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Chapter 1


Aiden 

I brace for the most insane thing that I’ve ever attempted…allowing a werewolf to hunt me down inside a dark forest in the middle of the night. I mean, it’s pitch black out here. And I’m hiding under a fallen tree trunk with only enough room to sandwich myself between the dead wood and the cold hard ground.
Why am I doing this?
Because my girlfriend needs the distraction. She needs to feel like herself again. She needs to experience a little joy in her otherwise horrible life. First, an army of reanimated dead soldiers killed almost everyone she loved inside her Colorado wolf pack. Then she lost her house and most of her new wolf pack in a second attack. Now, her mother and father were kidnapped by a secret society of humans who wear porcelain baby masks.
My thumb strokes the soft eagle feather in my palm. Using her witchcraft, Lark enchanted the feather and gave it to me. When I hold it in my palm, the feather hides my scent from animals. I wanted to give my girlfriend a challenge. Tonight, she’ll have to use more than her nose to find me.
The sound of leaves brushing against something catches my attention. Could it be her?
I hold my breath.
And listen.
A thud. Something jumped on top of my fallen tree trunk.
I hold perfectly still. 
A low grumble comes from the animal’s mouth. 
It must be her. I recognize that grumble.
Why hasn’t she pounced? Can she still not smell me?
Maybe she’s frustrated. It’s been an hour since we started the hunt, and I didn’t tell her about the magic feather. 
The grumbling fades off to my right as if she’s still hunting.
You know what? It’s been long enough. Besides, lying on the ground for an hour is kinda boring. 
I scramble to my feet and yell, “Got ya!”
The dark, four-legged figure jumps back in alarm, then takes a few steps back.
“I know, you couldn’t smell me, could you? Well, I have a confession to make—”
A lightning flash from an incoming storm lights up the forest. It’s brief enough to make me stop in my tracks. The animal I saw was not a werewolf.
I hit the flashlight app on my phone and light up the forest to reveal a large mountain lion. Its bright blue eyes take me in. 
As a snack.
Its paws move forward.
“Get away from me, you stupid cat.”
The large cat ignores my suggestion and licks its lips as it quietly approaches.
I back up. “I’m not tasty at all. You’ll hate eating me. Dude, I’m filled with grape soda and chicken and cheese nachos.”
I shouldn’t have said chicken.
The lion pauses, licks its lips again, then leaps in the air.
I drop to the ground and try to protect my neck and head from his jaws. But something jumps over me and crashes into the mountain lion. A series of angry barks and growls echo across the forest as the two animals fight each other. I scramble to find my phone. Once I do, I shine it in the direction of the fight.
The mountain lion hisses at the large gray werewolf. Bree shows her long fangs that barely fit inside her mouth. A string of saliva falls off her massive teeth. The wolf’s eyes burn red, like two twinkling rubies. 
The mountain lion moves backward, trying to retreat.
A loud howl bellows from the werewolf. She barks and growls again at the lion, daring it to make a move against her. 
The lion has second thoughts. It breaks into a run and disappears.
I suck in oxygen, discovering that I’ve been holding my breath this entire time. “That was close. Thanks.”
The werewolf turns her attention to me, sniffing me all over.
“Oh, it was this.” I hold up the eagle feather. “Lark and I wanted to give you a challenge.”
The werewolf tilts her head. She doesn’t understand.
“Why don’t you meet me at the car, and I’ll explain.”
Ten minutes later, Bree Mayflower emerges from the forest inside the Buffalo Mountain Wilderness Area, wearing some shorts and a sports bra. She glistens in sweat as she walks over to the only car in the lit parking lot.
“Do you want a towel?” I ask.
Bree nods. I drape the towel over her shoulders and pull her into a hug. Her face lurches in pain. 
“What’s wrong?” I remove the towel, and there’s blood staining the cotton. Bree has a few red slashes going down her back.
“She got in a scratch or two. You’re lucky. She was a hungry little mountain lion.”
“It was my fault. I thought she was you.”
“If I hadn’t heard your voice, she would’ve chewed off your leg.” Bree rubs the towel over her wet hair. “So, what’s with that feather? Was that the reason I couldn’t pick up your scent?”
“Lark enchanted it. I just wanted to give you a challenge.”
Bree finishes drying herself off. “I was getting worried. I thought you might have ditched me in the forest.” She puts on her T-shirt.
“I did that once. And never again.” 
Bree leans against me. “You’d better not.”
I kiss her on the lips. She wraps her arms around me, and we kiss some more. Her hair smells like honeysuckle and lilacs. Her skin is so soft to the touch.
Bree opens the door of her big, black 1967 Oldsmobile and drags me inside, making our way to the back-seat. 
“Don’t hurt the kids,” she says.
I lift my butt and pull out two stuffed animals. I place Rocky and Bullwinkle in the rear window so they can watch. I turn my attention back to Bree’s cherry-red lips.
She stops and turns Rocky and Bullwinkle around so they’re not looking at us.
“Are you serious?” 
“Don’t talk. Just kiss me,” Bree says.
I do as she commands. 
We kiss and kiss.
Soon, I have her T-shirt back off again…and that’s when Bree shoots back up in the seat.
“What?”
Bree puts her T-shirt back on. “We’re about to get some company.”
A white spotlight floods the interior.
I jump up. 
A vehicle moves behind our car and flicks on its red and blue lights.

