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Chapter One
Marcus

The moon.

That soft sensual glow is always with me. Even when I can't see the night sky, I feel its dark caress.

As the moon's phases change, it breathes a coy suggestive whisper in my ear. It presses close, and I feel its fingers brush my skin. That light sparks something inside of me. Something primal. It starts a fever somewhere deep and spreads like slow-burning fire through my limbs.

I can always sense the Change starting. The full moon's strong hand curls around my throat. I feel its grip tighten like a man's thick fingers on my neck. When that grip makes me suddenly lightheaded, my pulse quickens, and I sink quietly to my knees. I know I have to give myself over, and I know how impossible it is to resist.

Some humans dream about submission. They crave it, complete with soft tortures and the smooth caress of expensive leather. They want to be bound and made to feel wonderfully, blissfully helpless. They enjoy feeling compelled to give in.

Humans like to play with their toys.

But what do they know about pleasure and pain so naturally intertwined?

When the animal in me takes over, I feel sensations more intense than any whip could offer. My teeth descend to sharp lethal points against my tongue, and I feel the lovely, horrifying ache as bones lengthen and skin is stretched.

But that ache only makes me smile.

In that instant of agony, my instincts wash over me like a hard drug flooding my veins. Desire takes over—the desire for sex and for the hunt—obscuring all logical thought, all worries, absolutely all guilt. I feel ecstasy as I flex my teeth and claws. I feel a need building urgently and unstoppably between my legs with an intensity that few experience.

So, you see, as the gut-wrenching agony of the Change grips me, so does the all-consuming pleasure.

Perhaps that is why we wolves prefer our hunts so vicious.

And our sex so rough.

****

The night I first saw Jack began like any other.

As the full moon rose, glowing brightly through the thin clouds on the horizon, we were all falling quickly under its spell.

As usual, the entire pack waited together in our den, a sprawling warehouse large enough to accommodate all two dozen of us. Some sat on beds, others on scattered chairs or on thick luxurious pillows along the floor. For an abandoned building, the interior that we had managed to create was actually quite plush. Sculpted naked bodies reclined beautifully, breathing deeply and hardly speaking a word. Most of us were silent in the moment; we were waiting.

Lust was very palpable. Most members of the pack were difficult to resist. All of them looked beautiful and vital—flawless visions in the prime of life—even if in reality some were centuries older than they appeared.

We wolves are not mortal. In fact, barring a sudden injury during the day, there is not much that can kill us. Each night, we regenerate. Injuries—whether deep lacerations or tiny scratches—all heal perfectly. For that matter, so do wrinkles or blemishes of any kind.

Each pack member's skin that night was smooth and perfect. Even the twins, the eldest of us at over 300 years old, had pert round breasts, bellies that were smooth and flat, and wild black hair that tumbled beautifully down to their hips.

Yes, the hunt, the Change, and everything else that was physical and feral in our lives kept us looking lithe and toned. But it was not our fitness that made us remarkable.

There was something otherworldly about the pack. Most of us looked as if we had stepped right out of a painting by an old master, like copies of real people with each flaw brushed away. Our cheeks were too delicately pink and our skin too pale. It was as if our imperfections had been buffed out and replaced instead by a cold moonlit glow. Even when we were smudged with dirt and in need of a shave, there was something not entirely human about us that we could not hide. We were a little too healthy and far too strong, and often humans who were perceptive enough could sense that.

I watched everyone in the warehouse as they laid back and concentrated on the rising moon. Long limbs intertwined as some stretched out on the floor. Smooth female arms, strong masculine thighs and shoulders, swanlike necks, and broad hands all tangled together beautifully and casually as some began to seek out partners.

I watched the young and handsome Daniel catch my eye again, glancing at me coyly over his shoulder. He looked gorgeous as always—a strapping young Adonis—and I swallowed dryly as I watched him, feeling my blood begin to heat. His light brown locks curled gently over his ears, and that slender torso was flawless.

As he stared back at me with soft green eyes, his submissive stare told me everything I needed to know.

Though Daniel was younger than I, he was certainly no pup. This one was over 20 and old enough to change at the full moon, a full-fledged adult member of our pack. And he certainly looked enticing now, sitting only a few feet away with those plump sensual lips and fine long legs.

He looked away gracefully and pretended not to notice my interest in him. But we both knew. And we both also knew it was forbidden.

Male wolves interacted only to fight, to determine their place in the hierarchy of the pack, and no sex was encouraged between us. The pack assumed that such a thing would only confuse the delicate balance of power that held us together.

Yet such rules seemed made to be broken. Though there were some laws that couldn't be challenged—at least not publicly—Daniel and I had already enjoyed our own private rebellions in secret from time to time. And as we waited in silence now, I quietly licked my lips and recalled the thrilling touch of his smooth tender skin.

I was the Alpha, the pack leader, and I felt entitled to claim what I wanted; but I didn't dare acknowledge my lust for him openly in front of all the others. That was dangerous.

My hold as Alpha was uncertain, since many already looked to my rival Julian as the true leader here. A relationship with Daniel might invite more controversy just now than I could handle.

Though we had made love often, Daniel and I were not in love, by any means. He was only using me to slake a thirst for something he desired, as was I. I burned for a body like his and its strong, masculine heat. I needed it.

But that was also why I didn't join the others often during the full moon. Losing my inhibitions with another man in front of everyone might reveal more than I was ready to, and that was what I worried about tonight. I turned away and hoped he would take my hint.

He knew as well as I that he should not try to tempt me now. We were all feeling wilder by the moment. Each of us could sense the moon moving in the sky, drawing our instincts out of us with a force that was strong and irresistible, like a hot mouth sucking poison from a wound.

Julian, the son of the former leader, was the first to change. Because of his bloodline, he shifted much more quickly than the rest of us. I watched with fascination as the tall regal man morphed easily into his massive canine form. As a wolf, he was almost twice as large as any of the other pack members. His glossy black coat was thick, almost the same color as the dark and slightly peppered hair on his head. The faint scar he had had on his cheek since childhood was just barely visible now along his muzzle. Julian was fascinating and powerful, but I had no wish to get into another altercation with him tonight. I was careful to avoid the large wolf's attention as he padded outside to wait for the others who would hunt with him.

The twins were the next to show signs. When I saw Radha and Selene's eyes take on a lupine yellow cast, I knew the hour was late.

