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Chapter 1
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"These names are your true pack, Milia of Moonlight.  All that we have this day, and the safety we have bought for the winter, is only possible because of their willingness to help you.  You may never meet them, true, but if you do, you must repay the debt you owe.  If you come across a stranger in need, give service to that one in place of the pack you actually owe service to, repaying what these Wolves have given you this day."

"I understand, father," she whispered, clutching the list tight in her hand.

––––––––
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When you are born without the pack, you're reliant on the Mistress. They call you "Of Moonlight." That's me, born to a Lone Wolf and a Pariah—an honorless wolf according to pack law. My father carries a nice set of silver glaive scars to remind him of his lack of honor. The sin he committed, you ask? He had the audacity to mate with my mother when only alphas mate. My mother could have chosen to stay with the pack and turn her back on her renegade lover and the child born of defiance. But no. She loved my father and me, so she left, following my father into banishment. We had the perfect life for fifteen years, then...BAM! Life throws you curveballs, and so, there I was. of Moonlight, living on the outskirts of a city pack's territory with my parents. My only friend was a large, black Great Dane named Cab, who once belonged to the love of my life. Oh, and I had a list.

The List was composed of twelve wolves who, like me, had been born without a pack. I owed them a favor and if I could not help them personally, I would help someone else in their stead. The first was Morgana Feralclaw. Feralclaw? Sounded more like a Cat than a Wolf, but who was I to judge? I will say though, that if all the names were as hard to repay as Morgana, I wanted them to count double. Let me tell you the Story of the First Name and you will see what I mean.
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Milia sat quietly watching dust motes swirl around the front room, dancing in and out of sunbeams. Outside, she could hear children playing in the streets, enjoying the last of their summer freedom. They'd start back to school in a few short weeks. For her, this would be the first year she wouldn't have to worry about school since she began living in the company of humans three years before. At fifteen, she'd found herself facing the unenviable prospect of attending a public high school. Instead, other concerns pressed upon her mind. 

Today, her parents were both gone. Her mother had left in the early morning hours to hunt in the wetlands near the river, while her father met with Druge, the Savant of the Columbus city pack, and one of the Warehouse Pack's alphas, Bodi. Usually, Milia would have accompanied her mother but today she felt pensive. Her parents had successfully raised her to adulthood and now, she was ready to join a pack, if any would have her. 

The Warehouse District had shown some interest in the past when, years before, she'd been useful to them, hunting down a rogue wolf who'd been killing humans. Her father had been meeting with the Warehouse alphas for the last year, hoping they'd extend an invitation to his daughter and allow her to join their pack. Knowing what her father was discussing left Milia brooding and moody. "I'm Of Moonlight," she kept thinking. "I don't need a pack. I have a pack." Even as she thought it, she realized how childish it sounded.

A timid, but insistent knock at the door interrupted her musing. Milia, who'd been slouching in the crook of the sofa, sat up and glanced across at the plate glass window. Most people didn't peer through windows after knocking on a door but she slipped silently off the couch and backed away, out of line of sight from the window...just in case. She waited for the person to go, but a second knock broke the silence and pulled a heavy sigh from Milia. 

"I know you're in there, Milia of Moonlight; I can smell you," the person...correction, wolf, said from outside. Recognizing the voice of the Warehouse District's alpha female, Milia leapt for the door, sending an apologetic mixture of scents before her. For wolves, their heightened sense of smell provided them with an additional form of communication. All wolves learned to project their emotions, sending waves of scent out upon the surrounding air. The joys of communicating without talking soon withered, however, and as they grew older, young wolves started learning to mask their emotions or hold them in. 

The sweet lime scent of forgiveness greeted Milia as she pulled the door open and bowed her head in greeting. The tiny alpha female smiled at her. In human form, as she was now, the alpha stood shorter than Milia, well-built with toned muscles working under her golden skin. She was the poster of '80s health. Her black hair had been pulled back into a loose ponytail. In wolf form, she was a creamy, tawny beige with black markings. She'd named herself Champagne early in life, and now it was the only name anyone knew her by.

