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INTRODUCTION

On the edited and revised version

When I made the decision to go into self-publishing,
I didn’t realize how difficult it is for me to be doing this on my
own. I’m not getting virtual feedback before I publish, because I
had this insane idea that I don’t want my usual editors -aka my
best friends- to read my work until they can hold a hardcopy in
their hands.

Joke’s on me, because I left several plot-holes and
mistakes. Fortunately, a benefit of self-publishing is the fact
that I can edit content anytime I want without interrupting
sales.

So here you have the -first- revised edition. I
worked overtime with my writing beta on this. I won’t tell you what
has changed from the first edition, because I don’t want to spoil
anything in case you’re actually reading this for the first time.
However, if you are one of the original readers, you’ll see the
differences.

I’m very sorry for those who already bought the
original copy and cannot get an updated one. I will be mentioning
the changes in the second book of the trilogy to note the major
differences so that no confusion will occur. Other than that,
there’s really nothing I can do.

Anyway, I hope you enjoy the first installment of
the Masked SheWolf trilogy, edited and revised.

Happy reading!
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 PROLOGUE

Dylan

 


I want you to do something for me. Everything you
think you know about my world, throw it out the window. As of now,
you know nothing. You will eventually learn everything.

Here’s my first revelation for you: werewolves are
real. They have existed for longer than people can remember. I
know, shocking, right? But there aren’t that many of them, which is
kind of a bummer because they’re pretty awesome. They used to be
exposed to the world, and at one point, humans even hunted them
down.

Ever since those days of persecution, werewolves
have lived in secret communities called packs. Today, an average
pack would consist of around thirteen to sixteen members, all of
whom are related somehow –over eighteen, if they’re a really big
family. We like to live in small numbers, to avoid suspicion among
humans, but not small enough to leave ourselves unprotected.

Very few packs have the means to provide for a large
number of members while remaining safe, but there are some known
around the world to have more than fifty. Those are usually the
ones who give themselves a name, like they’re famous or something.
They’re the closest thing werewolves have to royalty.

Their numbers give them an advantage over other
packs. Plus, they own most of the lands ideal for shifting without
being detected by humans. Other packs need their permission to
shift on their land. Therefore, they become an authority figure
that smaller groups go to in time of need.

Sadly, this can lead to a few pain-in-the-ass packs,
which are all about amassing power and forcing their authority on
others. Werewolves who choose to live on their own among humans
create a problem for those power-hungry. It’s like a mob, in a way;
join us, or die.

To be fair, not all big packs are like that, but
enough of them are. They’re hard to contain by the other more
powerful big packs, but luckily not impossible, which is why we
haven’t had any conflicts among our kind in decades.

That’s not all; you should also be aware that
werewolves stopped having daughters about five centuries ago. No
one knows why or how this happened, which means no one knows how to
stop it, either. But it caused a panic among every pack in the
world, big and small. They called it the pandemic. It got to the
point where only male werewolves are born now, and they have to
‘mingle’ –if you know what I mean– with human girls for their
species not to go extinct.

The result of a werewolf-human union is a male
werewolf who is not as powerful as one born from two werewolf
parents. Back in the pre-pandemic days, werewolf-human
relationships used to be a shameful thing because they dilute the
bloodline, but now they’re necessary. What else are werewolves
supposed to do? Let the race die? Besides, humans are not viewed as
though they’re beneath werewolves. Not anymore.

Once a male chooses a girl as his mate, he can tell
her everything about our world. Back when there were female
werewolves, everyone had a significant other, magically predestined
for them. Humans call them soul mates, but werewolves just call
them mates. Unfortunately, the only way for werewolves to find
their true mate is to see each other when they’re shifted to
wolf form. Humans, sadly, can’t do that.

Now imagine what the reaction would be if a female
werewolf was born in the twentieth century. Every child she might
have with a male wolf, boy or girl, would be as strong as in the
old days. Any pack interested in making stronger werewolves would
definitely want to steal her. Those who were reluctant to do so
would, at the very least, be afraid of other packs getting stronger
because of her, and would do anything to prevent that.

Either way, I don’t think they would be so casual
about it, like “Hey, let’s meet her and hope she falls in love with
one of ours and makes babies with him!” No, it would be more like
“Snatch her and go, go, go!” Maybe that’s effective for them, not
so great for her.

There’s only one solution here; no one can know
she’s a girl. Pretending to be human doesn’t work, since her scent
would give away her animal gene. Pretending to be a boy, however,
might be effective, because there’s no difference between female
and male werewolf scent. She just needs to watch out who she shifts
in front of, because then they would be able to tell that she’s
actually a girl just by looking down her stomach.

Now, you’re probably wondering where I’m going with
this. See everything I just told you? It all comes back directly to
me; I am a female werewolf in hiding. It’s why I was given a boy’s
name when I was born; Michael Dylan Connolly. No one besides my
parents and four brothers know the truth, and that’s the way it has
to stay, or else I’m in serious trouble.


 CHAPTER 1

Michael

 


My patience sometimes amazes me. On any normal day, I
am the most impatient person in my family. One of the perks of
being the youngest is that I usually get what I want, if I ask my
parents nicely enough of course.

I never ask for anything extravagant; I understand
that there is a limit. However, anything my parents can provide for
me is never refused. If I want the new PlayStation, I will get it
tomorrow.