Their lovely delicate mouths lulled open, and they looked around drowsily, panting with sluggish, devilish looks. A dark tangle of hair fell into their faces, making them look even wilder. I could sense their need for sex as one of them rolled onto her stomach and looked me dead in the eye. She did not smile, but simply stared at me with a long smoldering look, appearing both feral and beautiful at once.

As I watched the twins, I was sure these two would rut tonight and not hunt. That much was clear.

“Come closer,” Radha whispered, crawling over to me on her hands and knees. Her accent was rich and thick but impossible to place, just like her sister's. They were both so ancient, they had picked up inflections from countless different dialects, and both sometimes chose strange antiquated turns of phrase. As she approached, her movements were slinky and sensual, almost more catlike than wolf. And though her eyes were glowing brightly now, everything about her body was still feminine and seductive.

Lovely silver-blue shafts of moonlight started to appear high up in the blackness, streaming through the tiny windows near the vaulted ceiling. I watched them materialize, and the fever began slowly as always, making my heartbeat throb loudly in my ears. The sensation started in my face and hands. It was dull at first, but then that feeling and the increasing speed of my heart crescendoed into something fast and desperate.

My pulse started to take on that wild, familiar rhythm. I could feel the frightening knocking in my chest. I waited on the edge of it, willing the Change to happen, needing it to happen.

And then it gripped me.

I fell forward onto my hands and knees as I had done so many times before. The transformation started with unmistakable intensity, but I knew it would take some time—sometimes up to an hour—to stretch and mold my body into my wolfen form. I braced myself and gritted my teeth. But I also grinned as it happened, because I knew what would come after. As I twisted in pain, claws pricked through the ends of my fingers, and my ears sharpened vaguely to points. I felt feverish and excited, a silent energy building in my belly. What I felt as I twisted now was not pain but pure exhilaration.

I watched with fascination as Radha and her sister moved closer, one stretching out her hand to me as I sat back on the floor. Selene ran her fingers along my shoulder and then up my neck quickly, causing a wonderful tickling sensation, and then she bent close to my ear and nipped it hard with her teeth.

There was pain, but we werewolves were used to violence, and right now it felt good—just as she knew it would.

With the exception of Julian, none of us had fully changed yet. Just now, the twins still looked mostly human, apart from high, wolf-like ears and shocking yellow eyes. Daniel was still more man than animal, too. He was near enough to touch if I stretched my arm back, but I knew I shouldn't. I wanted to pull him close and rub my hand along his chest. I wanted to dip close to his body and smell his sweet scent. I wanted to feel his muscles bulging and growing as the full moon excited him.

Instead, the touch of Radha's hands moving up my legs drew my attention. She was still looking into my eyes with a hot, hungry stare. Her twin Selene knelt behind me now, still sucking on the ear she had bitten. She was making a delicious horny sound just for me, something between a moan and a growl. It sounded almost like a cat's purr as she licked my neck with her long, rough tongue.

That tender stroke made me shudder. Somehow, passing her mouth over my throat made my entire body feel prone. It raised goosebumps on the backs of my arms and made me hyperaware of every sinew and pore in my body.

Radha bent closer, straddling my thighs as I sat on the ground. I was already partially aroused, mostly from thinking of Daniel, but as she reached down and gripped my cock with her hand, I felt my need grow and shoot through me like fire.

I was entirely under the sway of the moon now. The night was bringing out the animal in me and there was no way to stop it, even if I had wanted to. In only a few moments, I was almost out of my mind. All I knew was that I wanted to relieve my flaring sexual desire. There were so many bodies nearby that I would have liked to claim. Tonight, I could take any of them I wanted, in any way I wanted, with the total abandon of the wolf, and there would be no consequences, no shame.

I was ready to sit up and grab Radha by those enticing hips of hers and flip her over onto all fours, when instead she eased herself on top of me. She seemed to naturally sense the exact moment of my breaking point. I was mad with desire, eager to pounce and give her what she so obviously craved. But the perceptive minx had beat me to it.

Radha straddled me, my large velvety tip pressing eagerly between her smooth toned thighs.

I was hard as iron now. I groaned as she touched herself to me. But this time it was not a groan of pleasure. I was incredibly impatient. She hoped to make me hover on the verge for a few long moments as I panted and writhed, waiting just at the precipice, feeling her heat and mine building together. But that was not what I wanted.

I shuddered as I felt Daniel move nearby. He was lying down next to me now, with the head of a petite young female his age bending down in his lap. I heard his quiet moan as she took him in her mouth, and I felt my heart skip excitedly. I could feel his heaving chest as he twisted quietly in the dark, and it added to my arousal even more.

I longed for him to be touching me now and not Radha. The twins were by far the most beautiful women here. Any other male would be overjoyed to have them both to himself. But I was not like all the other males, and I didn't desire just one sex.

One thing was certain: if I didn't find satisfaction soon, I would go mad. Radha was still hovering above me, pressing herself lightly against my sensitive head, taunting me with the implied promise of a satisfying fuck soon to come.

But I wasn't going to wait.

She was surprised as I pulled her to me and bucked my hips upward. I pushed up into her suddenly, feeling her muscles clamp down and hearing her throat release a deep, agonized groan.

I felt profound relief as I entered her, and I even wondered for a moment if I might have hurt her with my eagerness. As I thrust in deep, she closed her eyes as if in pain, but then a wide smile spread across her face. If she felt used, then she certainly seemed to be enjoying it.

All of us in the pack preferred sex that was raw and violent, not tender, and Radha was no exception. Her body tensed, but with my increasing strength, it was easy to lift her again and slam her curvaceous body back against mine.

I started to do so again, increasing the intensity and, despite her groans, she relaxed. There was no thought in her mind about resisting me or twisting out of my reach. This was exactly what she wanted.

But it was someone else's sounds that continued to invade my ears. It was someone else's scent that I simply couldn't ignore as arousal flooded through me.

Daniel was so near, I couldn't get his presence out of my mind. I could smell his desire and hear his hammering heart. I looked over as he threw his head back in ecstasy and closed his eyes, the young blonde's head moving slowly and rhythmically in his lap. For a moment, I imagined Daniel doing that for me—his handsome face pressed down in my lap. I thought of what it would be like to look down and see his head of perfect light brown curls dipping down, his pink lips and soft tongue accepting me slowly.

Instead, I bit back my desire with a grimace. I felt ready to burst as I pushed into Radha's beautiful body again. But I was frustrated. From here, it was difficult to even see Daniel unless I turned my head completely, and doing so was too obvious. I heard him groan again as the blonde dipped her head. I felt the hairs of his arm lightly brush mine. And again his presence made me feel distracted. Daniel was intoxicating. My full attention was on him, and the twins were merely fanning the flames of my physical desire.