[image: image-placeholder]
The next morning, I wake up to the smell of fried bacon. I roll off the plastic air mattress that takes up most of the apartment’s living room. Dylan stirs on the couch, still gripping his fluffy pillow and blanket. His eyes are open, but his mind is somewhere else.
I’ll take a wild guess. He’s still thinking about Pennsylvania. A month ago, he basically led all of us into another Demon Skin trap that almost wiped us all out. I remember Dylan sitting there in a daze while his fellow werewolves were dying all over the place. If Bree and I hadn’t dragged him out of there, he’d be dead too. 
Most of the time Dylan just keeps to himself. That’s fine with me. I wasn’t a fan of his anyway.
“How do you like your eggs, Aiden?” Mrs. Thornton asks. “I forgot.”
In the apartment’s tiny kitchen, Lark’s mom stands next to the stove, wearing a long robe that looks like a Japanese kimono, but it’s not that.
“Scrambled is fine.” I move over to the small table that barely fits into the apartment’s dining “area.”
“How about with some cheese mixed in?”
I give her a thumbs-up.
Mrs. Thornton grins, then notices her daughter’s plate. “Is that all you’re going to eat?”
Lark brushes back her black and purple strands of hair. She’s trying out a new goth-like makeup look, and it kinda makes her face more scary than awesome. “Huh?”
“You just have toast there. Do you want some eggs and bacon?”
“The toast is fine.” Lark bites off the end of some dark-looking toast.
“Is that burnt?” I ask.
Lark nods with satisfaction. “It’s delicious.”
“Put your notebook up. It’s people time. Your spells can wait.”
“I’m writing a story, Mom. It’s about a dead superhero…who’s a ghost.”
“Like Batman?” I ask.
Lark shuts her notebook. “Nah, more like Aquaman. He haunts, like, ships that cross the sea, and he can summon up dead sea monsters. Stuff like that.”
I pour myself a glass of orange juice from the carton on the table. “Sounds awesome.”
Lark flashes a smile as her eyes soften. “I’ll let you read it when I’m done.”
Mrs. Thornton dishes up some fresh scrambled eggs, bacon, and burnt toast. She puts the plate in front of me. I thank her and examine the burned toast. Well, at least she put butter on it.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Mrs. Thornton says, reading my face. “I’m so used to the way Lark likes hers—give me a second.” The woman pops two more pieces of bread in the toaster.
“Since you’re not eating it.” Lark snatches my toast and bites into it. “Still hot and fresh.”
A girl’s hand slides across my chest as her soft black hair brushes against my cheek. I turn around and see Bree’s natural face. Even without makeup, she looks hot.
Bree gives me a squeeze before sitting down.
“Bacon?” Mrs. Thornton asks.
“Ten slices, please.”
“That’s all we have left.”
“Dylan, you want any bacon?” Bree calls out.
“I’m not hungry.”
“You sure?” 
Dylan doesn’t answer again.
Bree shrugs as she nibbles on some of my bacon.
“Didn’t you go hunting last night?” Lark asks. “I’m surprised you’re not stuffed.”
“I didn’t catch anything. Well, I could’ve eaten a mountain lion, but they’re not that tasty. Oh, did you tell them?”
“Tell them what?” I ask.
“About what happened?”
My morning brain is still not running at full capacity.
Bree blows me off. “A sheriff’s deputy caught us making out in the back-seat of my car.”
“Oh shit.”
Mrs. Thornton fires her daughter a look.
“Sorry, Mom.” Lark leans forward. “What did you do?”
“The area is closed at dusk, so we were technically trespassing,” I say. “But since we were…in our car…at the time, he just gave us a warning.”
Mrs. Thornton places two pieces of lightly toasted bread on my plate. “You two were lucky. What if they detained you and tried to call your parents?”
“My dad would’ve come to pick me up. No problem.” As soon as I say it, my stomach drops.
Bree’s happiness evaporates. She has no mom and dad.
Actually, they’re still alive, but no one knows where. No one knows if they’re okay. And no one knows if they’ll ever be back again.
Why did I have to answer that question?
“There’s still some sausage left from yesterday,” Mrs. Thornton says. “I’ll fry some of that up along with the bacon. Will that work?”
Bree’s frown cracks a little as she nods her approval.

[image: image-placeholder]
Wiley Post High School is covered in fog this morning. A gray abyss that swallows up the school buses, the teacher’s cars, and most of the city of Tulsa, Oklahoma. The glass windows inside our building draw in that gray light, making the hallways dim and depressing. 
Bree leans against the metal locker next to mine. Her mind just as occupied as Dylan’s was this morning. And I know who she’s thinking about too.
“We’ll find them. Don’t worry.”
“It’s been four weeks,” Bree says. “They could be dead.”
I squeeze her hand. “Hey, don’t talk like that. Your dad is the toughest person I’ve ever met. And your mom loves you so much. That love for you will keep them both alive.”
Bree stares at the floor tiles.
“Something will turn up. We just have to stay positive.”
Bree checks my eyes.
“Didn’t you tell me once that werewolves are optimists by nature?”   
Bree’s mouth twitches to the side. 
“Yeah, you did, didn’t you?”
Bree sighs.
I shut my locker. “Love you.”
Bree cracks a smile. “Love you more.” 
She backs away and heads off to first hour.
I check the time and run into the nearest bathroom to pinch off a loaf in a hurry. By the time I’m done and safe for humanity again, the bell for first hour rings. It’s not the first time I’ve been late, but I might have to see Principal Echohawk again.
I blow off my concern and head for my first class. As I reach for the door handle…the door swings open by itself, allowing Issy to step into the hallway.
“What’s going—?”
Issy cuts me off with a finger over his lips. He motions me over to the other side of the hallway. “Glad I caught ya, A-man. Mrs. Pickford is sick, and the substitute forgot to call roll. You know what that means, right? Forty-five minutes of skip time.”
Saved by the substitute. Maybe this day won’t suck after all.
“Where can we go?” I ask. “They’ll check all the bathrooms.”
Ten minutes later, we use our ninja stealth skills to slip out of the main school building and into the thick fog outside. 
We become instantly lost.
“The student parking lot is this way,” Issy says. “The Force is guiding me, young Padawan.” 
Issy walks ahead, his arm extended with his palm facing forward as if he’s Iron Man leading us to a glorious victory. But the glory turns to failure as Issy rams his hand into a metal sign. He shakes his arm and lets out a stream of cuss words in Punjabi, his native language.
I take a closer look at the sign.