"You're not with your father," Champagne stated as she entered the house. Other than the citrus forgiveness, no emotion leaked from her.

"Nor are you," Milia said, following the alpha into the front room. Champagne sat on the sofa where Milia had been lounging a moment before. Milia tried to mask her grimace as she perched on the edge of a rocking chair opposite the sofa, near the door.

"Bodi is handling that. I thought you would be there to plead your case," Champagne answered, still holding her emotions in check in order to stop any scent from reaching Milia.

Milia hesitated a moment before answering. "I'm not sure if it's what I want," she said. Her hesitation and worry bled freely into the air around them and she knew Champagne had picked up on them.

Champagne studied her for a moment, the intensity of her gaze causing Milia to look away, fidgeting. Milia added her confusion and grief to the mix of emotions swirling around them as goosebumps began to dance along her arms. "I can assure you," Champagne began in a whisper, "that you would not lose your Moonlight status, nor would you be Omega." Her voice held an almost soothing quality, and a calmness drifted from the Alpha into the room around them.

Milia sighed. "Am I a prospect then? Do I have suitors?"

"Some that have admitted it to me, one that I suspect," Champagne said with a smile. "I expect you know the ones I speak of." She waited for Milia to nod. 

Milia remembered the young wolves who'd helped her find the Monster three years ago. All three were members of Warehouse's faction, not Bodi's. The Warehouse District pack had three alphas, two male and one female. The two males, Bodi and Warehouse—Siril was his real name, Milia and her family just called him Warehouse—vied for both Champagne's affection and power over the rank and file members of the pack. Sometimes one male had more power, sometimes the other. It was a well-established truce between them, forged from years of fighting together to hold their territory against the larger Columbus pack that ruled the business district and wealthy suburbs. Finn, one of the first to volunteer for the Monster hunt, was vying for her. Milia couldn't stop the giddy thrill of curiosity and hope from slipping into the space between her and Champagne.

Finn had made it a point to accompany Warehouse any time the Alpha ventured out to speak with Milia's parents. At these meetings, Finn was meant to be acting as a bodyguard. Yet, he spent most of his time and energy trying to catch Milia's eye. She'd ignored his efforts at first, which seemed to encourage him rather than discourage him, but lately, she'd been open to his advances. "Did Finn go then?" she asked. Her question brought a stifled, silent giggle from the Alpha on the sofa, and Champagne's eyes twinkled.

"He'll be disappointed," Champagne confirmed, "but it's good to play hard to get." The Alpha paused for a moment, studying Milia before adding, "He might be willing to follow you into the darkness, if you choose not to join us."

Milia looked away with a frown. The information goaded her, as it was meant to do. If she didn't join a pack, she'd remain "of Moonlight," a lone wolf. Although it was challenging to make your way into a pack, it wasn't impossible. However, Milia had been living on the outskirts of the Warehouse Pack's territory for years. If she didn't join them, she'd have to move on and start over. If Finn went with her, hoping to win her heart by his show of loyalty, he'd also have to prove himself to a new pack. As a young, low-ranked male, he'd have a long uphill climb proving himself to another alpha.

"I didn't come here to talk to you about Finn and your other suitors, though," Champagne said, sending out a wave of nervous energy—a zesty tingle in the surrounding air. "You have a message from the Alpha of the Columbus pack...an invitation, really." The nonchalance Champagne used to deliver this news nearly hid the feral, calculating gleam that entered her honey-colored eyes.

Agape, Milia stared at the alpha for a split second before schooling her face to a blank calm, and throttling the emotions that leapt from her. "The Columbus pack? What could they want?" she thought. They'd never contacted her before, although Druge had explained her situation to them at some point over the last few years. When her family had first entered the area, they had incorrectly assumed that Champagne's small fringe pack ran the entire city instead of just the warehouse district and a few choice suburbs. The City Pack knew of Milia, where she was, and why she was not of the pack, though little else. "What could they want?" she asked, her voice breathy.