For my eighth birthday, they even got me a whole
park full of inflatable balloon castles. I think they do this kind
of stuff to overcompensate for denying me the freedom to really be
myself, which means that despite always being given most of the
things I asked for, I didn’t grow up to be spoiled.

I did, however, become an impatient child, and it
stuck with me since then.

However, today is War Day. On those days, I am
always so concentrated on getting my task done that my patience is
practically endless.

I can tell what each of my brothers is responsible
for, thanks to the trails left behind by their individual scents.
Mason made his move this morning when I woke up and stuffed my feet
into whipped-cream-filled slippers. Before I could even start
planning how to get back at him, Danny apparently also glued my
shoes to the floor. Then Nate made sure my bedroom was locked from
the outside, and he probably has the key.

At first, I wasn’t sure if Connor had done his part
yet or not, but then I notice that Burns isn’t in the room, even
though the window is closed, and I know that he did. I usually
leave the window open for Burns at night. He would leave and eat
mice, or whatever it is cats do at night.

But Burns either should have been back already, or
the window should have been opened, because he always closes it
after he comes back, right before crawling next to me to sleep.

I could have forgiven my other brothers’ harmless
pranks by going easy on them, but my eldest is so going to pay.
Nobody messes with my cat.

I found him myself when I was sixteen. Burns was
left by his mother to die in the corner of a diner where my
brothers and I like to hang out. He was so tiny, and he was
crawling blindly across the dirty ground, all blackened from
rolling in the filth around him. It was only after I washed him
that I found out Burns was actually grey with a white underside,
and that it wasn’t all dirt. I fed him every day with a dropper for
a few weeks, until he could see and walk around on his own. But
then Burns started following me home. I didn’t even lead him here;
he found me on his own. So I asked my parents if I could keep him,
and they let me.

Sometimes, Burns acts more like a creature with a
conscience than a cat. He’s attached to me, even though it
shouldn’t be possible, because I am in a way related to dogs. But I
am still very protective of him.

As motivated as I am right now to hatch the perfect
evil plan and get back at Connor before going to the others, being
trapped in my bedroom is kind of a setback. I could just break the
door, but I might as well shout out that I’m awake and lose the
element of surprise. Besides, it would make my parents very angry,
and that’s never a wise decision.

So that’s how I ended up sneaking out of my bedroom
window, just five minutes after waking up.

Connor’s room is right next to mine. All I have to
do is carefully climb up the tree outside my window, go to the side
facing Connor’s room, swing down, go in through his window and
execute my master plan. Piece of cake!

The climb is the easy part, the result of strong
muscles combined with years of practice. With four older brothers,
a girl is bound to learn how to get by. When I get to the branch at
Connor’s room, I sit on it sideways, with the window to my right. I
lock my legs firmly around the branch, and I swing to the right
with the intent of grabbing on to the windowsill. But then my foot
gets stuck between two smaller intertwining branches

“Shit!” I cry out.

It’s too late for me to catch myself, and I end up
dangling with my foot painfully wedged and twisted to the side.
This only fuels my anger and desire to have revenge, and the pain
becomes a distant feeling in the back of my brain.

Without thinking twice about it, I use my lodged
foot to swing myself back up and then break the part of the branch
that’s keeping my ankle tied. Sometimes, having werewolf super
strength is awesome. Okay, it’s awesome all the time, but still; on
War Day, it’s a big bonus.

After freeing myself, I change tactics by sitting on
the branch while facing the window, using the back of my knees and
my hands to hold myself. Swiftly, I swing backwards with more ease
this time. My speed again gives me an advantage. I spin so fast
that a second later, my hands come in contact with the edge of
Connor’s window. I immediately let go of the branch.

I am so focused that I don’t feel anything; not the
way the wood bites into my skin and tears my pajamas, nor the fact
that my ankle is starting to throb. When I am done with my mission,
I can think about the rest.

Once again, climbing is the easy part, especially
with my strength. Seconds later, I am standing in my brother’s
room, feeling rightfully smug. I know exactly what I am going to do
to him. Instantly, I go to the first drawer of his bedside table
where I know he keeps his phone. He only grabs it when he leaves
the house or when his girlfriend comes over and takes possession of
it.

The screen flashes and demands his password, which
makes me hesitate for a second. Connor changes it almost every week
because of me. What can it be this time?

I try the old one, just in case; 6764, the letters
NPNG, which stand for “no pain, no gain”. All of my brothers are so
obsessed with their muscles. It’s ridiculous. The password doesn’t
work, though, and I have to stop and think for a moment.

What’s Connor more obsessed with than himself
lately? I wonder.

A smirk plasters on my face when I figure out the
answer and type 26627. The irony of it makes my plan seem even
smarter and more perfect. The screen unlocks immediately. I dive
for the door to take a peek out and make sure no one is upstairs.
Then I close and lock it.

The third drawer in his dresser is my next target,
because that’s the one his current girlfriend, Sandra –or is it
Kendra?– uses nowadays. I feel disgusted at what I find in there,
because it just confirms how often Connor’s girl spends the night.
After much searching, a grimace on my face, I thankfully find what
I am looking for. I’m pretty sure it can fit me.

Hastily, I take off my sweatshirt and unwrap the
custom-made bandages I have been wearing since I was thirteen,
along with the shirt that hides the edges, and which I use to
conceal my obviously feminine chest and make it look, as well as
feel, flat.

