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Despite being written in black Sharpie, the “Hungry and Homeless” sign had begun to run. At first. Eddie thought it added to the pathetic aspect of his situation but the more he looked at it, the more he realized that the sodden cardboard couldn’t be read at all. He grimaced, thinking of the extra cost more marker and cardboard might be. He wracked his mind to think of where he might find either for free. 

Does it even matter? The teen wondered, his eyes trailing over the streaking words. Does anyone even care about the sign or about me? 

The question wasn’t one of self-pity so much as it was realistic. Eddie had been on the streets long enough to know that no one cared about anyone but themselves. Even before he had ventured into the “real world”, he had known about selfishness and greed. Going to live on the streets had only solidified what he already knew.  It was a different realm out in the alleys of the city, even when the very rich and desolate poor mingled. Of the two groups, Eddie was most certainly in the latter. 

From his spot, beneath the holey tarp, his dark eyes took in the fancily dressed people wandering across from Central Park. For the most part, security guards and the NYPD ushered street people away from 5th Avenue, not wanting the uber-rich to catch a scent of fetid, unwashed flesh over their Chanel perfume. 

But Eddie was lucky in the sense that he was young enough and yet stealthy enough to never quite be noticed. If people did see him, they tended to ignore him, simply because of his age. 

I need to do something about this sign, he thought with a frown, rising from his spot. The sudden movement appeared to startled a well-dressed woman in her fifties and she paused on the sidewalk to stare at the teenager like he had sprouted another head. The direct way she stared at him put Eddie on notice that this was not going to be a pleasant encounter. 

She wore a fur coat, a mink stole draped around her neck like she had just walked out of a catalogue from the eighties. 

Do people even wear fur anymore? Is that even legal?

Of course, Eddie didn’t need to be told that there were a different set of laws and rules for the wealthy, ones that he would never be able to escape. 

“Excuse me,” Eddie mumbled, half-hoping that he might be able to escape whatever wrath the woman had in mind but he was savvy enough to know better. 

“You!” she spat, falling back to place a hand over her fat neck. “You’re the boy who stole my purse last week on East 72nd!”

If that were true (and Eddie could not be sure it wasn’t), he certainly did not remember. There had been so many thefts, so many robberies. How was he supposed to keep straight the faces behind the Prada purses and Gucci wallets? 

Although I likely would have steered clear of someone wearing a Russian fox coat, he thought logically. Anyone who dressed like that had to be looking for trouble and attention, two things that Eddie could decisively do without. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he muttered, reaching for his tarp and knapsack. To his utter shock, the woman charged at him, grabbing his arm to whirl him around. For a moment, Eddie could do nothing but gape at her. 

“I know it’s you!” she insisted. “I’d remember that sullen, bratty face anywhere!”

“You’re wrong!” he snapped back flatly. 

“Help!” she howled, her grip tightening around Eddie’s arm like a vice. “Help! Thief!”

The boy had seen enough craziness during his time on the streets but this was a first, being confronted by a rich, old woman. He managed to wretch his arm away as a patrolman turned the corner, apparently distracted by the commotion. 

“What’s the problem, ma’am?” the officer demanded. By now, Eddie had freed himself, his ripped jeans striding across the street toward the entranceway of the park. The afternoon sun had just faded away to an orangey-blue twilight and Eddie scampered full force over traffic, ignoring the honking behind him. He didn’t need to look back to know that the cop was on his trail. He was guilty by default. No one was going to believe him when he was being accused by someone like her. 

Even if it is true, Eddie thought, sprinting through the entrance and across the yard, making his way toward the tent city that had erected itself at the far end of the park. 

He had spent some time with the homeless too, moving along with their caravan, only to be displaced when the mayor got ambitious and the good folks who overlooked Central Park in their million-dollar condos grew sick of the view of human suffering. But Eddie knew he was an easy target to the less scrupulous types who realized that in the hierarchy of the homeless, he was a pawn. More times than he could count, he had been robbed of the few possessions he had managed to squirrel away, his own thefts being stolen from him before he could find a warm, dry spot for the night. 