Champagne looked at Milia, light eyes taking her in, as if memorizing her features upon a first meeting. "The same reason Bodi is talking to your father, I assume," she replied as Milia began fidgeting under her gaze.

"Ah," Milia thought. A smug satisfaction sparked in her heart as the pieces fell into place. The Alpha had traveled across town, no retinue in tow, to feel out the lone wolf her pack had been courting for years. Was it wasted effort? Did Milia also have suitors among their rivals? Why hadn't Milia been at the meeting with Bodi and her strongest suitor, Finn? And an invitation from the Columbus Pack? The smugness lasted only a second as Champagne's nonchalance grew calculated. The Alpha had caught her emotions in the air. "Me?" Milia managed to squeak, forcing her surprise to outweigh the smugness and curiosity in her voice. Trying to throw the emotion out into the mix floating in the air between them. Champagne grimaced, her face freezing in a frown for nearly a minute. Milia quickly looked away and remained silent, watching the Alpha out of the corner of her eye. Waiting, she clamped down on all her emotions.

Champagne moved suddenly, leaning forward and grabbing Milia's knee. Milia yelped and instinctively tried to pull away. "You will tell me the truth, Moonlight," the Alpha crooned.

"Yes, Alpha," Milia said, confident that she had nothing to hide, as she forced herself to remain passive despite Champagne's steely grip on her knee. The Alpha pressed harder, sending a dull, aching pain throbbing down Milia's leg as a warning. Milia pursed her lips and waited.

"You haven't spoken with them?" Champagne asked, voice barely audible.

"No, Alpha. I wouldn't know where to go to meet them. I don't know them."

"And your parents?" Champagne added, her fingers pressing harder.

"No," Milia started. She frowned. "My parents never spoke to me about them."

"Would they?" Champagne asked as she released Milia and sat back, studying the young wolf. Milia's discomfort and concern filled the air between them until the Alpha sighed. The tension drained away. "I believe you do not know," Champagne acknowledged with a nod. She waited a beat before continuing. "You'll find the Alpha of the Columbus pack at One Financial. I think he lives at the top of that monstrosity." One Financial was one of the tallest buildings in the area, a large glass box topped with a helipad and several antennas, which stood glittering near the banks of the Scioto River. "Go now, ask for Warton," Champagne directed. The Alpha waited for Milia to nod before rising and seeing herself out.

Milia sighed, slumping back in the rocking chair after the door closed on Champagne. With no other wolf in the house, she unleashed her thoughts and emotions. "Why would the City Pack want to talk to me?" There was no answer.

She sat silently, trying to envision a route from her home to the center of the city. It'd take over an hour to walk there, she decided, but she'd be there before the building closed for the evening if she left now. She hurried to the back door and slid open the glass, calling silently for Cab before shouting his name. "Cab, come!" The Great Dane raised his head and stared at her, sending out a lazy wave of disinterest. She'd inherited the dog from her friend Marty, years before, after he'd been found murdered by a serial killer. "Now," she commanded. The old dog huffed and put his head back down. "I need to go into town, and you can't stay out in the yard alone," Milia explained. "Come." Slipping on her shoes, she hurried out and grabbed the dog's collar. Reluctantly, Cab stood and followed her into the house. As the sliding door closed, he padded toward her room, where his bed could be found. She left, sending him a wave of love, as she locked the door behind her. Glancing up and down the street, she started off toward downtown.
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Chapter 2
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I couldn't wrap my mind around One Financial, even though I was sitting in it. The white lobby had been polished until it gleamed. Marble floors, marble countertops, a reception desk-security checkpoint combination that would have looked more at home on a starship bridge, shone so brightly it hurt my eyes. Even the overstuffed chairs and impossible-to-climb-out-of sofa were white, though not shiny. Wood accents in rich cherry red only made the rest of the lobby brighter by comparison. I sat on the edge of the sofa, very aware of how hard it would be to stand up if I dared to lean back. I tried not to squint or frown. I tried really hard not to wrinkle my nose. The place smelled of desperation and greed, a fetor of stale sweat, cracked leather, and musty laundry. No amount of shine could hide the emotions that flowed through One Financial.

