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      0 B.I. (Before Incident)

      

      “The six carbons form double bonds with each other, and they’re illustrated by the circle in the middle of the hexagon,” the teacher droned while drawing on an electronic whiteboard with her laser pointer. A few honey-colored wisps of hair escaped her tight chignon. “Any of you care to guess the name of this chemical? Tweet your answers to the class hash now.”

      Edward Richards reached for her cell phone and started typing. For once she knew the answer. During the past few months, she had stayed after school with either Mrs. Cassia or one of her older sisters, trying to get her grades up to par. Her father was strict about education and self-sufficiency.

      Last grading period, her grades in chemistry were less than stellar. Edward thought he would ground her. Instead, he volunteered her for extra study sessions with Mrs. Cassia and regularly quizzed her on random chemistry topics. These days she could do chemical equations in her sleep.

      Clicks sounded around the room as a few other students typed their answers.

      “Let’s see what we have,” Mrs. Cassia said, clicking an icon at the right of her whiteboard.

      When their teacher turned her back, Edward’s lab partner leaned over to look at her answer. Edward flipped her phone face down and continued to pay attention.

      Her partner shrugged. “Isn’t Mrs. Cassia the coolest teacher ever? No one else lets us text in class,” the blond teenager whispered.

      Edward fought hard to not roll her eyes. She couldn't afford to be caught talking in class, but she had to answer Monday. The girl was relentless when it came to getting what she wanted. She already denied Monday the answer. Another denial was out of the question. She wanted to finish her senior year without incident. “She likes being on the edge of technology, Monday,” she said. “Just don’t take advantage of it. I like having my phone in class.”

      “LOL,” Monday texted. “Stop being a kiss ass, Ed.”

      This time, Edward rolled her eyes. Monday knew how to push all the right buttons. Her name was Edward, not Ed, Eddie, or any other nonsense. No one knew her well enough to call her anything but Edward. Her fingers started flying over the keys to text her response when Mrs. Cassia said, “Edward, Monday, you two ladies seem to be having an intense conversation. Perhaps one of you would care to share the correct answer with the class.”

      Monday raised an eyebrow.

      Edward recognized that look. It was the one she had tried to avoid. The wheels in the hateful blonde’s head turned. Monday was famous for throwing people under the bus, and now it was her turn.

      The blond smiled apologetically at Mrs. Cassia. Her blue eyes sparkled. She casually ran her hands through her hair before answering, “Edward speaks for our team.”

      Edward flushed. She hated being put on the spot. “The answer’s benzene.”

      “Correct,” Mrs. Cassia replied then focused on the rest of the class. “Benzene will be our star chemical for next week’s lab assignment.” A few groans earned the class her scowl. “Oh, get over it. I do realize that tonight’s the Spring Fling. You have the entire weekend and Monday night to prepare.”

      The groans turned into cheers. Even Edward appreciated the extra time to work on her lab prep.

      “In the spirit of the dance, I’m letting you out of class fifteen minutes early. I expect rapt attention next week.”

      In record time, the students gathered their books. Sounds of laughter and excitement escaped them as they hurried out of the room and down the hall.

      All except Edward. Mrs. Cassia gave her a strange look. “Aren’t you excited about the dance tonight, Edward?”

      She pasted a smile on her face. “Right. I was just spacing out. See ya next week.” She quickly gathered her belongings. She could sense Mrs. Cassia’s pity and curiosity. She had to leave before the questions started.

      “Edward,” Mrs. Cassia called.

      She stopped in the doorway with her back to her teacher. She took a deep breath before turning. Her escape wasn't fast enough.

      “You’re a pretty girl. Perhaps if you dressed a little differently, you could—”

      “I have to go, Mrs. Cassia, or I’ll miss my ride,” Edward interrupted. When her teacher nodded, she tore down the hall.

      A few minutes later, she arrived at her locker. She twirled the combination and grabbed her English book before slamming it shut. Mrs. Cassia’s words tore at her. She leaned against her locker and sighed. Her eyes drifted shut. One plus stood out in this whole situation. She had no intentions of going to the dance, but liked that class ended early.

      Dances were stupid. They gave a bunch of horny teenagers an excuse to grind on each other in public. She didn’t need to see people dry humping each other on the dance floor and actually humping in bathrooms, on bleachers, or anywhere else. Freshman year’s Fall Ball had traumatized her. As if she didn’t have enough problems.