BUS LANE ONLY.
“The Force sucks,” I say. “This is the bus loop.”
Issy tries to make a fist but grimaces. “I think I broke my hand.”
“If you did, I doubt you could move your fingers like that.”
Issy sighs. “The Force does not suck. However, I’m not yet an experienced Jedi.”
“Or an experienced junior.”
“We’re wasting precious skip time. Which way should we go?”
I point towards school. “That’s where we came from. If this is the bus loop, then we should be able to head in the general direction of the student parking lot.”
“To Moogle maps, Batman!” Issy breaks out his phone. He blows up the Wiley Post High School campus on the map and uses his phone’s location to verify where we are. “Yup, we’re near the bus loop.”
“Why didn’t you just use that to start with?”
“Wait, we’re two amigos here. Why didn’t you think of it first?”
The two of us follow the Moogle map and eventually find the student parking lot. It takes some time to listen for Issy’s car to chirp at us using its automatic locks, but we find his tricked-out Volkswagen Jetta and climb inside. The fog is so thick that you can barely see the car next to us.
“This is sweet,” I say. 
“Yeah, Echohawk won’t go out in this crap to look for students skipping class.” Issy reaches for something in his back-seat. He pulls out his lime-green plastic Halo Xbox lunch box. I haven’t seen it since elementary school.
“You still have that?”
Issy grins and pops it open. It’s filled with bags of nuts, cookies, and snack cakes. 
“Nice.”
“It’s for emergencies. I’ve got some water back here too, but it’s not cold. Take what you want.”
I rip open a package of chocolate donuts. “Water is fine. Thanks, Issy.”
“Having a girlfriend means you need to have snacks. That way, when she talks too much…you give her something to keep her mouth busy.”
I laugh. “Is that your secret to happiness with Pamela?”
“Don’t get me wrong, I love talking to her. But…she sometimes wants to talk about clothes and cosmetics and celebrity gossip and her sewing crafts.” Issy closes his eyes. “I can’t handle sewing crafts, A-man.”
“And that’s when you break out the snacks?”
“Those Twix bars are Pamela’s kryptonite. All that caramel and chocolate keeps her mouth busy for a long time.”
We sit back and enjoy the fog. It’s like we’re parked inside a cloud.
“You two are still good, right? Even through all that craziness with Lark and her mom?” I ask.
Issy rips open some peanut butter crackers. “She and I are still solid. Can’t say the same for Pamela and her family though. I hate going over there sometimes. Pamela’s been stressing out ever since her mom kicked her aunt and Lark out of the house.” Issy munches on a cracker. “Pamela’s mom says that her sister and niece are, quote, ‘whores of Satan’ because they practice witchcraft. And when Pamela brings up the fact that her mom’s family are all witches, her mom freaks out and tells her to go read her Bible again.”
“Sounds like a mess.” I pop another mini-donut in my mouth.
Issy swallows some water. “How’s the new apartment?”
“It’s crowded, but we’re making it work.”
“How many bedrooms does it have?”
“Only two. Lark and Bree share one, and her mom uses the other one.”
“Where do you sleep?”
“The living room. Dylan and I rotate. One gets the couch while the other sleeps on an air mattress that barely fits. Like I said, it’s crowded.” I wash down my donut with some water.
“I thought Lark’s mom was broke. That’s why they first moved in with Pamela’s mom, right? I mean, how is she paying rent and electric and stuff?”
“Bree still has her mom’s passwords to all the Mayflowers’ bank accounts. She still uses the ATM card and gives the cash to Lark’s mom so she can pay rent and all that.”
“Bree’s parents must have been loaded. That mini-mansion they had. The Range Rover her dad drove. Will Bree get all that money now since they’re—”
“Dude, they’re not dead. They were kidnapped. Someday we’re going to find them.”
Issy puts up his hands. “Easy, A-man. We’re just talking.”
I stop myself. My heart is racing. My body all worked up. I guess I’m worried about Bree’s parents too.
“Sorry.” I toss a donut in my mouth and let the chocolate calm me down. “My girlfriend is stressing out too.” I wash down my donut with water. “Wish I could do something to help her.”
“We should join forces.”
“What do you mean?”
“We both have stressed-out girlfriends. So we both aren’t getting any love tugs, French kisses, or even a boobie show. That means we should join forces and make our girls happy again.” Issy grabs another cracker. “I’ll help you find the Mayflowers. There has to be information out there somewhere that might help tell you what happened to them.”
“Good luck with that. Bree and I have been searching the internet for weeks.”
“Send me all the info you’ve got. Let me work on it, A-man.”