I don’t wear bras, for obvious reasons. But if I
ever want to try putting on a pair, just to get a feel of what it’s
like, I would never in a million years have chosen something this
lacy or pink. Looking at myself in Connor’s mirror, I am surprised
by how well they fit me, and how hot I look in them.

My dark brown hair, which I’ve kept short over the
years, is pretty disheveled, considering I just woke up. It’s
sticking up in a pixie-like hairdo, which looks weirdly cute.
Although my eyebrows are as full and messy as can be, my face
retaining the peach fuzz I was born with, my skin looks smooth and
glowing. My torso is usually hidden, but right now, with nothing
but the bra and my boy sweatpants on, one can plainly see the curve
of my waist and chest, and the thinness of my stomach.

For a moment, I just stand there staring at myself
in the mirror, amazed that I actually look like a girl for once, a
sexy one too, minus the slight facial hair. I even strike a pose
and try on my best seductive smile. But then I remember that I have
a mission, and I execute it as fast as I can.

When I’m done, I make sure there’s nothing to
suggest my presence in Connor’s phone, which I return to the
drawer. Then I unlock the door and casually stroll out into the
hallway. Two seconds later, I remember that I am still wearing
someone else’s underwear, so I run back into Connor’s room and take
it off. I fix my bandages and put my shirts back on.

Right as I am putting the bra back into the drawer
and getting ready to close the latter, he comes in.

“Busted!” he yell.

I jump and knock my elbow against the dresser. “Hey,
Con! What’s up bro?” I ask as casually as I can while facing
him.

At six foot seven and as bulky as he is, you’d think
he wouldn’t be able to fit through the door. However, there he is,
leaning against one side of the frame with his arms crossed, making
his biceps bulge out of the same white shirt he always wears in the
mornings, his blond hair still messy and his eyebrows raised in a
questioning manner above his sea blue eyes. Anyone who doesn’t know
him would call him dangerous after taking one glance at his sharp
and angular face combined with his giant physique. But we, as his
family, know better.

“I know what you’re doing,” Connor says in a
threatening tone.

Ignoring my anxiety over my plan going up in smokes,
I manage to look surprised and innocent. “What am I doing?”

“Oh spare me the innocent act,” he calls my bluff.
“What were you even going to do with Andrea’s bra, anyway?”
-Andrea! That’s her name!- “Hang it on my doorknob so Mom
and Dad would find it? They pretty much know everything, you know,
so they wouldn’t have cared.”

Interesting, I muse. So he didn’t put it
together. Well, he just made it easier for me to lie my way out of
this.

“Actually, I was going to throw it on Nathan’s bed
and make you think she cheated on you,” I easily say, sticking my
chin up and crossing my arms defensively.

Clearly, he finds my supposed plan very unoriginal,
and an epic failure, too. “That’s it?” he asks. “This is how you
avenge your beloved Burns? Wow, you’re losing your touch, Mickey.
That wouldn’t have worked because I wouldn’t have cared anyway; she
and I aren’t exclusive.”

This actually surprises me. I may forget the girl’s
name, but Connor’s always seemed to like her more than any of the
others girls he’s been with that I know of. The rest of us assumed
she would be the one he eventually chose as a mate and told our
secret to. But so far he hasn’t done that, even though it’s been
almost seven months. That’s the longest he’s ever kept a girl
around; the second longest was six weeks. That should mean
something.

“What, really?” I ask, momentarily distracted. “But
I thought you really like her. I thought she was the one; we all
did.”

He shrugs and brushes my comment off. “I like her,
but I’ve still got time. There are plenty of other women with
potential as mates.”

What he’s referring to is a basic unspoken law in
our world. Putting me aside, female werewolves do not exist, but we
don’t have to let the entire race die. It’s advisable that
werewolves have children by the time they’re 30, which means they
should be in a serious relationship a few years before that;
werewolves have enough respect for humans to be intolerant of
fathers abandoning their werewolf sons with human mothers,
especially when said mothers don’t know about the existence of
werewolves. For that reason, 25 is considered the average age at
which a werewolf must have chosen a mate, and Connor is 24.

It’s not really a law, as in someone checks every
year on all werewolves of the world to see if they’re on track, and
if not forces them to do it. Some werewolves never have children,
live happy lives with several women and aren’t looked down on for
it. However, the bigger packs tend to be strict about this rule for
their alphas, which is what the big leaders are called, and betas,
or the seconds in command; arranged marriages with human girls who
are somehow connected to werewolves and already know of their
existence are very common.

As for my family, we may be a small pack, but my dad
likes to keep this tradition as well, being originally from a big
pack before he and my family left when Mom was pregnant with me and
Danny. He added to it his own rule, though; the first one of my
brothers who chooses a mate, marries her and has a son will be the
alpha after him.

So far, Mason’s the only one with a declared mate,
but I thought for sure Connor would catch up to him when his
relationship with Andrea lasted more than a two month. I have
nothing to say and remain silent, which gives Connor the
opportunity to tackle me to the ground.

“Don’t ever go into my stuff again,” he grunts as we
start to wrestle.

Like all my brothers, he’s much bigger than me,
which usually gives him the advantage under different
circumstances. But when wrestling against only one of them, my size
is actually my strong point because I can easily get out of his
grip no matter how strong he is. Plus, I’m not that weak, either,
and I am perfectly capable of taking one of them on.

I’m almost on the edge of gaining the upper hand and
getting Connor off of me when we hear a voice at the door.

“Ahem.”