I cursed myself for staying with the pack at the full moon. The fever was too much. Now I knew that I would betray myself by going to him.

I had no choice.

I couldn't think, could barely see, as I lifted Radha off me and raised myself up onto my knees, turning to Daniel. The twins both touched my shoulders, probably thinking I would force one of them to the ground and finish what I'd started, but they didn't understand it was a man's body that was calling to me.

As I looked down at Daniel's perfect face—his eyes closed, his plump lips twisted into a blissful half-smile—I felt overcome. I reached for his shoulders, vaguely thinking of pulling him closer, of kissing that ripe mouth, but of course the young female was in the way. She was bent submissively on all fours, her head still suckling in Daniel's lap. My hips bumped up against her, my cock slapping impatiently against her thigh, when suddenly a new thought occurred to me.

At the last moment, just as I was ready to lose myself to my instincts and pull Daniel close, I gripped the female instead. I heard a small cry of surprise as I positioned myself behind her.

From a short surreptitious glance, she now knew it was me, and she shifted nervously as I rubbed my thick member against her. But it was clear her Alpha wanted her, and the girl timidly decided to submit. She lifted her head and braced herself on all fours, obviously preparing herself. But with one forceful motion I put a hand on the back of her neck and pushed her beautiful face back down in Daniel's lap.

Daniel opened his eyes, wondering why the woman had raised her head and lowered it again, and now his gaze was locked to mine. As I held her petite hips and pushed in slowly, it was Daniel's face I was staring down at. As I squeezed into her tight vulnerable body, it was Daniel that I imagined in her place.

Soft, startled cries escaped from her as she accepted both of us at once, but they were full of bliss. Daniel and I now shared this one tenuous connection, at least. As I pressed into her, she lowered her tender mouth onto him. It pleased me to see that we were both finally linked in one lovely satisfying chain, that we had found at least one way to share our pleasure with one another.

I had never had this female before, but that only added to my excitement. Usually I only mated with the strongest and highest-ranked females of my pack, but right now I found this unexplored woman delicious. She was gentle and vulnerable, and as I eased my way inside, she made me feel almost swollen.

I knew I was stretching her, vaguely hurting her with each small movement, and I savored the rare, wonderful sensation. I could already feel my balls tensing and my muscles growing tight. I knew that at any moment this nymph might draw me right over the edge.

My strong hands smoothed the flesh on both sides of her hips and pulled her hard against me, forcing myself deep inside. I even raised her body, shifting her for the perfect angle of entry.

My palms were morphing into the pads of paws now, my nails extending into longer harder claws. All of us were becoming more wolf-like. I could even see a ridge of blond fur rising between the woman's delicate shoulders.

But Daniel's piercing green eyes were what held my attention. They captivated me, looking animalistic and bright. I could see the points of two sharp canine teeth in his mouth, yet all these animal qualities did not make him less attractive to me. On the contrary, they made him seem even more sexual, more desirable in every way. How lovely he looked as he lay prone on his back, staring me down. He seemed to be daring me to fuck him, to punish him, to truly let myself go.

And I wanted to—oh, how I wanted to!—but right now it was the girl I used instead of him. I imagined her pert young backside was his. I imagined it was his trim waist I held between my hands in an inescapable grip, his body I was invading.

I slammed into her, loving how light her body felt, how easy it was to have my way with her. This wasn't rape, certainly, but the ease with which I took her gave me the wonderful thrill of absolute dominance. As I heard her groan softly and sweetly, I think I even grinned. Those sounds were lovely and carnal, made even lovelier by the fact that her delicate throat was filled right now by Daniel. We were both inside her, both drawing pleasure from the same source, and it was pure bliss.

When I saw Daniel lean back his head with a long ragged sigh and press his hands to the back of her head, I knew he was coming. He didn't have to say a word. I could feel the way the female tensed immediately. Hell, I could even smell Daniel's sweet, pungent scent as he finished.

I knew I couldn't hold out any longer after that. The sight of this young man lying on the floor twisting in ecstasy was what I had been waiting for.

And so, as he grabbed her, flooding her with his seed, I did the same. I pumped her several more times, even more ferociously than I had before. I could not have asked for a more willing partner, for a creature offering her body up to me more completely in every way. And as I exploded into her, grunting with a violent wolf-like ferocity, my conquest of her was finally complete.

I must have slumped down over her then, panting and slowly regaining my strength, but I don't remember it. All I do remember is that gorgeous and purely sexual smile Daniel flashed to her as she sat up and coquettishly wiped a trail of his liquid from her lips.

Even I almost melted at that smile.

And I knew that soon I would melt. I knew that soon his heat would melt even the glacial ice of the barrier I had put up between us, and that I must leave for the night before that happened. Both of us were morphing into full wolves now, and even I couldn't predict what we might do next.

And so, within a few long minutes, after I had regained some of my composure, I left without a word to him or to anyone else. I crept out of the large sliding side door of the warehouse and out into the hot, humid night.

My preternatural vision made the shadowed city seem like day to my eyes. I saw everything: the shining pinpoints of a thousand stars, the dark pools of rainwater that had collected in the sidewalk cracks, even the nighttime blooms of jasmine and nightshade curling through gaps in the ancient mortar and brick.

I didn't care about the curious glances from Julian and the others as I ventured out alone, and I wanted nothing more than to put the handsome Daniel out of my mind. Right then, I was completely unconcerned with anything but trying to focus on the hunt.

And also completely unaware that it was my very destiny I would find out there that night in the dark.








Chapter Two
Jack

The moon was full the night it happened—it must have been—but back then I didn't notice. Back then, I felt no such power coalescing inside of me. The life I led was still so very civilized. I was still entirely in control.

Entirely human.

As I sped west through Houston, it was not the moonlight invigorating me, but the roar of my roadster as I shifted into high gear. With the convertible top down, the wind whipped at my face, flapping the crisp white collar of my shirt. I relaxed into the soft leather seat and rested one hand on the wheel, pressing the pedal even closer to the floor.

Ivy laughed and looked up at the dark sky. I caught a glimpse of perfect teeth and felt her long, slender arm as it slid slowly toward me and teased the back of my neck.

“You're too young to be so serious,” she reminded me, tucking a beautiful caramel leg underneath herself. She turned and stared fondly at me with a charming, half-drunk smile. “Really. You should live a little, Jack.”