It was why he chose to stay on his own most of the time. There was a lack of trust and comradery which suited Eddie just fine. Yet at that moment, Eddie knew he needed to disappear among the crowd. He was sure he wasn’t memorable enough for the police officer to remember him once he was among a mob, not that he expected that the cop would put that much effort into seeking him out. Afterall, this was New York City. They had better things to do than chase down scruffy homeless kids. They simply didn’t have the manpower with all the murder and mayhem, protecting the tourists from gangs and the war on drugs. 

Eddie knew he just needed to put enough space and speed between himself and the cop and he would be in the clear. The key was to not slow down before he was sure that had happened. 

When he finally looked over his shoulder, Eddie slowed his gait, realizing that the patrolman had given up long ago. Relief shot through him and he sank against a sapling that had only been planted in the city beautification project which had started in the spring. 

Do these trees make the city prettier? 

Eddie could think of a dozen or more ways to make it attractive, ways like feeding and housing the homeless. 

Darkness had completely fallen by now and as Eddie looked about the tent city, he realized that it was oddly quiet. 

Where is everyone? 

His head swiveled, strands of dark hair tickling the base of his neck as he gazed about but there was no signs of life anywhere. A peculiar sensation crept up the base of his skull and again, Eddie’s head turned back to stare out the way he had come. 

Something’s not right. 

Perhaps it was the half year he’d spent in the city, fighting for his every meal but Eddie’s sixth sense had become something he did not discount and every fiber of his being was telling him that something was amiss. 

He pushed himself off the tree, eyes still trained for movement but as he made his way toward the Bow Bridge, his heart hammering wildly in his throat. 

And then he saw her. 

Her face was pale, her body pinned up against a massive maple, a few feet from the bridge. The man had his hand around her throat, his eyes dead as he strangled the life out of her, like he had floated off somewhere else. 

Shock and dismay flooded Eddie as he tried to make sense of what he was seeing but no matter how many times he blinked, the image did not change. Life was slipping away from the blonde, light fading from her eyes. Eddie knew that if he didn’t act, she would be dead in seconds. 

Inhaling a shaky breath, he lunged toward the huge assailant, not knowing what he was going to do until he got there. His eyes locked on the woman, her cheeks staining purple, blue eyes rolling to the back of her head but Eddie got the distinct sense that she had seen him, even if her gaze was hazy. 

Get him!

Her voice resonated through his head and without hesitating, Eddie leaned down and grabbed for a rock. He did not give himself a moment to consider his actions, slamming the piece into the man’s head. 

As if in slow motion, blood spurted from the temple where Eddie had struck but the giant did not go down. He did, however, loosen his grip on the blonde and she fell off the bark of the tree as he turned his attention toward Eddie. 

Oh shit...

The boy stumbled back, his pulse roaring in his ears but as he turned to run, he tripped over the too-large running shoes he had picked up at a thrift store. 

He sprawled onto his face, crawling along the ground but before he could rise again, he felt hands grabbing at the thin material of his shirt, yanking him upward. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, huh, kid?” the ugly giant spat, baring yellow teeth. His eyes glimmered in an ethereal way that made Eddie question his own reality, particularly when a low growl forced his head to move to the side. 

The man heard the noise at precisely the same moment, understanding and alarm coloring his cheeks as he immediately dropped Eddie unceremoniously onto the ground but he was too late. 

A wolf leapt up from the path, her fangs elongated and ready for the kill as she sunk her teeth into the assailant’s neck. More blood poured from his face and Eddie was left to scramble backward as he watched the scene in disbelief. 

A low, horrific growl emanated from the she-wolf’s throat and Eddie watched in morbid fascination as she continued to attack. The blue of her eyes glowed against the night, her white fur gleaming against the moon’s rays until she was covered in red splatter too. 

How do I know it’s a girl?

The question popped irrelevantly into Eddie’s mind but as it did, he whipped his head around, looking for the blonde. She was nowhere to be seen, a fact that both relieved and confused him. 

Further back, he pushed himself until he was hidden in the shrubs, the attack ongoing. The man’s cries gave gave to nothingness, his body laying limp along the path as the wolf stood on his lifeless body, licking her snout. Again, she bared her teeth, as if to say, “take that, you bastard.”