Chapter 2


Bree 

Tonight is a special night for Aiden. He wants me to come to his dad’s Alcoholics Anonymous meeting so I can see the new version of his dad. According to Aiden, he’s not the noisy drunk who beat the crap out of my boyfriend with a poker iron, causing the wolf inside me to seek vengeance and almost kill him.   
I’m nervous. I don’t trust his dad. If a man is capable of hurting his son, he’s capable of anything. That level of violence has to come from somewhere. Aiden thinks it comes from a bottle of booze. But it could come from another place deep inside the man’s heart. Something dark that the alcohol only brings to the surface. Something that’s always been there. For Aiden’s sake, I hope I’m wrong.
The traffic light ahead is red. I’m about to brake for it when it turns green.
“Thanks for doing this,” Aiden says from the passenger’s seat.
“I promise to keep an open mind.” 
I accelerate the Oldsmobile toward the intersection. But my sensitive ears pick up a car engine surging to my right. Like, someone else is accelerating. This doesn’t feel right.
I hit the brakes. My old car shimmies and shakes as her four rubber tires all lock up. But she slides to a stop at the edge of the intersection. This causes a few cars behind me to slam on their brakes too.
“What’s going on?” Aiden asks. “You have a green light.”
At that moment, a Fast and the Furious wannabe Japanese racer zooms across the intersection in front of me, running the red light.
“What a dick. How did you know—?”
I flash Aiden a knowing smile. 
“Oh yeah, those animal senses of yours.” He relaxes. “You’re such a good dog.”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m kidding.”
“Do you wanna walk to your dad’s meeting?” I release the brakes and cautiously move my car through the intersection. 
“Bree—”
I bark like a dog. He’s not getting off that easy.
Aiden grins. “Stop it.”
Next comes the cutest doggie whine.
“Hey, I’m sorry I said that.”
I bark again. 
“Do you forgive me?”
I stop at another red light and bark.
“I don’t know what that means.” 
I lean toward Aiden and lick his face. This makes him laugh. 
“Are you going to do this all night?”
I start whining again. The idea of spending the night as a dog does hold some appeal. I’d feel more comfortable in four-legged form and wouldn’t be this nervous. Aiden could just put me on a leash and let me sit on the floor and wait for meaty treats to drop off the snack table. The trouble is, I don’t look like a cute dog when I shift. People seem to freak out when they see my red eyes and large fangs.
I guide my car into the church parking lot. I find an empty spot and kill the engine. I grab my purse and hang my tongue out like I’m panting.
Aiden stops. 
I bark.
“You can’t act like this in front of my dad.”
I giggle and curl up on Aiden’s lap.
“I’m serious, Bree.”
I get back up and bark. I bring my hand up like a paw and touch his mouth.
He sighs. “I don’t understand.”
My “paw” touches my mouth, then his. Finally, Aiden gets it. He leans in and kisses me softly on the lips. 
“Good boy,” I say. “Apology now accepted.”  
“Great, we’d better get inside.”
As we approach the front entrance of the First Union Christian Church, a man is outside smoking. The cigarette stinks. It overwhelms my nose with yuck. I still don’t understand why humans suck poison into their lungs. It’s disgusting.
The man sees us coming and drops the cigarette to the ground. He crushes it under his boot before opening the door for us. At least he has some manners.
“Thank you.” I slip through the doorway and into the building. A flurry of scents tickle my nose: fresh-brewing coffee…donuts…perfumes and colognes from a lot of people…and floor cleaner.
Aiden takes my hand. “The meeting room is down the hall.” He leads us around a corner, and we come to a crowded hallway adjacent to a large room.
“Do you want a donut?” Aiden asks.
Actually, a rack of baby back ribs would just hit the spot since my wolf metabolism has burned through dinner, which was at least two hours ago.
“Sure,” I say. 
Of course, I’d rather have the ribs, but since being around Aiden, I’m developing a taste for sugary things. Knowing my ravenous appetite, Aiden slips me three donuts. I devour the first two, then lick the glazed sugar off my fingers before taking my time on the third one.
An older woman throws me a disapproving stare.  
I give in to human social norms. I tear off a piece of the third donut and eat it before tossing the rest of it in the garbage.
“How are you doing, child?” An older black woman comes up and hugs Aiden. She has an addictive smile and wears a nice French perfume. Very sophisticated. It smells like a bouquet of fresh flowers with a hint of oak.