      “Hey, you’re Edward, right? Edward Richards?” a masculine voice asked.

      She opened her eyes. The intruder of her pity party was a tall, athletically built guy. He studied her as he leaned near. Jackson Loren. To call him cute would mean committing a gross understatement. The boy was hot.

      Nuclear, more like.

      He wore his dark brown hair in a Caesar haircut. Expressive, emerald eyes put her sea-green eyes to shame. He had sun-kissed skin wrapped in a dark green t-shirt and baggy denim.

      She had gone to school three and half years with this boy, and he’d never asked her a question, dropped a pencil near her, or bumped into her. He normally stayed within his clique. She suspected his exclusivity had something to do with last year’s embarrassing debacle. That he chose this moment to speak to her piqued her curiosity.

      Jackson had the fortune, or misfortune, of not being a homophobe. Karl Sanders, king of the Drama Club Fanboys, had gotten the wrong idea about him and made his move by kissing Jackson at his locker. She suspected he'd intended it to be a dramatic, private moment worthy of any teen romance. Except the biggest mouth in the school and her friends had witnessed the whole incident, and Jackson became the newest member of the Drama Club Fanboys.

      Anybody with common sense could see the lingering gaze Jackson gave a nice pair of legs. In high school, however, people branded a person based upon speculation, not always on fact. It saddened her, really. At least he’d found a way to survive the teen jungle by making friends. He wasn’t ostracized and alone like her.

      “Yeah,” she finally answered, standing straight. “Who wants to know?”

      He raised placating hands. “No need to get hostile. I just wanted to introduce myself. Jackson Loren.” He held out his hand.

      Edward stared at his outstretched hand. She hated playing the role, but she had to keep her distance. “You’re in my chemistry class. There’s no need for you to introduce yourself.” She moved around him and started down the hall.

      “So you noticed me?” He ran in front of her and grinned before she could escape. He adjusted his messenger bag across his shoulder.

      She rolled her eyes. Typical.

      She moved around him, and Jackson grabbed her arm. “Damn, girl, where’s the fire? I’m trying to get to know you.”

      A sigh escaped her lips. She smirked and shook her head. They were all the same. “Let me guess. You subscribe to the same rumor mill as everyone else. Did they send you to check if I have a dick or not? Is that about right?” She moved closer and seductively pressed against him. “You want some tranny action, Hotboy?”

      Edward knew she had him. Jackson liked having her body pressed against him. What straight male didn’t? She didn't, however, expect his surge of anger.

      “Okay, turn the bitchitude down a notch.” He frowned as he pushed her gently away. “And drop the act. You’re so off my gaydar it isn’t funny.”

      “Look.” She crossed her arms. “Whatever game you were sent to play, I’m not interested.”

      He shook his head. “Understood. Good thing I’m not playing a game. I just want to get to know you.”

      She laughed bitterly. They could never be close. His stare lingered, and her face grew hot. Oh, she knew what he wanted. Lust rolled off of him in waves. Her attitude was exciting him instead of making him turn tail. “No, you want to get into my pants.” She moved around him and started walking.

      “Okay, I’ll admit to that,” he said as he followed. “The rumors of my sexuality have been greatly exaggerated. I’m a healthy, straight teenage boy with…”

      She glanced over her shoulder.

      His eyes went to Edward’s retreating backside, and he smiled. “With great eyesight.”

      She stopped short. “Are you staring at my ass?” she asked, not turning around. She almost feared facing him. He was cute and smart. The lust increased.

      “Yes, ma’am, and what a great ass it is,” he replied. His movement stopped.

      Jackson now stood directly behind her. She could feel him breathing on her neck. This was quickly becoming a problem. She closed her eyes as she gathered her composure. “Stop it,” she commanded.

      “Stop walking away from me and I will,” he answered. “I ain’t bovvered.”

      No he didn’t.

      “You quoted Catherine Tate.” Edward sighed in exasperation as she turned around. He was one surprise after another. “Really? I can’t believe you actually quoted Catherine Tate.”

      He rose in her estimation of him. He had looks and a fondness for British comedy. Catherine Tate was one of her favorite comedians. How could he know that about her? He was either well-rounded or nerdtastic. Either way, she was good with it.