I glanced sideways at the receptionist and security guard. The receptionist could have stepped from a 1970s movie. Her perfectly coiffed hair, a brassy blonde, her pale skin colored in all the right places by expertly applied makeup. I noticed, as she moved around the desk, that her shoes, nails, and the flower pattern of her top all matched: a light-hearted fuchsia in color. Desperation wafted from her. "That there," I thought, "was a woman who hated her job." Both she and the security guard were human. The guard sat stoically beside the receptionist. Ignoring her as she worked. Instead, he kept a wary eye on the people passing in and out of the lobby, waiting for trouble to show up so that he could do his job and prove his worth.

While both of them were interesting to watch, the one who'd caught my eye when I entered had been the elevator operator. From the minute I'd passed through the glass doors, his challenge had wafted toward me. Keep back, he'd said with scent and body language, although it was as plain as if he'd shouted it across the lobby. I obliged by checking in with the receptionist, who'd assured me Mister Warton would be able to see me at 4:00 pm, and then perching on the sofa, hands visible. My own scent, filling the room by now, was one of resignation like dried forest leaves and dusty fields. I hoped it spoke to the wolf elevator operator and any others I hadn't noticed, that I didn't want to be here.

"Mister Warton will see you now," the receptionist said with a forced smile and fake lilt of happiness. I nodded a thanks and, standing, crossed quickly to the elevator. I stopped a few feet from the wolf, looking askance. 

"I'm not here for games," I told him, throwing as much truth and submissiveness into the space between us as I could manage.

"Good," the wolf rumbled, "Warton doesn't play games."

"Does he like to be kept waiting?" I asked, trying to fill the air with innocence I knew he wouldn't believe. He growled in response, then thumbed the elevator open and stepped aside to let me pass. With a last glare, he pushed the button for the top floor and closed the elevator on me, leaving me with the scent of his anger.

The elevator's back wall was made of glass and I was soon rising above the city streets. Looking out, I could see the Scioto River and the riverfront park, sparkling and fresh in the warm afternoon. Mister Willis Warton owned this building and a handful of others in the downtown area. Tall glass and metal human structures owned by a werewolf made no sense. "How could he live here?" I kept asking myself. The elevator continued gliding up the side of the building until it reached the top. When the elevator stopped and the door opened, part of me expected to walk out into a lavish penthouse suite, like I'd seen in a hundred movies: all gaudy furniture and fake velvet. Although the building was considered "office space," Warton occupied the entire floor.

Instead, while still a penthouse suite, the room beyond the elevator was surprisingly bare. I stepped out, my sneakers not making any sound on the dark stone floor. There were two more wolves here, a male and a female, both full of strength and danger. They filled the hallway around the elevators with their presence as well as their bodies. I cast my eyes downward. "I was summoned by Warton, your Alpha," I said.

"You are Milia of Moonlight?" the female asked. I nodded. "You don't look dangerous," she whispered, closing the distance between us.

"I don't feel dangerous," I admitted. I glanced up into her tan face. Her gold eyes glittered and she blinked slowly. She added a creamy, cherry scent of laughter to the caution and danger filling the space between us. "Finally, someone who gets my sense of humor," I thought.

"This way," the female wolf said, backing off and turning around. I followed her down the black hall with its black wallpaper walls. At the end of the elevator bank, we spilled out into a huge open space that had to be a living room. There were a few chairs, a glass table, and a large sectional sofa surrounding an entertainment center full of electronics. "Wait here," she said. I stopped, and the male guard stopped with me while the female carried on through the room to an interior door. She knocked politely and entered without waiting to be invited.