Oh, my Goddess, I recognize that perfume. My heart drops a notch or two. It’s called Belle Chérie. My mom loved wearing that perfume.
“Is there something wrong, young lady?” the older black woman asks.
I shove the memory to the side. “No, the cigarette smoke outside was bothering me.”
“Oh, that was probably Charlie. You’ll have to forgive him. The poor man’s trying to quit alcohol and cigarettes.” She reaches her hand out. “My name’s Ivy. Like the plant.”
I shake her hand. “Bree Mayflower.”
Ivy’s smile lights up the hallway. “Is this the girl you were talking about?”
“Yup.”
“You have the prettiest eyes, Bree. Has anyone ever told you that?”
“Thank you, no.”
Ivy seems nice.
“Aw, and look at that big smile.”
The woman caught me. She gives out the most positive vibes. It’s a nice change from most adults I meet.
“Where do you two go to school?”
“Wiley Post High,” Aiden says.
“That’s in the Union School District, right?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“My daughter’s a freshman at Edison this year. She was having trouble adjusting to high school. She made her first friend a few weeks ago. Poor girl is very shy.”
“I can relate,” I say. “Before I met Aiden, I didn’t talk to anyone either. I went to class. I went home. I only talked to teachers and that’s about it.”
A new scent diverts my attention. Aiden’s dad is walking up behind me. His scent is unmistakable. The wolf inside me stirs. She doesn’t like this man.
“Oops. Now where did that smile go?” Ivy asks.
I ignore the woman and back away from the man as he joins us. Aiden’s dad manages a smile in my direction before moving his attention over to his son. The man wears a dress shirt and slacks. He just took a shower because I can still smell the lavender soap on him.
“Aiden,” he says, “good to see you again.”
“Hi, Dad. Do you remember Bree?”
His dad nods. “Thank you both for coming.”
A silence creeps in among the four of us.
Ivy grins. “Tell me. How did you two young kids meet?”
Aiden fires me a look. He doesn’t want me to say anything because he’s embarrassed. He doesn’t like that old version of himself. The “loser” I took pity on because he was wet and I had a dry car. The truth is if that “loser” hadn’t had the guts to ask me for a ride before I said no, then I wouldn’t have felt guilty, and I wouldn’t have picked him up. And we would still be strangers.
I put on a smile. I can spin this story and protect my boyfriend’s ego. “Aiden sat behind me in Geometry class, and I thought he was cute.” I hold his hand. “I was too shy to turn around and talk to him. But I would sneak a peek at him here and there. One day, it was raining after school was let out. I was late getting to my locker, and Aiden was staring at the rain through the double doors. I overheard him on the phone with his friend Issy saying that he missed his bus and he needed a ride home.”
Aiden squeezes my hand. He’s nervous about what I’m about to say.
I caress my thumb over his fingers. “Issy couldn’t come to pick him up, and Aiden sounded disappointed because he said something about having to walk home. It was pouring down rain. He would have been soaked to the bone. So I offered him a ride home.”
Aiden’s body relaxes. “Yeah, it was so nice of her. Plus, she was cute.”
“Aw…I’m feeling a Lifetime movie romance starting up.” Ivy glances over at Aiden’s dad. “They make a cute couple, don’t they, Willy?”
Aiden’s dad smiles. “They do. How’s your family, Bree?”
I blank for a moment, then remember that they have no idea what’s going on. And I can’t tell them.
“My mom and dad are fine.”
“I saw the house fire on the news. Aiden told me what happened. I’m so sorry.”
“Oh, he did?” I flash Aiden a look. What did he tell his dad?
“Oh no, what happened?” Ivy asks.  
“Electrical fire,” Aiden says. “Burned the whole house down, but we all got out okay. Mr. Mayflower is renting a house until the insurance claim comes.”
“I offered Aiden his old room back. But…” Aiden’s dad lets that sentence float out there for a moment.
No one says anything in response.
Finally…
“When does the meeting start?” Aiden asks.
“Very soon,” Ivy says. “And I have the perfect seats for you and Bree. Did you know your father will be talking tonight, Aiden?”
My boyfriend shakes his head. “I didn’t know. What about?”
“My story,” his dad says. “I have to share my story about how I got to this place in my life.” Aiden’s dad pauses. His eyes soften. “I’m glad you’re here for this one, son. I might need—you’re a big reason why I’m here.”
Ivy wraps her arm around Willy as if she knows what he’s going to talk about.