      “I can’t believe you’re walking away from me, so we’re even.” He raised an eyebrow. “Tell you what. You go with me to…”

      She emphatically shook her head. “I’m not going to the Spring Fling!” What was it with dances?

      His face lit with a hundred-megawatt smile, and she began to melt. “Then you’re free to go to the movies and dinner with me tonight.”

      She shook her head in preparation to interrupt. She would not let him railroad her into a date.

      Jackson raised his hands in compromise. “Look, you and I go out tonight. If you hate it, I’ll leave you to your bitchy, tranny existence. If you like it, then we’ll see what happens. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “Why are you trying so hard?” Something reeked about this whole situation, but she had to admit he had sparked her curiosity. Where did he get off harassing her for a date? He could always date someone from another school. Why did he bother her?

      “I don’t want what everybody else has,” he answered. “Besides, you knew my quote was from Catherine Tate. I was going to leave you alone, but then you had to prove you were every bit as cool as I thought you were.”

      Edward rolled her eyes. What was the worst that could happen? She grabbed him by the hand and started walking. This had to be the strangest encounter in her eighteen years. And she'd had some strange encounters. She could think of worse ways to spend her time than wiling away with a psycho, hot boy. He’d get bored when he realized she wouldn’t put out for him.

      “I’m glad you’re seeing things my way.” He smiled. “My car or yours?”

      “Yours. I won’t have a car ‘til graduation.”

      Jackson switched hands and started leading her. “Then you need to follow me.”
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      Three hours later, Edward accompanied Jackson into the barren Moonlight Diner, laughing about the movie they just finished watching. She was having a great time. They had more in common than British comedy. They watched almost all of the same shows. She was not expecting such a deep connection. It was worth it to blow off an after-school martial arts lesson with her sister, Taylor.

      She sent a text to Taylor and her father that she studied at the library a few blocks away from school. Her father was an unknown when it came to her and dating. Her other sisters experienced the standard interrogation before they went on dates, but her circumstances were different. She had no way to determine how her father would react. She would deal with his possible wrath later.

      She slid into a rounded booth. “That was hilarious. I don’t know what it is about Chris Harrison, but he cracks me up.”

      She laughed.

      “I know what you mean.” He slid in beside her. “I’ve seen all of his movies, but this one is the best yet. I love how he parodies real movies and makes them look dumb.”

      “Live Soft is my favorite, followed by Nights of Lightening.” She threw back her head as she laughed. “I almost wet my pants in Nights of Lightening. I have…”

      She met Jackson’s intense stare.

      “I told you it would be fun,” he said triumphantly.

      “It wasn’t too terrible,” she admitted. She nervously pushed back a dark strand of hair. This was bad. She should leave before something happened, but she hadn’t counted on liking Jackson. She figured him for a jerk like most of the guys in school. For the first time in a long time, she was having a good time with someone her own age. He didn’t judge her, make fun of her, or anything else horrible.

      “Good,” he preened, taking her hand into his as he leaned forward. “Maybe we can—”

      “Well, what do we have here? If it isn’t my hard-working employee here on his day off,” a man’s voice boomed.

      Jackson closed his eyes and moved away. “Pete, your timing is horrible.” He groaned as a heavyset man in a chef’s hat and a dirty apron approached their table.

      The man looked like a stereotypical diner owner. His appearance said he ate more than he cooked. Sandy-colored locks peeked from under a toque as the man crossed his beefy arms. “I thought you had something pressing to do.” He raised a sandy eyebrow as he cast a glance at Edward.

      “Yeah, I’m on a date,” Jackson answered, making a go-away motion with his head.

      Edward covered her mouth to keep from laughing at Jackson’s antics.

      Pete ignored him. “Well, before you get back to that, you need to go see Eric in the office. He’s trying to get that damn software to work again, and the staff would like to get paid.”

      Jackson slid out of the booth. His face lacked its usual cocksure grin. It surprised her a little that he didn’t argue. He was quick-witted and argumentative like a lawyer pleading his case. She looked toward Pete’s imposing figure. Was he scowling at her? No wonder Jackson didn’t argue. His boss was scary.

      “I’ll be right back, Edward. I have to use my magic touch on the POS or I won’t get paid, either.” He jogged to the back of the diner.