Connor and I freeze and look up at the same time.
And there stand the rest of my siblings. Mason and Nathan are exact
replicas of each other except that Nathan’s blond hair is a bit
curlier; his blue eyes more expanded when he smiles and his face
slightly thinner. As for Danny, we might be twins, but being
fraternal means we don’t have any features in common, except for
our brown hair color. He has the same blue eyes the rest of my
siblings do, while mine are hazel. My face is also rounder while
his is sharp and defined, despite being only 17. And let’s not
forget he has the same tall and muscled build up as the rest of
them, while I am slightly on the shorter side. Their sizes are
almost intimidating, if not for the fact that this is routine for
us and I know what to expect. We are about to form teams.

Let me explain how this usually goes for us Connolly
boys. There are five of us, right? Logically speaking, we can’t
make up two teams and have a fair fight. However, there’s me; I may
be a boy everywhere I go, but in my house, there’s no forgetting
I’m a girl. As much as I hate to admit it, I’m not as strong as
they are, even if I am stronger than normal girls and even normal
guys.

But my brothers like to challenge themselves in
everything they do. Taking on two guys of equal strength and one
girl who is stronger than the average female, with only one
teammate to help them out; now that is a huge challenge for them.
So when two of us start a match, and it could be any two, the
moment the others join, the ones already wrestling are the leaders
and they fight over the other three for who gets to be on their
team.

Sometimes, we mix it up and have a completely unfair
fight of one on four, but those rarely happen, and they aren’t as
serious as our routine thing because the group of four obviously
always wins.

“Mase!” Connor immediately yells. “Remember how
Michael took a picture of you throwing up after last week’s party
at Giselle’s, and posted it on the school website?”

“Don’t listen to him, Mase, you know that was him
and not me!” I retaliated.

That actually was me, but I managed to convince them
all that it was Connor. What can I say? I’m a very convincing liar.
I have to be, to keep my secret.

“Nate, I know you and Mase are twins, but you have
to be on my side,” Con went on.

“Oh please,” I scoffed. “He loves me more than he
loves you.”

“No freaking way; you locked him in the girls’
bathroom for last month’s War Day,” he reminded me.

“Well if that’s how you want to do it, then Daniel
is with me because you locked him in the girls’ bathroom once too,”
I threw back.

After having made our arguments, we stare
expectantly at them and wait. The choice is ultimately theirs.

“I’m with my twin,” Danny says.

“Yeah!” I shout victoriously.

“Well, I’m with Connor,” Mason adds. “I’m pretty
sure that was you who posted the picture, Mickey.”

“Innocent until proven guilty,” I throw back.

“So that means I’m with Michael,” Nate concludes
with a sardonic smile.

“May the best team win,” Connor declares before they
all jump in.

Ten minutes later, Connor and Mason’s team is
beating us against all odds, when Mom calls for us from
downstairs.

“Boys!” she shouts. “You’ve made enough of a ruckus.
Come down for breakfast; the girls and I won’t wait for you
forever!”

We keep going for a bit more until Mason, the voice
of reason among us, points out that we should probably get going or
else breakfast will get cold.

“You just want to see your mate,” Nate teases his
twin.

“That too,” Mason confirms, not bothering to deny
it.

Mason met Marianna two years ago, when he and Nathan
went for a trip across Europe. She claims he was a jerk when she
first met him, going partying every night and coming home with a
different girl. She was a waitress at the place he frequented the
most and saw him coming and going on his exploits, while also
putting up with his incessant attempts to flirt with her.

Finally, one night, after he had struck out with a
girl because he was totally hammered, he was having a sort of
personal pity party while Nate was off with another girl. Marianna
wanted to kick him out, but he kept telling her things about
himself. Drunk Mason is a very honest and vulnerable Mason, so she
saw in him something more than the playboy she thought him out to
be.

Whenever he tells us the story of how they met, he
says that there is only one thing he remembers from that night,
something she said that haunted him until he saw her again. He
still refuses to tell us what it is, for whatever reason, however,
he does say that it turned his life upside down, and he’s been in
love with her ever since.

Six months ago, on his 20th birthday, he told her
everything about us being werewolves, and even about me being a
girl; she was the only one outside our family who knew that. It
took my parents a lot of time to forgive Mason and accept that
Marianna would never betray us, and she accepted him as well as us
wholeheartedly.

I think beneath their teasing of his relationship
and calling him sappy, my brothers secretly envy Mason, because he
was confident she would accept him when he told her the truth, and
because she had accepted him without hesitation. There was always
that fear in male werewolves that their chosen mate wouldn’t accept
them, but Mason seriously lucked out. She’s very sweet and
smart.

Marianna and I get along well, and she’s the closest
thing I have to a female companion, even though she’s 4 years older
than me. But that isn’t really saying much; Marianna gets along
with everybody. She even gets along with Connor’s girl, while I
have to make an effort to want to talk to her.

As it so happens, when my brothers and I come into
the kitchen, I see them laughing together while my mom finishes
setting the table. It may seem weird that my parents are aware of
my brothers’ nocturnal activities and still allow the girls to stay
over and have breakfast in the morning. The truth is, they know
nothing they do will stop my brothers from sleeping around, but
this gives them a say in whether or not the girl stays within our
family. Any girl who lasts longer than a day in our house is a girl
who has gained my parents’ approval for mate.

As I think about how even my parents’ approval is
not enough for my brothers to choose a girl as mate, I notice Burns
in Andrea’s arms, reminding me of Connor’s prank.

Soon, I tell myself.