Chapter 3


Lark 

The princess raised her arms and summoned all her inner strength. Her magic power swelled inside her chest as she focused her eyes on the massive river monster. Its slimy hands pressed against the roof of the school, where all the town’s children were trapped. Its beady yellow eyes dared the princess to stop the destruction and death it was about to inflict.
“Don’t piss me off, asshole,” the princess called out to the monster as she unleashed her magic. 
A ball of energy wrapped around the monster, allowing the princess to lift him off the ground. The monster growled and pushed back against the ball of energy, but he couldn’t break through.
The princess concentrated. The ball of energy constricted against the monster, causing its slimy face to contort in pain. Tighter and tighter the energy ball constricted.
“Say you’re sorry!” the princess yelled at the creature. “Say you’re sorry, and I might spare your life.”
The monster resisted. What an idiot! Did he not realize how powerful she was?
“You’ve hurt too many people. If you want to live, I want to hear an apology.”
The monster smirked and flipped her off.
The princess had had enough of being nice. She took that ball of energy, with the creature inside it, and flung it as hard as she could into the sky. The princess didn’t know her own magical strength because the ball of energy cleared the ionosphere and headed into deep space.
“Princess Lisa,” her trusted black cat, Tabatha, called out to her, “there’s another monster in the—”
Someone knocks at the front door. My brain’s awesome literary word factory screeches to a halt as I stop writing and look up from the tiny kitchen table of our apartment. It’s after school, and Dylan is still on the couch, watching a soccer game on television.
That someone knocks at the door again.
Dylan doesn’t react.
“Can you get the door?” I ask.
Dylan finally acknowledges my existence and gets off the couch. He opens the door, and in walks my cousin Pamela. Her blond hair glows because it’s so perfect. And since it’s a different cut than the one she had at school earlier today, she must have just come from the salon.
“Hi, Dylan,” she says.
“What’s up.” Dylan lumbers back over to the couch.
Pamela cautiously enters the apartment. She moves over to the kitchen table. “Are you—um, working on a spell?”
“Writing a story.”
“What’s it about?”
“A princess who fights a river monster.”
“Oh.” Pamela doesn’t care. She glances around the room. “Is Aunt Robin around?”
“Mom,” I yell, “Pamela is here.”
The door of her bedroom opens, and my mom steps into the living room. She closes her novel and puts it on top of a nearby bookcase. “Hi, Pam. What are you up to?”
“Nothing much.” Pamela touches her hair. “I was at the salon.”
I nailed it.
“It looks nice,” my mom says. “Doesn’t she look nice, Lark?”
“Beautiful as always. French manicure on the nails too?”
Pamela releases a big smile while she wiggles her fingers. “Guilty as charged. I couldn’t resist. If you ever want to try a new hair color—”
“I like my hair color.”
“No, you do look good with black hair. I’m saying…maybe a new cut or some pink tips instead of those purple ones.”
“Yuck, I’d rather dye it all pink.”
“Oh, that would be cute too.” Pamela turns her attention to Dylan. “They do men’s hair too. If you feel weird about it, they have private rooms you can book.”
Dylan should jump at the chance because…when it comes to personal hygiene, the dude is slipping. Since we all moved into the apartment, he’s been Mr. Mopey. He goes to school and does his homework. But that’s about all he does. Well, Dylan did discover soccer on television, and for some reason, that’s all he watches. I know it’s kinda weird for a werewolf. But Dylan records and watches soccer games from all around the world. Even if the commentators are speaking Spanish or German, he doesn’t seem to care. But Dylan should care because his hair is getting long and shaggy. Principal Echohawk was on him about not shaving since the school has a no-beard policy. I think what happened to him at Gettysburg really screwed him up.  
Maybe I shouldn’t be so hard on the guy.
Dylan shrugs at Pamela’s question. “I don’t know. I’ll let you know.” His eyes move back to the game.
“Do you want something to drink?” my mom asks. 
“Some water would be nice.” Pamela snatches the empty chair next to me at the small table.
I close my big notebook. Guess that’s all the writing I’ll get done tonight.
My mom retrieves a bottle of water from the fridge and gives it to Pamela before joining us.
Awesome! We’re going to have family time now. This is the part where Pamela tells us how evil we are and begs us to pray with her so our lost souls can be saved. 
I’m sick of it all. My aunt already threw us out of her house and now pretends like she doesn’t want us to even exist. If it weren’t for our homeless werewolf friends, Mom and I would be back in Arkansas, living in Uncle Felix’s rusty spare trailer. It’s not paradise, but at least Uncle Felix knows and accepts what we all are.
Pamela’s fingers play around with the plastic water bottle. 
Here it comes.
“My mom is still…frustrated about how everything went. She still loves you both. I know she does.” Pamela wets her lips. It’s a nervous habit my cousin has. “I still miss you being around, and I hope you don’t mind if I…drop in like this.”
“You’re family, Pamela,” my mom says. “We never close the door on our family.”
“Even on my mom?”
“My sister is confused right now. She has to come to grips with reality. I’m willing to wait until hell freezes over for her to come to her senses. I only hope…it doesn’t take you that long.”
Pamela sips her water and looks away. “It’s hard. All of this—it goes against what I’ve been taught.”
“That’s your problem. Not ours. We should be free to practice our craft and honor our traditions. We’re not bothering anyone.”
“Lark,” my mother warns.
Why can’t I defend my beliefs? Why do I have to be quiet all the time?
“Pamela’s a good girl, and I won’t punish her for having questions. She’s smart. Just like you.”
Smart? My cousin can’t write stories. She can’t draw. She doesn’t read. I can’t have an intelligent conversation with her about anything meaningful in life. Pamela is the typical blond American girl. She’s generic. She’s boring. And she’s one of a dozen other cute blond girls.   
“I didn’t come here to voice my mom’s accusations,” Pamela says. “I just…I miss you both, and I want to understand this world. I’m not saying that I approve of witchcraft.”
“Then what are you saying?”
“Lark, please.”
I press my lips together. It’s the only way I can make myself not talk.
“What I’m saying is…I’d like to know more about it. I want to understand our family’s history with witchcraft. This doesn’t mean I’ll change my beliefs…it means I’m willing to listen and make my own decision.”
My mom sprouts a large smile. “That’s all we’ve ever asked from you and my sister.”
Pamela grins a little as she takes another sip of water. Her eyes check mine.
My mom gives me the look. The look a mom gives her daughter when she wants her to play nice with the group.
I still think my cousin is full of it. She’ll throw her Bible at my face sooner or later.
My mom downshifts to her soft—don’t you love your mom?—look. It’s the one look that makes me cave like a little girl. And she knows it.
“I could show you some spells,” I say. “And how we’re supposed to use them. We do have a witch’s code. I can tell you about that too.”
“And I’ll give you the family history,” my mom says. “From Grandpa Gaylord all the way back to the Civil War. Did you know a witch caused the Confederates to surrender Vicksburg to the Yankees?” 
“Oh, wait, don’t you have to work at the mall tonight?” I’m asking because this might get me out of family bonding night so I can focus on my story.
“Oh, no, I’m off tonight.”
My mom’s face lights up. “Great. Then why don’t you stay for dinner? We could order some pizza later or something else.”
Pamela rises from her seat. “I should be getting home.”
My mom’s eyes soften. “Are you sure?”
Pamela moves towards the front door but hesitates again. “Maybe some other time. Lark, I’ll see you at school.”
“Yeah, later,” I say.
Pamela leaves. 
That was too close. I open my notebook and go back into the world of Princess Lisa and her trusted black cat, Tabatha.




