“Nothing,” Adrienne replied defensively. “What do you take me for?”

Nicole sauntered forward and placed the empty glass on the table in the center of the entranceway. Her nerves were raw. 

“What else did he say?” she insisted. “How did he sound? Was he angry?”

Adrienne cast her a strange look. 

“No,” she answered. “He sounded like boring old Tom. I was tempted to ask him what took so long for him to call here but I remembered that I’m not supposed to know you’re gone.”

Nicole gave her a grateful look. 

“He didn’t sound weird?” 

“He sounded exactly like he always sounds; dull and uninspired.”

Nicole gnawed on her lower lip. 

This can’t be a coincidence, him calling when I saw the wolf tonight. He must know I’m here. 

“Nikki, what aren’t you telling me?” Adrienne pressed, ambling closer, her velvet robe sweeping across the marble floor. “I feel like you’re hiding something from me.”

Nicole averted her eyes as Adrienne stepped closer. 

“I think we’ve established that I’m your friend here,” Adrienne insisted. “I can be helpful if you let me.”

Sighing, Nicole shook her head. 

“I’m not hiding anything,” she lied, turning away. Even if she could explain what had happened in a way that Adrienne would understand, Nicole couldn’t risk dragging her cousin into the craziness. It would only be endangering Adrienne and if something happened to her, Nicole would never be able to live with herself. 

“I’m going to bed,” she announced, heading toward the stairs as Adrienne watched silently. 

If Tom has found me, I have to get out of here, Nicole thought helplessly but where could she possibly go where she would be safe?

~ ~ ~

The next day, Nicole called in sick to work. Adrienne had a luncheon with friends, leaving the nurse to comb through the internet hopelessly. 

What am I expecting to find here? She wondered desolately as she pored through fanfiction and literature on werewolves. Nothing she read gave her any of the answers she needed and after a few hours, Nicole was more frustrated than she had been at the start. 

Rubbing her bleary eyes, she rose from the dining room table and made her way into the kitchen for some more coffee. She hadn’t eaten anything all day but the idea of stomaching anything made Nicole nauseous. 

Over and over, she found herself peering out the windows but in the light of day, she saw no signs of the animal she had felt on her trail all night. 

They’re nocturnal, aren’t they? Isn’t that the consensus? Werewolves only come out at night?

She still could not believe that she was investigating this phenomenon. As tempted as she had been to tell Adrienne the truth the previous night, Nicole was glad she hadn’t. 

I’ll be coming home to a straight jacket if I did, Nicole thought. Whatever was happening, she would have to figure it out for herself. 

“Howdy!” Adrienne called from the front of the house. “How ya’ll doing this afternoon?”

Nicole poked her head around the corner and offered her cousin a weak smile. 

“Fine,” she mumbled. Adrienne gave her a wary glance before sailing past toward the living room, her arms loaded with packages from various stores. 

“Wait until you see what I bought at the Blue Elephant!” Adrienne babbled. “I swear when you see this dress...”

She trailed off and Nicole sighed, rolling her stiff shoulders before reaching for her coffee and making her way toward the living room. She froze when she saw her cousin reading the open laptop screen in front of her. 

“Oh dear,” Adrienne chuckled dryly. “I see now.”

“Stop looking at my stuff,” Nicole growled with more ferocity than she had intended, racing to slam the computer closed. Adrienne sighed and shook her head, her eyes fixed on Nicole. 

“Any particular reason you’re reading up on werewolves?” she asked. 

“I...I-I just ended up there. I was looking for something else,” Nicole lied unconvincingly. 

“I’d ask you what it was you were originally looking for but you’re a terrible liar,” Adrienne replied, making her way toward the bar. “Is that what happened then?”

Nicole blinked uncomprehendingly. 

“What?” 

“Have you turned? Is that why you came out here?”

Nicole’s mouth gaped open but no words escaped as she stared. Adrienne’s eyebrows shot up. 

“Well?” she demanded. “The least you can do is be honest with me.”