Not that I have a specific problem with Andrea, but
as long as Connor hasn’t himself declared their relationship to be
serious, I’m not going to make an effort to get along with her. I
mean, she’s okay and all, and I can understand why my brother likes
her so much, especially with her exotic looks. And, admittedly, it
has been kind of fun learning some dirty Spanish words from her.
But the truth of the matter is that we don’t have anything in
common other than Connor. Plus, she’s a little too self-absorbed
for my taste.

My mother is preparing bacon and eggs in the kitchen
when we walk in. She has got her blonde hair pulled back by a
headband, which makes her look younger than 45, although the crow’s
feet in the corners of her eyes are a dead giveaway. On the
outside, my mom is a very tough looking lady, with a firm athletic
build and a hard-set jaw, but she’s actually a big softie.

That’s not to say she’s not strong. I mean, she is
one human against six werewolves; just the matter of feeding us is
a chore that would tire out anybody, but she also does the
cleaning, the shopping and painting. She loves to paint. The
cooking is the hardest part, though. I mean, for breakfast, she
practically lays out a buffet for us. To human eyes, there’s enough
food to feed twenty people, but we all just have really big
appetites. Especially Nathan, who eats like a pig.

“Morning, Mom,” Danny and I say.

Mase and Con are busy greeting their girlfriends in
their own special way, and Nate is already plating up.

“This twin thing is really cool,” Andrea whispers to
Connor, thinking he’s the only one who can hear her. “I wish you
had a twin.”

“Morning, boys,” Mom says with a smile on her face,
her blue eyes twinkling when she sees us. “For God’s sake, wait for
your father, Nathan! Honestly!”

“I did,” I hear Connor answer Andrea out loud. “I
ate him in the womb ‘cause he took up all my space.”

Laughter rolls around the table, and it’s at that
moment that Dad makes an entrance. “Oh believe me, it’s a good
thing there’s just one of him.”

I’ve always admired the way my dad carries himself,
in public and at home. Three years older than Mom, but he has a
similar hardness to his appearance; with a square jaw that tints
every expression he makes with coldness, eyes that could make
anyone pee in their pants, and a sturdy build that almost rivals
Connor’s, he is easily the most intimidating man I’ve ever met.

Unlike my mother, though, he’s just as hard on the
inside as he is on the outside. He has always been able to make us
boys guilty and afraid just by looking at us. His word is law, and
he never has to raise his voice to make that clear. He has a
lighter side buried somewhere, but it doesn’t come out often. This
morning, we are rewarded with its presence.

“Twins are a real piece of work,” he goes on.

“Hey!” the four of us complain.

“And here I thought I was your favorite,” I add.

“Of course you are,” he assures me. “You’re the only
one who has my eyes.”

It’s those little gestures of favoritism on his part
that makes me take risks when it comes to things he and Mom usually
refuse to give me.

“Does that mean you’ll let me go to college?” I
half-joke, completely forgetting who is in the room.

“Why wouldn’t you go to college?” Andrea asks,
puzzled. “You and Danny graduate in June, don’t you?”

Instantly, the mood is changed. As a rule, we never
discuss matters that relate even a tiny bit to my secret in front
of outsiders of the family. In my parents’ opinion, going to
college is very risky, because there are so many things that can
expose my true gender. Remember what I said about usually getting
what I want from my parents if I asked nicely enough? College is
one of the exceptions. You know, right next to actually being a
girl.

Personally, I think they just don’t trust that I can
handle it on my own, and would rather have me close to protect me.
How else am I supposed to understand their constant refusal? But
because they’ve always been good parents, and they were always fair
with me and my brothers, I can’t bring myself to accuse them of
that on the off chance that I’m wrong.

Marianna has already been established as part of the
family, but Andrea is still an outsider because Connor is not as
brave as Mason was when he took that leap. When I asked that
question, I didn’t mean to put them in a bad situation, because I
honestly forgot that Andrea was an outsider.

By the look in my father’s eyes, though, I know he
doesn’t appreciate my bad timing. “Oh, Michael’s just got someplace
abroad in his mind, and his mother and I don’t approve,” he easily
lies.

Shit, he called me Michael.

He must be really upset that I asked. I look away to
hide my guilt as my brothers save me from an awkward situation and
continue the conversation normally. My mother meets my gaze and she
gives me that sad I’m-sorry-but-you-know-why-we-have-to-do-this
smile and I look away again.

This time, Marianna catches my eye and her smile is
sympathetic. She knows my plight and she supports me, but it’s not
like she can take a stand against my parents on my behalf. I
wouldn’t want her to, either. It took them long enough to be okay
with her awareness that I’m a girl; we don’t need to repeat
that.

Something bumps my foot and I look down to see Burns
rubbing his head against my injured ankle. The throbbing registered
a while back, especially when my brothers and I were wrestling. But
as werewolves, we heal pretty quickly, so I didn’t think twice
about wrestling. I forgot about it completely when my brothers
joined me and Connor.

Smiling, I pick up my cat and put him in my lap,
remembering my revenge plan against Connor. I casually reach for my
cell phone in the back pocket of my pajama pants and put it on
silent. I wait for Andrea to grab his phone under the pretense of
taking a picture of the two of them together, like she normally
does -honestly, the girl feels the need to document every moment of
their life together. Then I dial his number. Seconds later, his
phone starts ringing a very sleazy tune.

“Who the hell is Melina and why do you have a
picture of her boobs?” Andrea suddenly yells.