Chapter 4


Bree 

At the First Union Christian Church, the large meeting room is about as big as two of my classrooms at school. The room is packed with people. I assume they’re all alcoholics, but some could be family too. It’s amazing because everyone is so…different.
There’s an older man wearing a paint-stained T-shirt, dusty jeans, and work boots. Next to him is a man with a suit and a Rolex watch on his wrist. In the row in front of them is a grandmother. Next to her is a man with stylish glasses and an outfit to match. Next to him, an Army veteran with a cute black lab support dog who’s watching me. Two rows over is a young woman who looks barely a few years older than me. To her right, a woman in a business suit with her hair done up in a tight bun.
It’s like a cross-section of everyone in the city.
People stand to let us by as Ivy guides us over to three empty fold-up chairs in the middle of one row. As we reach those chairs, Ivy nods to another black woman.
“Thank you for saving our seats. How you doin’, girl?”
While Ivy talks to her friend, Aiden and I look around. Four people sit in front of the room near a podium with a microphone attached. One of them is Aiden’s father.
“I don’t know about this.” Aiden grips the tops of his knees.
“What’s wrong?” I ask. “It’s not like you have to give a speech.”
“Yeah, but what’s he gonna say?” 
One of the four men makes his way to the podium and begins the meeting. He introduces two other speakers. The first one is an older woman. One day she went to school to pick up her kid, but the teachers put him on the bus instead because she was drunk. After it happened a second time, the school called the cops. They investigated and handed the case over to the local child welfare office. Her son was taken away and given to her grandparents. Luckily for her, the woman sobered up and didn’t lose custody of her son.
The second speaker tells a story about how he got drunk and beat up the family cat because it was old and peeing on the furniture. After he passed out, his young daughter discovered the cat’s body on the kitchen floor. He only served a year in prison for animal cruelty because he volunteered to enter a rehab program. The man has been sober ever since, but it permanently damaged the relationship between him and his daughter and his grandkids.
I never knew that alcohol was this addictive. That it would make you do such horrible things. At school, they’re on a crusade to keep us away from drugs, but what about alcohol? From what I learned tonight, it can mess up humans just as bad and turn their lives upside down.
Aiden’s father stands up. It’s his turn at the podium.
There’s a slight quiver in Aiden’s hands as he presses them against the tops of his knees. 
I offer him my hand and he takes it. 
Aiden looks into my eyes.
“You’re strong,” I say.
A grin curls up his lips. He nods.
Aiden’s father pauses as he grips the sides of the podium. 
Lets out a deep breath. 
Shakes his head.
“This is…hard.”
A few people in the crowd offer Aiden’s father some encouragement. He drinks some water from a glass. Clears his throat. Closes his eyes. 
When he opens them, he starts. “I’ve always been a drinker. Ever since I was in the Navy. Always able to keep control over it though. Never drank on duty. I got plastered on shore leave, but only with friends. That way, someone would always carry you back to the ship.”
A few people chuckle.
“Got a job at Liberty Airways after the Navy. Got married. Had a kid. Aiden. He came here tonight.” He references Aiden, who almost turns red from the attention. His father continues, “Things were good. Didn’t drink all that much then. Had a beer with the guys after work sometimes, but that was it. Didn’t think I had a drinking problem.”
His father shifts his weight to his other leg. Grips the podium more. “Then my wife died. Don’t think we were prepared for that. Aiden wasn’t. I know I wasn’t. Like me, I’m sure my son was grieving. Perhaps…I didn’t help him through that as much as I could’ve because…I started drinking again. A lot. You know, thinking that it would take away the grief and the pain. Of course, it didn’t.”
Something shiny trickles down Aiden’s cheek. A tear.
I put my arm around him and rest my chin on his shoulder.
Aiden leans his head against mine.
“But I drank more. And more. It was a slow progression. Didn’t quite notice it, really.” He looks up at Aiden. “But my son did. He had to call my supervisor and make up excuses for why I couldn’t come into work. Aiden also had to come pick me up at the bar because I was too drunk to drive. This was before my son even had his license. What he was doing was illegal, but that’s what my drinking forced him to do.”
His father stops. His eyes squeeze shut. He opens them. “Sorry, I’m taking too much time.”
“Keep talking, Willy,” Ivy says out loud. “You’re doing just fine.”
Other members offer him even more encouragement.
Aiden’s father swallows, drinks some more water, then goes on. “One night, there was a severe storm outside. Tornado sirens went off. Aiden wanted me to get into the closet with him, but I was drunk as usual. I refused. Aiden tried to pull me along to safety. I broke away. Picked up an iron poker from the fireplace…and hit my son with it.”
I feel Aiden’s body tighten up. He’s reliving every word. His eyes search both sides of our row, hoping for an immediate escape route. But we’re sandwiched in the middle of a filled-up row of chairs. All I can do is keep hugging him.
“My son was trying to save my life, and I hit him with an iron poker.” Aiden’s father paused for a long moment. “The next day…God tried to punish me for that evil act.”
Now my stomach fills up with acid. Is he going to tell them about…?
“I was hung-over the next day. Sitting in my house trying to recover, when an animal broke through my front door. Yup, you heard me right. I swear on my son’s life. A wild animal crashed right through my door. Had these fangs and growled like a wolf or a bear. Well, this creature attacked me.”
Those awful images come back into my brain. Crashing through the front door in a rage. Pamela screaming as I charge into the living room. My claws reaching out for Aiden’s father. Issy pushing me away. Aiden’s father running to his bedroom and slamming the door shut. Frustrated, I throw my werewolf body against the bedroom door over and over again, causing cracks in the wood. I wanted to kill that man so bad. The wooden door shatters. Aiden’s father cries out in sheer terror as I move into the room.
“Stop it, Bree! Don’t do it.”
Issy’s voice distracts me. He tries to pull me out of the room. My rage turns on him as I throw him into the living room. Jump on top. Then sink my teeth into his shoulder. Blood pours out. Poor Issy screams as his eyes stream with tears. That scream from a familiar voice does it. The girl inside the wolf is horrified at what she’s seeing.
This is Aiden’s friend.
This is my friend.
I’m hurting him.
Why am I doing this?
“Come here, child.” Ivy’s soothing voice pulls me out of my real nightmare and back inside the church. She gives me a gentle hug. 
I then realize my cheeks are wet.
An hour later, the meeting breaks up. Random people come up to Aiden and his father to offer their support. Some offer prayers too. I excuse myself to the ladies’ bathroom and clean up my face from all the smudged eyeliner thanks to all the tears. Once I look presentable again, I step back out into the hallway.
“I’m proud of you, Willy.” Ivy’s hand lingers on his shoulder. I get the feeling that she likes him more than just a friend. But I keep that to myself.
“Thanks.” Aiden’s father checks with his son. “What did you think?”
Aiden stuffs his hands inside his pockets. “I’m glad you told them the truth.”
His father grins. “That’s the only thing I can do from here on out.”
Some silence creeps in.
And lingers.
“Well, it was so nice to meet you, Ivy,” I say.
Before I can finish the sentence, Aiden hugs his father. 
I have to do a double take. Yes, he’s physically hugging him.
When Aiden backs away, his father clears his throat and tries to fight off the urge to cry. “I’m glad you came.”
“I’m glad I came too,” Aiden says.
“It was a pleasure to meet you, young lady.” Ivy gently squeezes my arm. “If you ever need someone to talk to, just ask Willy to give you my number. Being a teen is hard. Don’t feel like you have to go through it alone.”
That’s nice of her. Being a teen is hard? Try being a teen werewolf searching for her missing parents while trying to avoid becoming exterminated. I wish I could talk to her about that.
Aiden and I head outside to the Oldsmobile. I climb behind the wheel and start her up as Aiden’s phone rings.
“What’s up, dude?” he answers and listens. “Bree and I just came from my father’s AA meeting.” Aiden pauses. “Yeah, he’s doing much better.”
“Who is it?” I ask.
Aiden brightens. “Really? Um…yeah, we’re, like, near Twenty-Sixth and Peoria. There’s a Taco Pronto on Seventy-First and Lewis. Wanna meet there? Okay, cool. On our way.”
“Wait, what are we doing?”
“Issy found a lead on your parents. He thinks they’re still alive.” 