      As soon as Jackson passed through the doors, Pete’s scowl turned murderous. “I don’t know where you get off passing yourself as a high school student, but that kid is protected.”

      He growled.

      Edward backed up. “I’m a high school—”

      “Save the games, whore. I know what you are, and you won’t be feeding on Jackson’s lust. I can smell your pheromones.” He tapped his nose. “And my nose doesn’t lie. He may be human, but he’s protected by my pack. I’m telling you instead of ripping you to shreds for his sake, but don’t tempt me.”

      He leaned forward.

      “Leave now.”

      For a moment, she sat in the booth, a deer caught in the headlights. Then a blast of emotions slammed into her. She could feel Pete’s anger, worry, and fear. It stirred her emotions. Her heart pounded, driving out all sound and rational thought. She bolted from the booth and ran for the diner door.

      She needed to get out of there before he killed her.
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      Tears streamed down Edward’s cheeks as she ran as fast as she could through the foliage. Tree branches and brushwood tore at her, but they didn’t slow her breakneck pace. She didn’t stop until her lungs burned and her legs turned to rubber. The sound of blood rushing in her ears and gasps of breaths surrounded her as she dropped to her knees. She gulped air. It took several moments, but she finally managed to catch her breath. Once her pounding heart started to slow, she glanced around. She had gone quite a distance from the diner.

      The Moonlight Diner was an old-school fifties-style restaurant in one of the more rustic areas of the metropolis, Tidewater. The diner had been featured in several local magazines as the best burger joint in the city. The recently renovated building was a historical landmark. It sat near a small beach and a picturesque park, which lent charm to the place. It had become known for good food and a romantic, secluded stroll. The out-of-the-way diner also served as the perfect place for criminals to mug, rape, and/or kill a young woman alone. She had to get out of there.

      Wiping her eyes, she stood. The time for falling to pieces had passed. Now she had to gather her wits. She patted her pocket then groaned. She had left her phone in Jackson’s car. And her backpack. She was stranded. Her father and sisters believed she studied at the library. No one knew her whereabouts, and she couldn’t call for help. To make matters worse, she was persona non grata in wolf territory. Why didn’t she realize it before? Moonlight Diner screamed werewolf weirdness.

      And Jackson worked for them.

      The wolf thought she would eat a member of his pack?

      His pack.

      Oh, God, there were more.

      It was too easy. Pete wouldn’t simply let her go. She didn’t know a lot about wolves, but she did know they were territorial. Pete only protected Jackson. The wolf thought she hunted him. Nothing could be farther from the truth. It didn’t matter to him that she was a teenager. To him, she was a succubus preying on a human boy. A hot boy, but still human.

      She never went on dates and to dances, and tonight, she lived the proof of why. It never failed. Either she wanted to do something that could result in a death, or guys made indecent offers to her. She hoped the gender confusion thing at school would continue. True, it annoyed the hell out of her. She was ostracized, but it had kept her safe the last four years. If a guy came sniffing her treats, she would take her ire out on him or act strangely.

      But she liked Jackson.

      She ran her hands through her hair and paced. “Now is not the time, girl. You have a situation.”

      “I’ll say. You shouldn’t have tried to take what’s ours, bitch.”

      Why did these things always happen to her? She was a good person. Her grades were good. She didn’t give her father much grief. Her record was more or less clean. Until today. But sneaking out with a boy was a minor offense. Her behavior did not warrant a wolf attack.

      She slowly turned around. It was worse than she thought. The look her tormentor was giving her didn’t promise directions and a ride home. She shook her head at a blonde man growling in front of her. She let out the breath she didn’t realize she had been holding. It wasn’t Pete. His amber eyes shined with bloodlust. This was not good.

      “You’ve got the wrong idea,” she said lowly. “I wasn’t trying to—”

      “Shut it.” He growled as he dropped to his hands and knees. His eyes began to glow as his transformation from man to beast began.

      She closed her eyes. The situation deteriorated. She had seconds. She needed to concentrate. The sound of clothes ripping and bones popping nearly undid her. She wanted to run. She wanted to find safety. She wanted to go somewhere else, but losing control in this dire situation was unacceptable.