Her voice breaks through the chatter of everyone
else and causes them to fall silent.

“What?” Connor asks as he takes the phone from her.
“Oh, no that’s probably one of these guys playing a prank on me.
They replaced my contacts’ names with a girl’s name and attached a
picture to it they found online.”

“That’s my bra,” she screams. “That’s your bed!
That’s my picture on the bedside table! Who the hell is this girl?
You don’t even have the decency to show her face in the
picture!”

“No, Andy, I swear,” he frantically says as he
starts to panic. “I don’t know anyone by that name! This must be
some prank!”

“Well, it’s one hell of a prank,” she exclaims and
storms out of the room yelling curses in Spanish, some of which I
understand.

Connor runs after her. “Andrea, baby, come on!
Wait!”

Yeah, sure, they’re not exclusive, I mock him
internally, having the time of my life.

When he’s gone, all eyes are on me. Too late, I
realize it’s because I’m still petting Burns as if nothing’s
happened.

“What?” I ask innocently.

“That was...” Mason starts saying.

“Genius!” Danny finishes for him. “Seriously, only
you can pull this off, Dyl.”

I grin at the praise, and also because he called me
Dyl. The only times my family refers to me by my middle name Dylan
is when they’re thinking of me as a girl. They call me Mickey most
of the time, Michael when they’re not happy with me, and Dylan or
Dyl when something happens that makes my gender obvious. To be
honest, I live for moments like these, though I would never admit
it.

“Why? Because Michael’s the only one who can wear a
bra?” my father scolds sternly.

See what I mean about the name thing?

“Well, I’m going to be 18 in June, so I’m bound to
be chesty,” I reply sarcastically.

“Don’t joke about this, Michael,” he scolds again.
He hesitates only a second as his gaze briefly drifts towards
Marianna. “What if somebody saw you taking that picture through the
window? How long do you think it would take before your secret
comes out, and before the nearest pack puts two and two together
and comes after you?”

“Isn’t that kind of far-fetched?” Mason ventures to
ask. “I mean, we’re the only pack within five hundred miles, and
even so, we live so far away from civilization that the only time
anyone could see Mickey as a girl is at school, and he’s not dumb
enough to do that.”

“I’m not willing to take such a risk,” Dad retorts,
his pupils dilating so much that his eyes are almost black.

“Honey,” Mom calls out to calm him down, recognizing
that his temper is rising.

Losing our temper is common for werewolves. If our
outburst is strong enough, we could end up having an attack of
emotions and temporarily lose control of our shifting ability. We
all struggle with it, though I personally have yet to blow up in
someone’s face.

“It’s alright,” she reassures him. “It’s just a
prank. Dylan knows to be careful.”

When he stares at her, his eyes gradually return to
their usual state. Then he looks at me.

“I’m sorry, Dad,” I say in a small voice, knowing
that he’s right, to a certain extent.

Outside, I hear a car door slam shut and a car drive
away. Andrea has left the premises.

He sighs and visibly softens. “It’s alright, Mickey.
Your mother is right; you do know how to be careful. I should be
showing you that I trust you, not doubting you.”

This makes me feel guilty about the college thing.
“It’s your job to worry, Dad. I understand that.”

He smiles at me, and everything’s all right between
us again.

“And on a much brighter note,” Nate interjects
cheerily, “that was brilliant, Mickey!”

“Genius!” Danny repeats.

I smirk at them all, in my head already planning
what I would do to them next. A couple of seconds later, Connor
storms into the kitchen, looking furious.

“How the hell could you do something like that,
Michael?!” he shouts.

Not the least bit fazed, I simply shrug and say,
“Next time, leave Burns out of War Day.”

 



 CHAPTER 2

Logan

 


It’s the strangest feeling, to go somewhere
unfamiliar, and yet still get a sense that you’re coming home. Then
again, everything that matters happened here; this is where my
parents met, where I was born, where I spent the first year of my
life before they uprooted us all. Every significant moment of my
existence started in this place that I’ve only heard stories
about.

Already, my throat is clogging up with the memories
my parents must have had. I can see them with my mind’s eye taking
a stroll around the park when they were my age, about to start a
family. I can picture my dad pushing a toddler version of me on the
swing as I laugh my heart out, and my mom sitting by the benches,
watching us with a warm smile.

Their presence is everywhere, and the nostalgia that
comes with it hits me harder the closer we get to the house. The
loss is still very fresh, and no matter where I go, it still
stings.

“Whoa,” Reena whispers when the compound comes into
view.

I’m pretty amazed myself. It’s much bigger than our
place in Maine, with more than enough personal space for all of us,
and for the others coming in tomorrow, too. The most impressive
thing about it, though, is the fifty years of history behind it,
which shows in every brick of the wall surrounding it all.

Inside, the grass surrounding the gravel road is
overgrown and vibrant green. Malcolm, our keeper, has apparently
been taking good care of it in our absence. Identical two-story
houses are spread around, about a dozen or so. There’s also the
training center, the hospital, the school, and right behind the
pack house, the playground for the younger members.

In the center of the compound is where the main pack
house is built, the biggest building in the compound. I park right
out in its driveway and get my suitcase shared with Reena out. I
carry it effortlessly up the wide stone steps that lead to the
entrance and drop it by the door so that I can get my keys out.
Once in, I cough for a moment; dust has been settling for almost
twenty years, and while Malcolm is responsible of maintaining the
public spots in the compound as well as manning the gate, he’s not
allowed in any of the houses.