“Sure. Whatever you say,” I said, removing the cell-phone attachment from my ear and tossing it into the center console.

The lines of Ivy's body were all too obvious under that dress. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the fabric flutter against her curves, hinting at small perfect nipples outlined by the all-too-thin silk. Her dark hair was beautiful, with a deep brown undertone that reminded me of chicory coffee. Strands floated above her as the breeze caught them, sinking around her in a magical tangle. For a moment, she seemed to be hovering, like a mermaid suspended in water.

Ivy was the kind of girl who certainly knew how to “live a little”. Maybe a lot. In fact, as far as I knew, Ivy had never been interested in doing anything but living it up as long as I'd known her. This was a girl who had eschewed four years at Loyola in favor of a shot at the fashion world and a short moment in the sun. She had rocked her leggy strut as a runway model as long as she could sustain it. These days, her 23-year-old self was already becoming too mature for the catwalk, so this vixen was simply setting her sights on marrying well for the second time.

But I had no interest in getting caught in that web. Ivy was a great friend, but she would be much too high maintenance as a partner. I knew it, and deep down she knew it too. We weren't right for each other. Still, that never stopped the two of us from flirting shamelessly.

I felt her fingertips tickle the back of my neck again. She leaned in closer. “You going to drop me off at my place?”

I nodded.

“Want to come in for a drink?” she teased.

I grinned and raised an eyebrow, easing the car into the next lane. “You know I'd love to, Ives,” I said. “But I have to get to work early tomorrow.”

She pretended to pout and drunkenly rested her head on my shoulder. “You're a good friend,” she whispered softly, slurring her words a little. Ivy put her right arm around me and patted my chest.

“Oooh,” she said, drawing back to look me in the eye. “And did you see that banker tonight? The one sitting across from us?”

I searched my memory.

“He's good looking, huh?”

I shrugged noncommittally. Well, he was certainly rich enough. The man was older than she was, but certainly far from ancient—by her standards, a regular Prince Charming.

“I think he likes me,” she whispered confidentially, and I could practically see the dollar signs flashing behind her eyes. No doubt she would beg an invitation to my next business dinner, hoping to see him again. And of course I didn't mind. Who wouldn't love to cruise into a party with a leggy model on his arm? She completed an image for me, one of confidence and success. Ivy also gave me someone to laugh with afterward about the absurdity of all this shallow networking.

There was no doubt about it. Together we turned heads, and I loved that feeling. It was thrilling to walk into a room and know that all the other men had their eyes focused on me and that knockout at my side. It was important to project that kind of success.

Hell, it was fun.

Besides, with Ivy along, I didn't have to waste time worrying about the demands of a real relationship. I didn't want a date I had to compliment and cater to. When it came to bringing flowers and remembering birthdays, the truth was that I simply didn't have the time. The few serious relationships I'd had over the years had been disastrous.

In all seriousness, deep down I felt like love—real love—was one thing that shouldn't have to rely on frivolous trappings. Real love was something that should exist no matter what presents were exchanged or how many expensive vacations were paid for. Each time I was close to someone, I wanted to feel something deep, something unbreakable. I was a real romantic in that way. I longed for a lasting connection with someone that didn't involve some ulterior motive. But somehow my relationships were always twisted into a shallow game of buying a woman's affections and watching her enjoy the high life I could offer for a while.

But at least things weren't like that with Ivy. We weren't in love, but we also didn't need anything from one another.

Ivy reached down and started to rifle through her sparkling clutch purse. She produced a pack of long menthol cigarettes and shook one loose. Ivy turned to me and proffered one. “You want?” she asked, before sparking hers up.

“I thought you'd quit,” I teased her, but the truth was that we both knew her spats of clean living would never really stick.

This was far from the worst habit she'd picked up on the modeling circuit.

It was tempting—especially tonight—but I waved her off. I already felt exhilarated as I raced along the deserted streets on such a warm clear night, the roads all to myself. On an evening like this, I could really open her up. I shifted into a higher gear and enjoyed the low hum of the horsepower vibrating around us.

Life was good. Life was very good. Tonight, I'd just secured another massive contract for the architecture company I worked for. The corporation was doing well, and this business wasn't something I'd been groomed for by some rich family. No, neither Ivy nor I were from old stock. We'd each grown up in small bayou towns—I in a ramshackle community on the Texas Gulf, and she from a parish just outside of New Orleans—and had each scrambled for what we had now. The two of us both enjoyed the good life, and we were both willing to sacrifice just about anything to keep it.

We weren't old money. Of course, the trick at swanky social functions like the one we had just left was making it seem like your money was old. Dropping the right names, swishing the bourbon around slowly in your glass, laughing softly at their jokes—all that was the name of the game. It was necessary to affect their casual indifference, their lazy civility, and hope they would accept you for one of their own—all so you could get the deal done.

Designing high-priced properties, I had to make it my business to know everyone who was anyone in this town and sniff out potential projects, but sometimes I started to feel lost in all the handshakes and cocktail receptions.

There might be a lot of important people around who knew my face, but lately I couldn't shake the feeling that none of them knew the real me.

I slowed at a stoplight and felt the air settle around us. The summer heat was oppressive, even at night. Moisture hung everywhere like hot breath. It pressed up against our pink cheeks and every other sliver of exposed skin, feeling every bit as swampy and deliciously Southern as my hometown ever had. I looked at Ivy and saw the waves of frizzy curls starting in the back of her hair. Though she might try, no girl here could make it more than a few hours without her coif reverting back to its natural state. Summers gave everyone a hint of curl and a dewy, casual glow. Ivy's exotic beauty was part Creole, part Spanish, and part African, no doubt with other ingredients sprinkled in here and there from the melting pot that was Louisiana—and it made for an intoxicating mix. The sheen on her brow right now reminded me of hot afternoons and squeaky porch swings. I imagined lemonade with ice in tall glasses and long legs under short cotton sundresses, and in that moment I almost leaned in for a kiss.

But as I mused, the light turned green. For the time being, the spell was broken. I urged the car back up to full speed and enjoyed the soft feeling of Ivy's perfumed arm slowly stroking mine.

I felt the blow before I saw anything.

Out of the blackness in front of us, a dark mass suddenly collided with the car and slammed violently into the windshield.

My body lurched forward, and I reflexively slammed my foot down on the brake. Hard. I felt every muscle tense as I struggled to stop the roadster. Grimacing, I felt the tendons in my neck pull taut as I jerked the wheel.

But of course it was too late.