“I-I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Nicole said, even though it seemed like her cousin knew a lot. “Turned?”

“Into a werewolf. That’s why you took off so suddenly, isn’t it?”

A nervous laugh escaped Nicole’s mouth and she shook her head. 

“I-who...I’m not a werewolf!” she managed to stutter. Adrienne continued to watch her carefully but whatever she saw in Nicole’s face seemed to relax her. 

“Then why are you looking at all that stuff online? Don’t lie to me, Nicole. I have three ex-husbands. I know when I’m being jerked around.”

Nicole opened her mouth to respond but closed it again, her mind whirling. 

She was serious! She thinks that I’m a werewolf which means she knows about them. 

Nicole felt insane and relieved simultaneously. 

“What do you know about werewolves?” she asked instead of answering Adrienne’s question. 

“More than I should,” Adrienne tittered, fixing herself a martini. “A.J. taught me more than I ever wanted to know on the subject.”

Dumbfounded, Nicole blinked. 

“A.J. was a werewolf?” she gasped. Adrienne turned, pressing the glass to her lips. 

“He is,” she corrected Nicole, swallowing. “And so are we.”

Shock coursed through Nicole’s veins. 

“What?!”

Adrienne sighed and perched on the edge of the sofa. 

“Well, we’re not—at least not yet but Lycan blood runs through us and if we’re bitten, we will be turned.”

“W-what the hell are you talking about?” Nicole demanded. Her cousin spoke with such assuredness, it almost didn’t seem like they were having such an inane conversation. 

“Mueller blood is Lycan blood,” Adrienne explained, taking another drink. “You want one of these?”

Nicole shook her head. 

“Adrienne...”

She sighed and set the cocktail glass onto the coffee table. 

“We come from a long line of werewolves, cuz. Over the centuries, our family stopped with the inbreeding so we’re more human than wolf now but we can still be turned and birth werewolves. Once upon a time, we were actually very powerful but over the years, we kind of lost our stance in the supernatural world.” 

Dizziness overcame Nicole and she let herself fall gracelessly onto the loveseat. 

“I know, it’s a bit hard to swallow but it’s true,” Adrienne confirmed, reading the skepticism on Nicole’s face. 

“H-how do you know this? Who told you that?” Nicole wanted to know. Adrienne had never lied to her about anything but this was too farfetched, too unbelievable. 

Then again, my husband did turn into a werewolf and attack me two months ago. Is anything unbelievable anymore? 

“A.J. ultimately told me what I needed to know but not until I almost killed him when he tried to turn me,” Nicole said brightly. 

“What?!” 

Adrienne shrugged.

“I was lucky. I fended him off unwittingly with a silver statue and it weakened him.”

Instantly, Nicole thought about how Tom had come for her and she had used the silver candlesticks to protect herself. 

That’s why he stayed down. 

“H-how do you know he didn’t just make it up, to confuse you?” Nicole insisted, her mind refusing to bend where Adrienne was taking it. 

“My mother confirmed it when I asked her,” Adrienne explained. “Us Muellers are doubly cursed it seems. First with the werewolf blood and then with having to fend off the legion of wolves trying to reclaim us into their fold. A.J. was one of those. It’s flattering in an annoying way though if you think about it.”

“Tom...” Nicole gasped, understanding slowly. Adrienne’s eyes widened. 

“No way! They got to Tom?” she laughed. “Although that’s not really surprising. He doesn’t really put up much of a fight, does he? He would be an easy target.” 

Dubious and filled with consternation, Nicole gawped at her cousin. 

“How can you be so flippant about this?” she demanded. “Our lives are endangered! We’re beasts, just like them!”

Adrienne scowled. 

“Speak for yourself,” she said with annoyance, reaching for her drink to down the rest. “I’m in no danger nor am I a beast. If we’re never bitten, we’ll never turn and can continue to live as normally as we always have.”

“But how?” Nicole mewled. “By looking over our shoulders constantly for
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