Every piece of furniture is covered with sheets; in
the living room, kitchen, dining room, game room, all nine bedrooms
plus the three guest rooms. The building is four stories high with
a basement and an attic; it has to be to contain this many rooms
that would house the alpha and beta’s families. The pack house is
by far the largest building, which is where I will be living from
now on.

“Welcome to our new home,” I say with little
enthusiasm.

Reena detects my tone of voice, but she doesn’t
comment on it, knowing that the eight werewolves following behind
us would hear her no matter how low she whispers. She knows she has
to wait till we’re alone to talk. It’s only when we get inside to
our soundproofed room that she finally says what’s on her mind.

“You know we really didn’t have to come here,” she
tells me for the second time.

“He left me this task for a reason, Ree,” I remind
her. “I need to find out what it means.”

“I understand that,” she assures me. “I just meant
that you could have made a weekend project out of it or something.
Or maybe sent out Cade to do it.”

“I have to do this myself,” I insist. “Besides, I
didn’t force anyone to come with me; the pack agreed. They’re
strongest when they’re with their alpha. Everybody has ties here,
anyway, so we’re not starting completely anew.”

A look of sadness crosses her eyes, and she averts
her gaze. “I don’t. I have no one here. Not anywhere.”

I wrap my arm around her waist as a comforting
gesture and pull her toward me. Then, I plant a light kiss on her
forehead.

“You have me,” I point out, “and your family. So
long as we’re with you, you won’t be alone, not anymore.”

She leans into me, seeking the support only I have
ever been able to give her. “Promise you won’t leave me the whole
time we’re here?”

The reason I came back is still a mystery to me.
That’s why I can’t involve Reena in it, because I don’t want to put
her in harm in case it turns out to be more dangerous than it
appears. But I still promise to stay with her anyway.

After that, I immediately go find Cade, knowing he’s
probably waiting for me in the office by now. I’m proved correct
moments later, when I open the door right outside my bedroom that
leads to my dad’s old office. Like all the bedrooms in the house,
it’s soundproofed, which is why I’ll be working on my dad’s project
in there from now on.

The few pictures I have seen of the office are too
old. Right now, instead of being filled with books, the shelves are
empty and dusty. The desk and chair are covered with white sheets,
and the window behind them is in extreme need of cleaning. The
entire room is, to be honest; it even smells like ash, for some
reason.

Cade is standing right by the window when I walk in,
looking out at the view of the playground. He turns around when he
hears me coming.

“Is it me, or has this place always been this
dusty?” he attempts to make light of the otherwise serious
situation.

Still, I manage a half smile. “We’ll get around to
cleaning everything. Where’s Sadie?”

“She’s getting everything ready for tomorrow,” he
tells me. “This is the first time she changes schools, so she’s a
little nervous.”

“She’ll be fine,” I assure him. Sadie is easily
likeable; she’ll make new friends before any of us. “The U-Haul
will be here any minute, and I’m sure the cleaning crew won’t be
far behind. We should get going; I don’t want to stay out too late.
The guys can help set up everything while we’re gone.”

Right before I’m about to leave, he takes two quick
strides toward me, and grabs my arm from over the desk. “Wait,” he
says. “Before we go, I just got off the phone with your uncle
Cliff. He said he tried calling you but that your phone was
off.”

I pull my phone out of my pocket and find that it is
indeed off. “The battery must have died on the way.” I was using it
for music on the road, but I turned the radio off when we got to
the first station, and I must have forgotten to unplug the AUX.
Putting it back in, I face Cade again. “What did he say?”

“Your dad signed a treaty with a pack eighteen years
ago,” he informs me. “Apparently, he allowed them to live on our
land indefinitely. They’ll probably need a renewal from you, unless
of course you don’t want them here anymore.”

Confused as to why he thought this is urgent, I
frown. “O-kay... why did I need to know that before we leave?”

Cade stares at me intently. He conveys more meaning
through that simple act than he does through words. “Because
they’re a lone family.”

That’s when I finally get what he’s trying to say.
“Are they on the list?”

He shakes his head. “I checked. But maybe they’re
still related somehow.”

I pause, deliberating what to do. “What are their
numbers?”

“Seven; two parents and five boys.”

My eyes widen with surprise. Quite the big
family. “We’ll set up a meeting tomorrow. I’ll take care of
it.”

Cades nods in agreement. “Okay.”

“Anything else I should know about them?”

“That’s pretty much everything.”

“Then let’s get going.”

The closest address on the list is half an hour
away. With my urgency driving me, we get there in twenty
minutes.

The Mariners’ house is very neat and homely, with a
tire swing out on the well cared for front lawn. It’s like the one
I dreamt of having as a kid. I almost start to imagine if my life
will be like this when I marry Reena, and how our boys will be
spending their time. It’s a nice imagery that delays my knocking on
the front door for a good long minute.

Then Cade pulls me out of my thoughts by literally
pulling me toward the door and ringing the doorbell himself.

“Just a minute!” a woman calls out from inside with
a distinct Australian accent in her voice.

There are the sounds of a child’s giggles and
footsteps. The door opens. A blonde woman in her mid thirties is
standing there, holding a boy of about two years old in her arms.
The baby is still laughing, his face all red from the exertion. He
cuts it off once he sees strangers in front of him, but his smile
remains and even widens.

The woman smiles politely at us. “Can I help
you?”