The figure in the road had already been struck. It rolled quickly across the hood and thudded heavily behind the car.

When we finally stopped, I could smell the warm rubber skid we'd left on the pavement. A spider web-shaped crack dented the windshield and continued to slowly spread across it. I blinked. I blinked again, not quite believing, and it took me a moment to realize what had just happened.—Jesus, I had just hit somebody!—well, that or something. At the moment, I wasn't sure which.

Ivy righted herself and gingerly fingered her forehead. Her dark hair was in a frightful tangle. “Whaa?” she moaned softly. She pushed the strands away from her face. “What the hell, Jack?”

I placed my hands back on the wheel and closed my eyes, bowing my head forward. I knew that whatever had connected with my pitted hood was now lying behind us on the street. Somewhere. I knew it, but I didn't have the heart to look. I gripped the wheel tighter and for a desperate instant considered just speeding off, but of course I would never do that.

What I was going through now was just a moment of cold panic. I imagined the mass that had rolled under my rear tire was a person. I imagined it was someone's pet. I imagined it was an abandoned mound of trash bags resting in the road. But the truth was, I had no idea what had just disappeared behind my car.

Whatever it was, it had stopped our speeding vehicle awfully fast. The heavy impact had felt more like hitting a full-grown bull than a jaywalker, which made me feel a little more optimistic.

I reached up to the rearview mirror and adjusted the angle. There was something behind us in the road, all right, but from here I really couldn't make out a thing. Ivy turned around in her seat and put her hands on the headrest, peering into the darkness. “Well?” she insisted. “What on Earth was it?”

I craned my head behind us. “I have no idea.”

Then the thing sprawled in the road began to move sluggishly, and the two of us flinched. “Oh, God,” I mumbled as I opened my car door and hurried toward the man writhing in the road. I was simultaneously cursing myself for being so stupid, blaming him for wandering out onto a dark road in the dead of night, and wondering desperately just how much damage had been done.

I took off my suit jacket as I approached—I suppose with a thought to lay it over the injured man. That was what you were supposed to do with shock victims, right? Wrap them in a blanket? Comfort them? Then I panicked more, realizing that I really had no idea what to do.

“Oh my God! Oh my God!” yelled Ivy “I'm calling 911.” And out of the corner of my eye I watched her pull out her chrome-shelled cell phone and flick the numbers with a glossy nail.

She held the phone up to her ear and started to speak while I stepped closer to the man in the road and crouched nearby. “Sir,” I said, nudging him slightly with my knuckles. “Sir, are you all right?”

But even as I said those words, I knew that something was terribly wrong. It was a warm night, but the man was wrapped in one of the heaviest coats I had ever seen, the thick tips of yellow fur blowing softly in the breeze. He was facedown but certainly alive. I could see his back rise and fall as he breathed into the pavement, slow and heavy.

“Sir,” I said again, but this time I only whispered it. Again, my body was instinctively telling me that something was not right here. Logic suggested that this man was injured. Harmless. But a loud voice in the back of my consciousness was urging me to run.

I did not reach out to the man again. I sat there crouching for a moment, eyeing him warily and trying to fathom how he could be any kind of threat. I noted that the man's hand seemed to be missing digits. Poised beside him on the concrete, it looked like nothing more than a massive palm. I felt queasy for a moment, thinking the fingers had been severed in the crash; and then I felt pure panic as I realized that this was no hand but an unthinkably large paw.

I stumbled backwards from my crouched position, doing my best to spring away from the unknown thing in front of me. From somewhere in the distance, I heard a question yelled by Ivy, but I had no time to respond.

The beast was awake now, and as it stirred, I panicked. I could feel the menace radiating off of this creature long before I saw the dangerous potential of its teeth or claws. Every fiber of its body vibrated suddenly with its slow, aching growl. The sound was impossibly deep, humming like the lowest reverberating note of a cathedral organ. Without a doubt, I knew this thing was larger and more powerful than I was, and suddenly I was desperately, horribly aware that it was also not human.

As I clamored backwards across the road that snarl intensified, and a thought sparked in my mind that this must be some sort of escaped zoo animal. As it turned, I saw its long canine snout and a horrid flash of sharp yellow eyes and knew what I was dealing with. The line of its body as it rose onto all fours confirmed what I felt: somehow, some way, a full-grown wolf had found its way into the heart of the city. As it bared its purplish gums, there could be no doubt that this was not a domesticated dog. It was something else, something far more vicious.

My hesitation lasted only an instant, but that was enough. The beast was on me before I realized what was happening. The creature closed the distance between us in a single spring and knocked me to the ground. I brought my arms up reflexively to cover my face as the first strokes connected. With paws that size, I expected to be knocked senseless. I was anticipating blows to the side of my head followed by the raking of thick claws, something like what a black bear would do. But what I felt instead was even more horrible. Its attacks were sharp and crisp. Those paws didn't bruise me. Instead, claws sliced right through my forearms, making crisp deep cuts and I roared with shock and pain.

I was on my back and the wolf was standing over me. Between strikes, I yelled for Ivy. I tried to twist myself free; I tried to shield myself; but it was no use. I brought a leg up under the animal and pushed the sole of my shoe against his underbelly with all my strength in a desperate attempt to heave him off. It was useless, though. It was clear this attacker was unmovable and completely in control.

I had never been a very physical person, never been in a fight at all—with the exception of a few weakly-swung punches and a bloodied lip in grade school. I was a young man with a body that was attractive and sleek, not a brute used to bar fights and dangerous brawls.

In retrospect, I know that even a trained fighter could not have done any better against a fully-realized wolf—especially during the thirst and crazed fever of a full moon—but at the time I felt helpless as each of my pathetic attempts to fight back failed miserably. I tried to strike him in the throat. I tried to reach his eyes. But all to no avail. I was being tossed around in the street like a stuffed toy, and I was starting to come apart at the seams. I had never in my life felt as helpless as I did then. Something like this simply could not be happening.

But, of course, it was.

The wolf lurched closer, grabbing me with its jaws. As it lunged, I caught a glimpse of his full body. For a moment, the sight of him seemed so unreal I felt disoriented. The beast had a thick ridge of hair that ran along its back and lips that curled back as it closed on my throat. As its teeth connected with my flesh, I thought suddenly of the stone gargoyles on parish cathedrals that had frightened me as a child. These looked to me now like those same eyes, that same ridged back, those same fangs, and suddenly I was filled with a new kind of fear.