Less than a minute passed before the door opened once again. I looked down as the alpha's energy preceded him through the door and filled the room. Watching him from the corner of my eye, I could see that Warton wore a sharp, well-tailored three-piece suit. His feet were bare, but the anomaly didn't detract from his finery. He was tan, bearded, with dark hair and deep brown eyes.

"You're Moonlight?" he asked. His baritone voice held a growl, deep in his throat, but a friendliness spread through the room around him. He measured me with his eyes as I responded.

"I am Milia of Moonlight."

"You killed the Monster?" he asked, disbelief filling the space between us.

It was a common misconception. "No, I tracked it. Others killed it." Once we had discovered Marty's murder and teamed up with Finn and Warehouse, we'd tracked down the Monster, only to have the human authorities kill it. Warton stood studying me a moment longer, tasting the air between us. "I have a job for you," he said at length. "Please, sit, and let us talk."

My heart fell. The worst stories always start this way.
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Warton motioned toward the dark leather sectional and waited for Milia to choose a seat before he perched on the edge near her, their knees almost touching, mirroring her body language. It reminded Milia of how Champagne had sat near enough that a swift motion would bring them in contact, but far enough that Milia felt her space wasn't being violated. Warton smelled of old leather and rich wood. He reminded her of home and she felt her concerns easing. "No," she reprimanded herself, "he wants me to relax." She pulled herself up straight and waited, testing the air between them. She could feel Warton weighing her, taking in her scent and her mannerisms. 

"Drink?" he asked after a moment. "I have coffee, water, gin."

"No, thank you," she answered automatically, then rethought, "Well, water, please." With a quick glance of his dark eyes, wolves moved silently around her and a thick, crystal glass of water soon appeared. The female escort leaned forward, offering it with a small smile. "Thank you," Milia whispered. The Alpha nodded in acknowledgment.

"One of my wolves is Morgana of Moonlight," he began. Milia had taken a sip as he spoke. She spluttered and nearly spit out her water at the name. "You know the name," he concluded.

"Morgana of Moonlight," Milia thought. She nodded, trying to stifle the sudden wave of anxiety that burst from her. She knew the name. It was one of the Moonlight Wolves she owed a favor. Shaking, she set the glass down on the low, nearby table. The escort produced a coaster and slipped it under the glass, as if making sure the wood remained pristine was part of her duties.

"Good," Warton said. "That makes this easier, I suppose. When Druge came to me a few years ago, I didn't think much about why I would need to give my permission for my Moonlights to aid you. Do you know that we have three here?" He waited for Milia to shake her head. "Morgana is favored, but we do have two others in the Columbus Pack. Being a City Pack, we draw in all kinds and Moonlights are not an exception." He watched her carefully, weighing her anxiety as it washed around him. "You owe them favors, as I understand the Moonlight tradition. They are your real pack, even if you were to join another. If I didn't trust them, I'd never agree to let them split their loyalty with a wolf who might end up in that riffraff Warehouse District pack."

Milia glared at the characterization, choosing not to hide how it perturbed her. "They sheltered me when no others would," she said, defending Champagne and the others, adding an accusatory scent to the anxiety that still filled the space between them. Warton's neat, dark eyebrows rose at her words. When her emotions reached him, he steepled his fingers and met her eyes. She carefully looked away, not meaning to challenge his position, only his words.

A long minute passed before he spoke again. Milia waited him out, staring at his knees, memorizing the warp and weave of his black linen pants. Warton sighed, drawing Milia's eyes back to his face. "As I said, Morgana is favored." He signaled with a quick hand motion, and the other wolves around the room melted away. He waited for them to leave before continuing. "What I have to say is between you and me, Moonlight," he said. "Can you do that?"

"You want me to keep a secret?" Milia asked, curiosity leaping around her, adding bright bursts of chili scent to the cautious sour emotions filling the penthouse.

"Yes, from all," Warton added, his voice dropping an octave into a more guttural growl.