Chapter 5


Bree 
Thanks to Issy’s phone call, my heart pounds, and I have butterflies in my stomach as I drive the Oldsmobile faster than I should. Speeding down Riverside Drive at over sixty miles per hour, which is twenty over the limit. But the radio is off, my windows are down, and my wolf senses are in total focus. I get us to Taco Pronto in about five minutes.
The restaurant’s dining area has a shining floor made of Mexican tiles in vibrant colors of blue, green, and red. That’s why it’s strange that there’s a faded blue donkey piñata just hanging from the ceiling. Why do they keep the poor thing up there? The donkey looks so sad, like, no one brings over a ladder to climb up and clean the dust off him.
Piss on the sun…where’s Issy? It’s taking him forever.
Finally, after fifteen minutes, he pulls up in his Jetta.
Aiden stands up and greets his friend with a fist bump before Issy sits at our table.
“I’m getting some nachos. Does anybody want anything?” Aiden points at the front counter.
Is he serious? My stomach is doing backflips because I have to know what Issy found out. How can my boyfriend be thinking about food when he should be thinking about my parents too?
At that moment, my stomach growls. It might be anxious, but it does love the ground beef burritos here, and I guess the donuts weren’t enough.
“Two beef burritos and a Coke,” I say.
Aiden grins. “Issy?”
He brings out his wallet. “Just a Sprite for me.”
Aiden waves his hand. “I got ya.” He heads up to the counter, leaving Issy and me alone.
Issy nods at me and then watches some sports event airing on the television bolted up near the ceiling. I remember Issy in the hospital, rejecting my apology for attacking him. I don’t blame him for hating me. What I did to him was savage. Evil. It was one of the worst days of my life. 
I can still see the scar on his neck. The scar I gave him when my fangs bit into his skin. Issy was so brave. Standing up to a werewolf who was trying to kill his best friend’s dad. That’s a friend worth keeping. And despite me almost driving Aiden and Issy apart over the attack, the two friends have somehow worked it out.
I move around the table and sit next to Issy. 
He squirms in his chair immediately.
The excitement in my stomach turns bitter. The guilt comes back. The attack is still fresh in my brain. I can’t let it go. I can’t pretend as if I didn’t try to maul him. I need him to understand.
“How are you?” I ask, putting on the most friendly smile I can.
Issy’s neck is stiff. He’s not making eye contact. He’s still not comfortable around me. 
“Okay, I guess.”
That’s all he says, and I don’t know what else to say.
Issy finally makes eye contact, then searches my eyes. Why is he doing that?
He takes out a few paper napkins from the table dispenser and offers them. 
I touch my cheeks and realize they’re both wet. I’m crying. Just like the day of the attack. The guilt over what I’ve done is hitting me all over again. Before I totally lose it, I manage to force out a question. “Can I hug you?”
He balks. Issy doesn’t know what to make of that. 
“Please?”
“Bree, I don’t—why do you want to…?”
Piss on the sun. I hug him anyway. 
“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.” The human girl inside me blubbers in between sobs. Just losing it all over Issy’s shoulder. Soaking the poor guy’s shirt with tears and snot. “I’m so sorry,” I repeat, my voice cracking under the emotions pouring out.
“About what?” Issy asks.
“I know you hate me. I hate myself for what I did to you. I know you’ll never forgive me. I’ll never forgive myself. I just—I just.” I can’t complete the sentence. It’s all draining out of me, and I have to stop.
Issy gently moves the awkward blubbering girl off his shoulder. His face is softer. His eyes kinder. He lets out a sigh. “Don’t worry about it. Me and you are good.”
I hold back another wave of tears. “Are you serious? You’re not still mad at me?”
“I won’t lie. I still don’t trust that werewolf inside you. But I know a part of you does feel sorry about what you did.”
I kiss him on the cheek. “It does, Issy. It really does. And that werewolf part…right now she would kill anyone to protect you. As far as she’s concerned, you’ll always be a member of her pack.”
“I don’t want you to kill anyone for me. Just don’t hurt me or Pamela.”
“You got it. Thank you!” I kiss him again.
“What the hell?” Aiden stands there holding our three drinks. He must have seen my public display of affection for Issy.
Issy shows his friend a wicked grin as he sits back in his chair. “What can I say, A-man? The ladies adore me everywhere.”
I laugh and give Issy another hug.
Aiden drops each drink down on the table and scowls at me when he sits down. I move over to the chair next to my boyfriend and snuggle up to him.
“Don’t be jealous,” I whisper into his ear. “Issy and I were making amends. I did try to kill him once, remember?”
“Can’t you just hug him?” he whispers.
“Can’t you just trust your girlfriend?” I whisper back.
Aiden hesitates, then puts his arm around me. “Is that why you were crying over at my dad’s meeting?”
“You fell in love with a Girl Scout who also wants to be a good werewolf.” I turn my attention to Issy. “What did you find out?”
Issy finishes a sip of his Sprite before putting his phone on the table. “Since you couldn’t find any information about Bree’s parents, I kinda tossed out a theory. What if Bree’s parents are not in human form? If they were wolves, that would make it easier for those Tetra people to transport them without looking like kidnappers.”
“Oh, that makes so much sense,” I say.
“Right, so I then asked myself, where would they take a pair of wolves? Duh…a nearby wildlife facility. So I looked up every possible wildlife place within one hundred miles of Gettysburg. The closest one I found was a wildlife preserve only thirty miles away. I called them up and pretended that I worked for the Tulsa Zoo.”
“You did what?” Aiden asked.
“No worries, A-man. They bought it. Anyway, I asked them if they had any new wolves. The lady told me that they did have two wolves, but they were already sold to a zoo in Europe. I asked her for pictures, but she said they weren’t there long enough. Basically in and out overnight.”
“That sounds suspicious,” I say.
“Yeah, I thought it was suspicious too. That’s why I looked up the transportation company they used and called them. This time I was working for US customs.”
“Dude, you can’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“Impersonate someone from the US government,” Aiden says. “They’ll send the FBI after your ass.”
“They didn’t suspect a damn thing. I asked them about the shipment, and they dug up their records for me. A special truck used for live animals picked the wolves up and transported them to Baltimore, where they were loaded onto a Nigerian cargo ship bound for Amsterdam.”
“They told you all this over the phone?”
“Bree, I’m a US customs officer tracking down a shipment that failed to fill out the proper paperwork. All I asked from them was for a little cooperation.”
“That’s all?” Aiden asked.
“I either asked for their cooperation or I’d pile their asses with fines over a million dollars each if they were helping to cover up an illegal exotic animal smuggling ring.”
“Wow, you actually told them that?” I ask.
Issy leans back in his chair and sips his drink. “I should seriously look into acting. I’m telling ya…on the phone, I had them scared. The manager I spoke to couldn’t have been more helpful. They even sent me some pictures of the wolves.” He taps his phone a couple of times and brings the pictures up.
I snatch the phone from Issy. One picture has a wolf with white fur. The wolf was injured, because I can see red stains on its fur. There’s a closer picture of its face.
My heart pounds. It’s unmistakable.
That’s my mom.
I look through the other pictures. The other wolf is bigger. It has black fur. Its red eyes and unique face are all I need to identify it.
I slide the phone back to Issy. “It’s them. It’s my mom and dad.”
“Are you sure?” Aiden asks.
“When you’re a young wolf and see both your parents naked for the first time, those visuals are kind of burned into your memory.”
“I don’t even want to imagine mine,” Issy says.
Our food is ready, so Aiden picks it up and comes back to the table.
“Did you find anything else?” I ask.
“Nope. Name of the ship and it went to Amsterdam. That’s it.”
“We have to go to Amsterdam.”
Aiden munches on his nachos. “Just like that?”
“These are my parents. They’ve been kidnapped.”
“We could go to the cops.”
“The cops won’t believe us,” Issy says. “Not if we show them pictures of wolves.”
“Then we have to go and save them ourselves.”
Aiden pops another nacho in his mouth. He does his best thinking when he’s eating. “We’ll need plane tickets.”
“Back up.” Issy takes a sip of his Sprite. “Do any of you have a passport?”
“A what?”
“A US passport. You’re gonna need one if
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