I knew this was a wolf, not a monster; but still, the idea dawned on me for the first time that I might truly die tonight. As his fangs punctured my throat, my body froze completely. I felt like a kitten grabbed by the scruff of the neck, intuitively knowing to give in. By pure instinct, I understood not to move a muscle, lest I do even more damage to my fragile jugular. A jolt of adrenaline rushed through my veins as he drew blood, but I had no choice but to remain as still as the grave as he savaged me.

I could feel the summer warmth radiating off the pavement below. I sensed the deadly sting of that mouth as it dug in harder. The cicadas chirped deafeningly from the trees in a horrible chorus, the sound crescendoing and then fading in the dark like a rattlesnake's tail.

All those sensations seemed as if they were happening to someone else. I felt detached from the sounds and the pain—probably the only way I had of coping with what was happening. I tried to make my thoughts flicker to Ivy, to my family; but instead, as he drank, I was overwhelmed by the new tactile sensations I was feeling and the simple horrible reality of my blood spilling out of me and sustaining something else.

My body was going limp under the strength of a more powerful animal, an animal that seemed impossibly out of place. It was incredible that he could be here at all. To me, wolves were creatures from another time. They seemed like something medieval serfs defended their villages against in the dead of winter. I lived in another world. I was a man of numbers and architectural blueprints and drafting pencils, and all my life I'd been focused on survival of a very different kind. The financial kind. The reality of a fight to the death was something I simply could not take in. After all I had accomplished, I was dying—dying!—at the age of 24, out on the black asphalt in the muggy Texas heat.

But at the moment, I could no longer wrap my mind around such complex notions. I was sure Ivy was shouting something in my direction, but such sounds clouded into a hazy fog around me. As more of my strength seeped from my limbs, I began to feel a kind of euphoria. I could hear the terrible rhythm of my heart in my chest as it slowed. My vision blurred. I blinked sluggishly, trying to refocus my sight, but found it impossible.

I felt myself slipping away.

Then, with the roar of an engine and the sharp screech of tires, my attacker was forced off of me. I found that I could finally breathe deeply without his weight on my chest. I was vaguely aware of Ivy grabbing my arms and wrenching me uncomfortably along the pavement. She leveraged me awkwardly into the car and then screamed and grabbed her arm as she dropped into the driver's seat. It was obvious the wolf must be at her door. I thought of those jaws again and shuddered violently, feeling the blood trickle at my throat. Ivy was speaking to me as we sped away, but I couldn't hear. All I knew was that her tone was soothing. I felt like a newborn in his mother's arms. Ivy's words were like a lullaby. It didn't matter that the words were gibberish to me. It was the safety they implied that mattered.

I could barely see as I lay sprawled, belly-up, staring at the sky. Ivy was crying. But I knew that despite these horrible wounds I was not going to die tonight. Something told me that I would live. Yet somehow, even then, as I looked at the moon, I knew that nothing would ever be the same.








Chapter Three
Marcus

The weight of the car backing over me had broken my hip. I was sure of it now, as I tried to shift my bulk and winced. But my bones were knitting swiftly. My werewolf form was seeing to that.

Over 100 years with the pack, and I still hadn't learned my limits. I was reckless. I knew that. And going out alone had not been wise. Yet I felt this rebellious streak in me more and more often, the need to avoid the pack's watchful eyes. This recklessness was unusual, since I was their leader, but I still felt compelled some nights to leave the others and prowl completely alone.

Perhaps it was nothing, just the desire to be free of responsibility for a while. I tried to tell myself that these solitary wanderings were not all about avoiding Daniel, that they had a purpose, that they were making me a better hunter, helping me get more in touch with my own instincts; but the truth was I didn't know why I took these risks.

Just what was I looking for as I prowled the dark city alone?

The answer to that question didn't really matter now. What was important at this moment was getting out of the road and back to the others before daybreak.

At night, especially during the full moon, my body would heal swiftly. But during the daylight hours, I was as weak and vulnerable as any human, and I would feel the full pain of my wounds.

I slid my paws underneath me and stood gingerly, putting most of my weight on my left legs. The others had been injured in the collision, along with my hip, but the pain was only slight. With a little limping, I knew that I could easily make it back to the den under my own power. We werewolves were nothing if not resilient.

Keeping mostly to alleyways and public parks, I made my way across the city. I caught scents on the air as I moved, scents that normally would have enflamed me, attracting me to a kill. But right now, shelter and safety were foremost on my mind. A comfortable place where I could rest and heal was all I could think about as I limped awkwardly along.

I reached the lair about thirty minutes before dawn. There was already just the faintest hint of purple spreading across the horizon as I approached the warehouse. This abandoned building was far southeast of downtown, near a crisscrossing grid of train tracks. Wisps of ivy and thorny antique rose vines curled through chinks in the crumbling brick walls. Dust and grit were everywhere, a thick layer of ash and sediment left by years of neglect. But there were no rats here. No animals of any kind. They knew better than to get within a mile of us—though humans were not always as intuitive. It was not unusual for us to dispatch vagrants and thieves when they ventured too close to our den. This was possibly the only old building in the city without squirrels chattering in the rafters or possums digging through the trash outside.

My wolf form was starting to fade now as the morning light spread into the sky. I was beginning to morph slowly back into my human shape again, fur molting into smooth, pale human skin, teeth retracting with a dull, delicious ache. But I could still taste my victim's blood on my lips and could remember the feeling of that toned, beautiful body crushed under me. It occurred to me suddenly that that man could still be alive, injured and helpless as he had seemed. And the woman, too. (I had grazed the woman with my teeth, too, hadn't I, just as she was getting back into the car?) They could both be alive out there and recovering even now.

I considered him for a while, picturing that perfect face framed by a head of well-trimmed light brown hair. He'd been wearing a suit, something slim-fitting and well-tailored. I tried to figure out just what it was about him that was so compelling, but I couldn't put my finger on it, exactly. Maybe what struck me was just how very civilized he seemed, compared to the wild, rough pack members I usually surrounded myself with. Contrasted with that, he seemed quite controlled, even while he was fighting back. For a moment, I looked over my shoulder, tempted by the wild idea of running back to him, of seeing whether or not he had survived. But there was no time for that. And even if I did have the time, the two had sped away in their car in the end. Finding them would require tracking—possibly for several days—and someone healthier than I was at the moment.

“Oh, God,” I muttered to myself.

It was unthinkable that anyone who had been bitten would get away.