      She was a succubus. She fed on lust. Seduction was what she did best. There was no reason she couldn’t handle this. Her powers had gotten her into this mess; they could get her out.

      She opened her eyes and fixated on the wolf preparing to pounce. She poured her will into her task. “Change back and return to the diner.”

      The tawny wolf retreated a step and shook its head. Edward screamed as the wolf knocked her to the ground. She could feel its hot breath on her neck as it savored her fear before killing her.

      “No. No. No,” she mumbled as something inside of her let go. A haze filled her vision as she growled at her attacker.
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      “Sorry it took so long, Edward, I…Edward?” Jackson stopped short and scanned the room. “Pete, where did she go?”

      His boss put a hand on Jackson’s shoulder and shook his head. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but she left with some guy.”

      “What?” he asked, moving away.

      “You know how girls like her can be.” Pete shrugged. He patted him on the shoulder. “Better that you know now.”

      Jackson frowned as he sat.

      “She left with some guy?” he muttered with incredulity. He stood. “Pete, I’ve got to go.”

      “Alright, see you tomorrow. Don’t forget you have the lunch shift. Amy’s opening.” His boss headed to the kitchen and waved before going through the double doors.

      Jackson left the diner. “I can’t believe this,” he mumbled as he strode to his car. He cursed as he kicked his tire in a release of anger. He and Edward had hit it off, yet she went off with some guy. He jammed his key into the lock of his car and yanked open the door. He slumped into his seat and put his forehead on the wheel.

      Something wasn’t right. Edward liked him. He knew she did. Why did Pete let her go off with some guy? His boss could’ve at least given him a warning. The guy was best friends with his dad, so didn’t he deserve that? “Wait a minute.” He lifted his head and looked in the backseat. Her backpack and purse still sat there.

      Where would a girl go without her purse or, at the very least, her phone? Said object began to vibrate in her purse as Jackson stared at the bags. A feeling of disbelief threatened to take hold of him. Pete wouldn’t lie to him, would he? Why would he?

      Fail.

      Jackson got out of the car. Something was not adding up in this situation. His boss was going to give him some answers. He slammed his car door and was starting for the diner when a scream sounded from the woods.

      “Oh shit,” he cried as he darted into the trees.

      Adrenalin raced through his veins as he pushed foliage out of his way. He scanned every direction as he listened for sounds of a struggle. Growls turned his blood to ice. He frantically searched for a weapon and found a large branch. He braced his foot against the branch to break off a baseball bat-sized portion. He test-swung it once then ran toward the growling.

      He flew into a clearing, prepared to fight then stopped. “What the hell?”

      He nearly dropped his makeshift bat in shock. He expected to find some sort of animal attacking his girlfriend, not some kind of creature hovering over her in a frozen tableau.

      Edward’s clothes were shredded, and she knelt. The beast, the wolf, was about to mount her.

      A haze filled his vision.

      “She’s mine,” Jackson yelled as his legs regained their ability to move. He swung his bat at the creature with all of his weight, knocking into the wolf.

      The wolf slid gracefully away from her then lunged at him.

      “Run, Edward!” he screamed as she lay on the ground with a dazed expression. Pain blossomed in his shoulder. The damn wolf bit him. As an A student in biology, he guessed where the wolf would bite next. He was going to die.

      “Get out of here, Edward!” he screamed once more as fangs pressed on his throat.

      “Stand down, Rob.” Pete growled as he yanked the tawny wolf from Jackson by the scruff of his neck. He shook his head as he looked toward Edward who lay on the ground.

      Rob snapped at Pete and tried to take a swipe at him, but the diner owner slammed the wolf into the ground. The wolf grunted then passed out.

      Pete huffed in annoyance as he stood over Jackson. “You were working at the diner to stay out of trouble, not to pick up demon whores.”

      “Edward’s not a whore,” he said. He tried to sit up. His shoulder was on fire, and the world was on a dim setting. Darkness kept creeping closer and closer. Sound went with it. He blinked.

      A blond woman with elfin features and grass-green eyes stood over him. Her warm touch was nirvana as the pain ebbed. He opened his mouth to speak, but his throat was dry as the Gobi desert. His tongue filled his mouth like cotton, and the elfin angel smiled.

      “I see why she likes you,” she said. “Let’s see how lucky you are.”

      He blinked and then there was nothing.
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