“Mrs. Mariner?” I check.

“Yes,” she confirms. The baby squirms in her arms
and tries to hide his face in her neck. The jerking movement almost
causes her to drop him. “Jace, love, stay still. Let mummy talk to
the nice men, alright?”

Unease starts to settle in the pit of my stomach.
I’ve obviously caught her at a very bad time, and I don’t want to
take her away from her son, but I do need some answers.

“My name is Logan, and this is Cade. I’m sorry to
come so suddenly and without notice, but I think you knew my
father, Cameron Underwood,” I start by saying, making it sound like
a question.

Her face lights up with recognition. “Yes! Cameron!
That’s right. How is he? It’s been years!”

“Um,” I hesitate, not knowing how to answer that.
“Is it okay if we come in and talk to you and your husband? There
are some things I need to tell you and other things I need to know
from you.”

“Of course, dear, of course,” she immediately
agrees. “Come on in.”

Mrs. Mariner leads us into the living room, and my
eyes are almost immediately assaulted by the bright flowery
patterns on the couches. Cade and I exchange looks. I can tell he’s
just as taken aback by the decor as I am, but he shrugs it off as
quickly as I do.

“My husband isn’t here right now, but he should be
back any moment with our son Jake,” she lets us know. “They play
softball together every Sunday. It’s a great father-son bonding
time.”

I don’t say anything. My father and I never played
softball, so I can’t really relate to this kind of relationship.
The way she talks about her family is very affectionate. You can
almost feel the “all-American-family” air in their very house.
Never mind the fact that she’s clearly not American.

Cade and I sit down next to each other while Mrs.
Mariner faces us on the opposite couch, with Jace in her lap. He
squirms until she turns him around, and he stares at us with round
eyes that make me uncomfortable for some reason.

“Now. How can I help you?” she asks.

Better get right to the point; I’m feeling very
uneasy in here. “How well did you know my father?”

“Not very well, to be honest,” she answers. “My
husband used to be in his pack before he met me on a business trip
in Australia, but he and Cameron weren’t really that close. It was
a more of a formal relationship between them. Cameron is a very
private man.”

I almost correct her, but I can’t.

“You said the last time you saw him was how many
years ago?” Cade steps in.

Mrs. Mariner frowns, deep in thought. “Let’s see, it
must have been... eight or nine years ago? I remember that Jake was
two, so it must have been that long ago.”

Now we’re getting somewhere. “Do you remember
what happened then?”

There is urgency in my voice that finally makes her
realize this is more than just a casual visit. Suspicion flashes
across her previously friendly face.

“What’s this about?” she demands.

Her heartbeat accelerates, and her arms tighten
around her baby, as she just now begins to realize that she has let
two werewolves into her home, unprotected. I don’t want to frighten
her, so I try to keep my own anxiety in check.

“Mrs. Mariner, the truth is...” I hesitate, forcing
the words out, “my father passed away a couple of years ago.”

Seconds later, her body relaxes again, and the pity
I’ve grown used to seeing on people’s faces appears. “Oh, I’m so
sorry for your loss. He was a great man.”

I swallow hard and wordlessly nod my thanks at her
condolences. “I’m here because I’m trying to retrace his final
steps, and one of the things he left behind was a list of names and
addresses. Yours was the closest. Do you know why he would have
done that?”

Almost instantly, fear fills her eyes, and she holds
her son close once again. Her grip is too tight, though, and he
starts crying. Babies crying are usually an annoyance for
werewolves, especially with our strong hearing, but they’re
tolerable. This little guy’s scream, however, is particularly high
pitched. Cade and I automatically wince and cover our ears.

Mrs. Mariner composes herself and starts rocking her
baby until he calms down a little, and his crying dies down to a
low whimpering.

“I’m sorry, I can’t help you,” she says in a
desperate manner. “You need to leave.”

Her reaction is completely unexpected. Whatever it
is that the list means, I didn’t think it would be that serious.
Now I need to know even more than before, and I can’t leave without
getting at least some information, but I also don’t want to force
Mrs. Mariner to talk to me. She’s already too terrified; I don’t
want to add to that.

“Mrs. Mariner,” I plead with her. “This is really
important. Please, isn’t there something you can do?”

She falters, torn between her obvious fear of
something I don’t even understand and her wish to help me. She
doesn’t break eye contact with me for a good long moment, nor do I,
hoping I can persuade her this way. Finally, she sighs and shakes
her head.

“I’m sorry, I really can’t say,” she repeats
regretfully. I start to sag in defeat, until she speaks again.
“But... my husband might be able to do something for you.”

Thank God, I think with relief.

“Okay,” I agree, “we’ll wait for him.”

She frantically shakes her head. “No, not today.
Come back next week.”

I’ll take what I can get.

“Thank you Mrs. Mariner,” I gratefully tell her.

She doesn’t reply and instead ushers Cade and I out.
I don’t understand any of it, but I know now’s not the time to push
for answers. Once we’re out the door, she quickly shuts it in our
faces. For a minute, Cade and I just stand there staring at it,
trying to process what just happened.

Then I turn to him. “What the hell was my dad
doing?”

He sighs morosely. “I don’t know man, but it doesn’t
sound like it was anything good.”

I look back at the house. “Whatever it is, I’m going
to find out. I have to.”

“I’m right there with you,” he promises. “Do you
want to check out another name from the list before we go
home?”

Home, I repeat in disbelief. This
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