For the first time, I wondered whether they would change. The truth was, I didn't really know. I knew that humans had occasionally been turned in the past, but in 127 years I had never seen it. After all, when someone was attacked by a member of the pack—I mean really attacked—once victims found their way between our jaws, clamped between our teeth, they simply never escaped. In all my years living side by side with other werewolves, it had never happened.

And after all, even if a human was bitten and survived, most of them would never change into wolves anyway. According to what older wolves had said, it took something more, a wildness already inside of them, that the bite would only enflame.

But if the man and woman had lived, it was still possible that I had exposed the pack to a terrible danger tonight. Could there be two humans out there who knew about us now, who were possibly even now becoming slowly like us? I hoped not. The pack had its traditions and hierarchy. The last thing we needed was two half-breeds stirring things up. Of course, it was unlikely that they would change at all. Perhaps all of this would come to nothing.

I rolled open the massive side door to the warehouse and saw everyone waiting there exactly as expected. There were slightly over twenty pack members inside, all looking almost completely human at this late hour, though some still sported wolf-like ears or eyes. They reclined in little groups, some obviously spent from a night of orgiastic lovemaking. Others licked blood languidly off of their fingers or paws, soft pink tongues rolling out and slowly raking their skin. Some were partially covered by the luxurious piles of blankets and pillows along the floor. Others lay completely exposed, naked buttocks and strong thighs and long arms glowing in the dim light, thick members still half-aroused as they lounged.

It was beautiful to see them like this, the pure exhaustion and utter contentment after a night of raging hormones and the utter abandon of hunting and fighting and fucking as they wished. I was their leader, and I admired them all. I loved each of them.

No matter what damaging secrets we might be keeping from one another.

I rolled the heavy door shut and staggered into the building, dropping onto a mattress nearby. The others could see immediately that something was wrong. I got more than a few curious glances as I arrived, obviously bleeding and favoring my left leg.

Daniel was the first at my side, kneeling by me with a wet towel to nurse my wounds. He looked more like an enticing faun out of some Greek fable than a grown man, especially now with his ears still molded into pointed shapes and a trace of fur still clinging to his slightly animal-like legs.

The bloodsmell on me was clear and strong, and I knew everyone could sense it.

Right now, what I really wanted was for Daniel to hold me close, especially now that the pain was getting worse. I wanted a little comfort, that's all. But it was my responsibility as Alpha to never let my guard down, to never appear weak, even at times like this.

As he sponged the blood off of me I patted Daniel's hand in an impersonal way, thanking him for his help. Then I saw Julian and the others coming closer, and silently I rolled my eyes. Dealing with them was the last thing I wanted to worry about now, but it had to be done.

Julian was thin but attractive and had a cruel aristocratic look to him, his cropped black hair flecked with specks of gray. He was tough, always the one to take charge when I couldn't, and would most certainly be leader now if not for an unfortunate mistake that had happened between him and I long ago, a mistake that he had never forgiven me for.

Julian was one of the Fenris family, a powerful line of werewolves that controlled every wolf pack. Though he didn't look it now, he was far, far stronger than I, especially when he changed. And unlike the rest of us he could change immediately after the sun went down, not over the course of an hour or more.

We had once been close friends. But many pack members felt more comfortable following a Fenris’ orders instead of mine, and so my authority was continually on unstable ground. He was the only real threat to my rule here, and so we couldn't be friendly anymore.

He had to be watched, and closely.

“What's happened?” he asked, stepping over to my bedside. The others hovered behind him, trying to steal a look at me. He sounded genuinely worried, and probably was. I couldn't even remember the last time I had seen real fear in his face. I realized they all must be assuming the worst, that other dangerous shapeshifters were encroaching on our territory and that they were the ones who had attacked me.

When I admitted what had really happened, they were aghast. But I had to tell them the truth. I knew something would have to be done about the humans now one way or the other, and I would need the pack's help for that.

“Only two humans?” Julian asked. “And you say they escaped from you?”

Now he was just taunting me. I could hear it in his voice. But it wasn't anything I could scold him for. His disrespectful attitude was subtle, rebellion disguised as friendly concern.

“Yes,” I said coldly, staring back at him. “That is what happened.”

“And they were bitten?” asked one of the twins distractedly. Her dark hair was mussed, probably from a night of rough sex, and her cheeks were still flushed. She stepped close to her sister as she asked dreamily, to no one in particular, “And do you suppose they'll change?”

The twins had been alive longer than any of us. When I asked if they had ever seen a human transform, they answered mysteriously, lost in their own thoughts. “Once,” whispered Selene. “…perhaps.”

“And what happened to him?” I demanded.

Radha glanced at her sister and then looked me square in the eye. “Dead,” she said with an air of finality. “Even when they change, most are not…well suited.”

No one questioned her further, but of course the thought on everyone's mind was whether the same would happen this time—that, and how exactly two weak mortals had managed to get the better of me and escape.

I explained how chaotic it had been. Their actions had certainly not been part of any well-orchestrated attack. The man might even be dead by now, for all I knew.

Of course, something in me insisted that wasn't true, but I kept that to myself. I knew somehow that the man was still alive, that he was recovering somewhere safe right now, just as I was.

At the same time, though, I couldn't imagine how I could possibly know those things. Such feelings seemed misplaced and wrong. I should be wishing my opponent ill, not imagining his recovery. But all the same, I pictured his handsome face and the way it looked this minute, nestled against a soft white pillowcase, and I knew that he was all right.

“Well, either way, they'll have to be found.” Julian interjected loudly, with an air of command. “Rex and I will take care of them,” he said, clapping the muscular specimen next to him on the back.

He was right, of course. And tracking them down would not be impossible. If they had survived, they had probably driven directly to a nearby hospital. I knew Julian could easily sniff them out.

I was about to tell Julian to handle it, but then he spoke out of turn again and set my blood boiling. “Those wounds look bad,” Julian said to me condescendingly. “You rest, Marcus. Heal up. We'll deal with your little problem.”

Marcus. He hadn't even used my proper title. By tradition, everyone referred to their Alpha as “Lord.” If nothing else, he certainly knew how to press my buttons. Now even while I was in the room, he was trying to act like he was the one in charge. He turned to leave even before I gave the word, which really put me on edge. Now even if I gave the command I was planning to, it would look like I was following his lead.

Instead of feeling anger at the humans who had broken my hip, I suddenly felt protective of them, and I didn't know why. Perhaps my anger toward Julian was simply stronger than my anger toward them. He was off to kill the humans, so I wanted them protected, plain and simple.