I need to get out of here, Eddie thought but he couldn’t bring himself to move, his gaze transfixed on the animal and her red-tinged fur. 

Finally, she raised her head and stared at him, the crystal of her eyes suddenly very familiar. 

“No...” Eddie mumbled, not realizing he had spoken aloud until he heard his own voice but his disbelief wouldn’t be silenced. He could not reconcile what he thought he knew with what was happening. 

The wolf leapt off the now dead attacker and she ambled closer to him, her expression indecipherable. 

She’s coming to finish me now, he thought but as she neared him, he felt no fear even though he had just witnessed her tear a man to shreds. Abruptly, her beastly body melded away and he was again staring at the blonde who had been so defenseless only minutes ago. She was just as beautiful as he had seen, even in the throes of near-death. 

“What the hell...?” he mumbled, backing away. Yet he still did not run. 

“Thank you,” she breathed. “You saved my life.”

Eddie opened his mouth to respond, to demand answers and ask who she was and how this was possible. 

But instead, dizziness overcame him and he fainted dead away, the shock finally consuming him. 

~ ~ ~

Goddamn it.

Layla stared at the unconscious body at her feet, grinding her teeth. Her instinct was to leave him where he lay and disappear into the night but after what he had done for her, she knew she couldn’t just walk away. It was clear that this kid was homeless and it wasn’t safe. 

I’ll find him somewhere safe until he regains consciousness and then I’m out, she vowed, looking around. The night was proving to be eerily silent and she wondered if Klaus had anything to do with that. Layla knew she didn’t have time to overthink her surroundings. All she knew for certain was that this boy had nothing to do with Klaus or the assemblage who were hellbent on locating her. If he did, he would have just let Lester finish the job and choke her into submission. No, this boy had saved her life and she owed him something for his efforts. 

With a sigh, she morphed back into her wolf body and tossed him onto her back without much of an effort, hurrying from the park in the shadows that she knew so well. 

She kept one eye on the darkness but as she moved, she caught sight of people going about their evening when she made her way toward the bustling New York streets. She was out of danger—at least for now. Klaus wouldn’t strike in such public view. 

Layla shifted back and managed to lug the skinny boy down the subway stairs and into the underground tunnels. She forsook the train and instead stole away in the darkness with his on her back until she entered midtown. There, she located the first cheap motel she could and left him in the alley to get a room. 

“We ain’t doin’ hourly here, lady,” the clerk told her scornfully. Layla checked her temper, feeling the throb of her fangs against her gums. A part of her wanted to scare the life out of the receptionist for suggesting what he had but she thought of the unconscious boy outside. 

“I need the room for a night,” she replied instead, her voice cold. Shrugging, the clerk slipped her a key and in minutes, Layla had brought the homeless boy into a filthy room. It smelled rancid and used, as though it had not been cleaned in years but Layla doubted that he would care. The boy didn’t look like he’d been cleaned in years either. 

There’s a shower and a bed here, she thought reasonably. When he wakes up, at least he’ll be safe. 

Yet as she laid him on the mattress, a pang of worry shot through Layla’s body. She stared at him hesitatingly, hand on the doorknob to see herself out. 

What if Klaus gets his eyes on this one? What if he comes after the boy?

It wouldn’t be the first time something like that had happened. Klaus would call him collateral damage and write off his life without a care in the world. That was just how Klaus was. It was one of the biggest reasons that Layla had tried to leave. Klaus’ blatant disregard for life was appalling and she was tired of living under his tyrannical reign. 

“Ohhh...”

Dammit!

Layla exhaled as she realized she had waited too long to leave the boy now and he was waking up. 

Or maybe that’s not a bad thing. I can get him somewhere to safety, somewhere Klaus won’t find him. 

The problem was Layla had no idea where that might be. She had thought that escaping to the city from New Jersey would have slowed Klaus and the others from gaining on her trail as she tried to lose herself but that had not worked out as well as she had hoped. 

“Oh my God!” The boy sat up, suddenly very aware of his surroundings. “Are you okay?”

The question touched Layla unexpectedly. After almost being killed himself, it was endearing that he cared about her. 

“I’m fine,” she replied slowly. “How are you feeling?”

He flushed as though he recalled how he had fainted. 