"From the Warehouse Pack," Milia thought. She started to nod, agreeing to the stipulation, then stopped. "Can I? Can I tell Champagne or my parents, or even Finn a lie about what is happening here?"

"You've paused. Good," Warton said. "What worries do you have?"

Milia studied him, scenting the air between them. Again, he reminded her of home and she realized that the calm rising from him was part of his power as an Alpha. "He can put wolves at ease," she thought. "He was once Omega," she concluded, a tingle running up and down her arms. Only the least of wolves learned to placate others on such a subtle level. With a sigh of her own, she decided to speak her mind. "The Alpha of the Warehouse Pack thinks you called this audience to take me into your pack. My father is working to have me taken into the Warehouse Pack. I don't know what to tell them about this meeting if I can't tell them the truth."

Warton smiled slightly, "And do you want to join my pack?" he asked.

"No," Milia said without hesitation. Warton blinked, astonished. "I don't want to join any pack," she clarified before he could continue to react to the affront. Warton studied her, as if seeing her in a new light. He looked away, thinking.

"I think you should be able to tell them that I asked you to join us and that you turned me down. You can think of your own reasons for that," he said.

"Finn." She nodded in agreement and brushed away thoughts of her suitor.

Warton leaned forward, closing the distance between them and motioning her to join him. She slid forward, intimately close. He met her eyes and she could see the dark wolf lurking within. With a blink, she focused on his full face, her gaze landing on his nose instead.

"My favored, Morgana, is a bit of a socialite here in the city. She has access to money and power through a human who knows she is Wolf."

His words fell hard around Milia. "A human who knew!" It went against all the teachings. "We're not safe if humans know!"

Warton waited for Milia's horror to spread across her face. When she did nothing more than pull back in astonishment and pale, he continued. "Think, Moonlight. Some humans have to know. How else could we remain in their world? It's against the teachings, yes. I know." He cut her off before she could scold him on their own dogma. He waited, watching the thoughts turn in her head.

"Druge had to have human contacts," she thought at last, landing on that truth. "He arranged for us to rent a house." She nodded slowly, glancing up to see the pleased look on Warton's face. "Okay, Morgana has contacts who know she's a wolf."

"Recently, Morgana has grown distant. Her human contact is concerned about her, and reached out to me." He paused, marshaling his own emotions. "Moonlight, regardless of Morgana's favor, I cannot be seen to help her, especially at the request of a human."

"You need me to check on her?" Milia asked. She muted the incredulity she felt creeping through her mind. "He's the City Alpha, surely it doesn't matter who he speaks to."

"Yes, and find out what has happened that has caused her to withdraw from everyone. You're Moonlight and so is she. It makes sense for you to reach out to her and discuss your favor."

It took a moment for her to realize she was staring into the Alpha's near-black eyes and look away. He sat back, continuing to watch her closely. She studied the request in her mind. "A human comes to the Alpha of the city pack, asking after a Moonlight member. He can't show an interest in the problem without seeming weak. So he asks me to do so instead...as another Moonlight." She nodded to herself, thinking, "Of all the ridiculous things to worry about." Growing up a lone wolf, the machinations of alphas, even the things her father and mother did from time to time, seemed petty at best, and usually downright odd. Aloud, she replied, "I can do this for you. Where can I find Morgana?"

With a sharp, short whistle that made Milia jump, Warton recalled his attendants. "Bring a paper and pen, please," he instructed as the escort from earlier entered the room. She spun on her toes and disappeared as the other bodyguards returned to standing scattered around the room. Reappearing a moment later, the escort handed Warton a small white card and a black pen. He scribbled directions and an address on the card then handed it to Milia. She read it quickly, trying to picture the city in her mind. "Can you find it?" Warton asked, noting the puzzlement that filled the space between them.

"Yes," Milia nodded.

"Go quickly," he said, pointedly looking at the door. The escort stepped up again, ready to see Milia out. She nodded and held out a hand to Milia, the universal sign that a meeting had ended.
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