“W-where is that other guy?” he mumbled in a way that told Layla that he didn’t really want to know. 

“Look, I’ve got to keep moving,” Layla told him, still unsure of what she was going to do about him. “You should probably come with me.”

Confusion and worry overtook his pale face. 

“Come with you where?” he asked, sitting up. “Are you in trouble?”

“Are you?” she shot back, eying his worn clothes. He grimaced and shrugged. 

“No more than usual,” he assured her. 

That’s what you think. When Klaus figures out who you are...

She reasoned that as a street kid, he might not have the same level of danger as she thought. 

“Are you homeless?” she asked bluntly. A scowl overtook his face and he turned away, the humiliation on his cheeks almost tangible. 

“So what if I am?” he muttered. 

“That’s good,” Layla blurted out before she could stop herself. 

“That’s good?” he echoed. She tittered and shook her head. 

“Nevermind,” she said. His eyes narrowed slightly. 

“Were you leaving?”

“Like I said, I have to keep moving. I was just trying to figure out what to do with you,” she admitted. 

“I can take care of myself,” he muttered. Layla smiled softly and moved away from the door to perch on the end of the bed. 

“Look,” she said. “I rented this room for the night. Why don’t you rest and shower? I’ll leave you a few bucks for food and—”

“I don’t need your charity!” he interjected. Layla was surprised by his tone and she studied his impassioned face for a long moment. 

“All right,” she conceded slowly. “Then you can fend for yourself.”

She rose and made her way back to the door, pausing to cast him one last look but he purposely kept his face averted. Inhaling, Layla reached inside her purse and tossed two twenties onto the table before hurrying out of the room and into the night without a word. 

~ ~ ~

From the second the door closed behind her, Eddie felt nothing but a wave of remorse. 

Why was I so rude to her?

He knew why. He was embarrassed that this beautiful, dangerous she-wolf was so much better than him. The need to impress her was foreign, strange and in some ways, Eddie was glad it was over. Whoever she was, she was clearly bad news. Someone was looking for her and she had abilities that he had only read about in books. If he had stayed unconscious for another minute, she would have been gone anyway. 

Good riddance, he told himself throwing his legs over the side of the bed. It was only then that he saw the money she had left behind. More humiliation shot through him but he couldn’t deny that he was hungry and with his backpack and tarp gone now, he had little in the way of resources. He had a warm, safe-enough place to sleep for the night. As the blonde had said, there was a shower. Eddie hadn’t had a good shower in weeks. He avoided the shelters, knowing that at seventeen, there was still a very real chance that Children’s Aid might get involved. 

Sighing, he ambled into the bathroom and ran the hot water. Almost instantly, steam filled the air and on a whim, he closed himself inside. The evaporated water turned the bathroom into a sauna and almost instantly, Eddie felt the dirt and grime melting away off his body. He dunked the filthy clothes into the sink to soak and suddenly, he was looking forward to being clean. 

The shampoo was unscented and the soap broke in half the second he pressed it against his lanky body but to Eddie, the feeling was heaven. 

As he showered, he let his mind wander back to what had happened in Central Park. 

That’s crazy, he told himself, letting the water seep into all his crevices. I must have been hallucinating. I’m probably starving. 

As if on cue, his stomach rumbled and Eddie turned off the shower, reaching for a crusty but clean towel that barely covered his waist. 

He made his way back into the main room and stopped, realizing that he had nothing to wear to go outside. The clothes were still soaking in the sink and without a dryer, he would be stuck in the room until the morning while they dried. 

Eddie could think of worse places to be. 

He reached for the phone on the side table and found the number to a pizza place, noting the address on a laminate card on the table. 

How did she manage to get me to midtown? He wondered. He placed his order and retreated to the bathroom to scrub his clothes before hanging them up over the curtain rod. Satisfied, he retreated back to the bed and located the remote control. 

I haven’t watched television in months. 

Eddie decided that he was going to relish the newfound creature comforts and he settled back against the pillows to stare up at the screen until he heard a car pull up in front of his room. Jumping up from the bed, he threw open the door and greeted the deliveryman, hungrily accepting the from him. 

“Thanks,” he mumbled, turning to set the box down but before he could close the door, a foot shot out and caught the doorway. Eddie spun and stared at the coldest brown eyes he had ever seen. 

“Hola, esse,” the boy hissed, pushing his way inside the room. Eddie tightened the bedsheet around his body and backed up, noting the speed in which the delivery car drove away. 

“I-I think you have the wrong room,” Eddie sputtered, looking nervously at the tattooed young man. Another one appeared, this one taller, his red bandana a sharp contrast against his black hair. 

“Nah, esse,” the original boy jeered, kicking the door closed behind him. “We just came to say welcome to the neighborhood. We always like to make ourselves known when a newcomer stops by.”

He propped open the pizza box and helped himself to a piece, nodding to his companion who did the same. Suddenly, Eddie’s appetite diminished.

“I’m not new to the neighborhood,” Eddie fumbled. “I-I’m just here for a night.”

“Hm.”

The smaller man chewed and nodded, glancing toward his friend. 

“Well this can be a dangerous hood, know what I’m sayin’?” 

Eddie was not sure he did but he nodded anyway. 

“We wouldn’t want anything to happen to you overnight, esse.”

“Nothing will happen,” Eddie mumbled, darting his eyes toward the twenty-dollar bill sitting on the table. 

“Nah, not to you,” the shorter man agreed, snatching up the money and putting it in his pocket. “We’ll take good care of you. We’ll hang out and make sure a boy like you doesn’t see any issues.”

Suddenly, the door opened again and all three pairs of eyes turned toward the entranceway in shock. 

“Get out,” the blonde told the newcomers flatly. The two gang members snorted and looked to one another, both reaching for their concealed weapons but before they could move, the woman shifted, her body falling onto all fours, teeth bared. 

The men were stunned and gaped but their shock was a disadvantage. 

She pounced, knocking the smaller man down. To his credit, the taller friend seemed to see he was in over his head and sprinted toward the door without a fight. 

“Get. Out.” Her voice was unrecognizable as saliva dripped from her snout, over the man’s terrified face. “Now.”

He nodded and the smell of urine filled the room. Eddie watched in awed horror as the gang member half-crawled toward the door, his pants soaked with fear. The moment he was gone, the wolf kicked the door shut and morphed back into her human form, shaking her head in annoyance. 

“Where are your clothes?” she snapped, eying him skeptically. 

“W-what are you doing here?” Eddie choked, again not believing what he was seeing. Any doubts about what he’d witnessed in Central Park were out the door now. The woman was a wolf, a werewolf. 

“You saved me once,” she sighed. “Now I’m just returning the favor.”

Eddie didn’t know what to say. 

“Get dressed!” she barked at him. “They’ll be back with backup...assuming others don’t find us first.”

As if on cue, Eddie heard the distant wail of a siren. 

“Hurry up!” she insisted. 

“Wait...” 

“What?” 

“What’s your name?” he demanded. She paused, a half-smile forming on her lips. 

“Layla.”

Their eyes locked for a moment until Layla spoke again. 

“Now hurry the hell up or you’re going to get us both killed.”

~ ~ ~

Layla shot Eddie a covert look as they snuck from the motel room. To her relief, the gang members had not returned but Layla knew they were nowhere near out of the woods yet. 

Klaus, the Crips, the police...it’s only a matter of time before all of New York is after us. We need to get out of here. 

It had been a whim for her to stay and keep an eye on the room after leaving Eddie. She could not shake the feeling that he was not safe, even if she had tried to convince herself otherwise. 

It’s a good thing I stayed. Look what might have happened to him otherwise. 

Layla found herself wondering how the boy had survived this long on his own. 

“Why are your clothes wet?” she finally asked when they ducked down 7th Avenue. 

“I washed them,” Eddie admitted sheepishly. “I wasn’t really expecting to put them back on tonight.”

Layla felt a pang of shame, whisking him off when she had offered him a glimmer of security. 

It’s for his own good, she thought, the wheels in her head turning as she tried to think of where they could go. 

“Who is hunting you and why?”

The question was pointed but Layla didn’t know how to respond without rehashing half a millennium of bad blood between her family and Klaus’ assembly. 

“It’s a long story,” Layla sighed truthfully. “One that won’t even make any
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