And so, instead of letting him leave, I stopped him impulsively just as he was rolling the great steel door open. The morning sun was streaming in through the portal, bathing one half of him in orange light and half blinding him. He even looked a little vulnerable at that moment as he squinted into the sun. I halted him with a voice as commanding as I could muster, gritting my dull human teeth through the pain. “Go, then.” I said. “Find them. But those two are not to be touched. We'll watch them and wait until the next full moon.”

A little murmur of surprise spread through the warehouse. I knew my order was unusual, but it was my prerogative to do the unexpected. Some of the others might even be thankful for it. At least a few of them must be as curious as I to find out what would happen to my two bite victims.

But Julian was incensed. “And then what?” he demanded. “Even if they change, they still won't be one of us. Not really. They'll still just be humans, just…”

“That's enough,” I said weakly.

“Enough,” one of the twins snapped at Julian, repeating my order with more force. She practically growled as she said it. The twins always looked a little feral, even out of wolf form, and they were far more ferocious than any of the other women of the pack. Their support for me carried a lot of weight.

All heads turned back to Julian again as he hovered in the doorway. His eyes flickered from me to the twins. Then I could see he'd made a decision. He smiled, the action melting the hard lines of his face. He looked kind for a moment and utterly reasonable. For an instant, I thought of how close we had once been. At one time, long before he had become so bitter, I had even thought him handsome. But now I usually felt menace radiating from him, not affection. Even now, as he smiled and agreed to follow my orders, he seemed wound tight, and I detected malevolence hiding behind his amiable grin. I knew this man would do anything in his power to destroy me.

I was really too tired to worry about that now, though. My hip was throbbing, and beads of sweat were breaking out on my brow. I nodded to Julian, and he slipped out into the morning sunlight, taking Rex with him.

The pack watched me for a moment, and then each left to curl up in the corners of the warehouse and get comfortable. They were all tired. Even without injuries, each needed to sleep soundly and recover after a hedonistic night under the full moon.

My wounds felt sharp when I moved, just like the copper taste of the blood in my mouth. There was a metallic bite when I swallowed, like sucking on an old penny. But there was no need to really worry about my injuries. I knew I would heal up quickly as soon as the moon rose tomorrow night. In the meantime, my discomfort was something I would simply have to endure. Daniel turned me gently and cleaned the dirt and blood from my skin. I was naked, of course. There had been no need for clothes when I was roaming as a wolf. He leaned in quietly and started to lick my shoulder, his rough pink tongue wet against my skin. This was common enough among the pack if we were nursing each other's wounds. There was nothing expressly sexual about the gesture. But right now, I wasn't ready for anything that even suggested intimacy. As he bent his face to me, I pressed him lightly with my hand to move him away. I didn't want the pack to wonder about seeing us so close.

But I jumped a moment later as a smaller pair of hands ran their way up my thigh. Selene had picked up Daniel's washcloth and was finishing the job of nursing me. She put a hand to my forehead and brushed away the sweat there, making comforting female noises.

The twins each tried to bed me often. Like the other females, they longed for me to claim one of them as my official mate. Such a thing would guarantee high status to the one I chose, a thing that these two were hungry for. I knew almost nothing could stop their ambition, but I had resisted claiming a mate for years. They were each strong and beautiful—and were no doubt puzzled by my disinterest—yet I had my own reasons for keeping them at arm's length. I tried to relax now as Selene ministered to me quietly.

As I lay there, I could feel a change in me, a shift in my core, as if something inside me was twisting. As I waited in bed, I didn't think about the pain or a secret desire for Daniel. I wasn't calculating ways to deal with Julian or his allies or trying to avoid the twins’ attentions. Instead, the thing—the only thing—I saw as I shut my eyes was the human face of the man I had attacked.

Even though I was exhausted, I felt restless. I turned over on the mattress, trying to erase the man's image from my mind, but he still flickered there in the foreground of my consciousness—the look of him, even the taste. The best way to describe what I was feeling is to say that things between us seemed simply…unfinished.

The woman I had bitten only inadvertently, but I'd had the strapping young man under my power. I'd felt my rage take me over as I lunged at him. I'd felt him completely under my control. And then, just as quickly, he was gone.

I closed my eyes and felt a rumble in my stomach, an energy inside my body urging me to get up and move, to retrace my steps and seek him out. But what did I want? To kill him? To finish what I'd started?

No, that wasn't it exactly. But if not that, then what? I forced myself to lie still, to try to block out the soreness of my broken bones and the sense of urgency I felt as I pictured him.

It worked eventually, of course. In time, I drifted off to sleep. But as I sank into unconsciousness, I couldn't help but wonder: Was it possible that right now that devastatingly handsome stranger could be feeling as unsatisfied as I?








Chapter Four
Marcus

Several days later, I was completely healed—even from wounds as severe as a broken hip and mangled leg. There was no trace of injury in me at all. I felt as healthy as a horse. I was the same strapping specimen as ever, with piercing blue eyes, a head of thick blond hair, and the hard toned body of an Alpha Wolf accustomed to the hunt.

But I soon experienced an unexpected consequence of that night alone, an aftereffect that was subtle but strong.

And it could not be ignored.

None of the others had any inkling of what was happening to me, but it was there nevertheless. I sensed impressions of the man I had attacked, yet I had absolutely no idea what was causing them. They were distorted images that came to me during the day. The flashes seemed to happen at random, taking me entirely by surprise.

Each was a one-way message, like a short radio transmission. They were brief psychic flashes and no more, but each was an incredibly intense, bone-shaking experience that left me weak in the knees and speechless.

The first time it happened I was talking to one of the other wolves when suddenly I couldn't see her anymore. In an instant, she simply wasn't there!

Instead, I saw the man I had attacked lying half asleep in the hospital bed. I somehow felt the sickening pull of an IV needle being adjusted in his arm. A warm nauseating sensation spread through me as I sensed the pain welling inside his tender blue vein. It made me wince like a helpless pup.

Then, as quickly as it had begun, the sensation was over.

I put a hand to my forehead and disguised my confusion. To the other wolf, it appeared as if I were simply lost in thought.

But I was really experiencing a private panic.

It is unthinkable to feel something foreign invading your very mind. And there is no way to outrun such a thing, no way to avoid it. This new sensation was especially alarming to someone like me who was used to dealing with problems by using pure physicality. There was no way in the world to fight this invader with teeth or claws. There was no way to dodge the assaults. All I could do was silently adjust to it and pray that it would stop.

The last thing I wanted to do was ask the pack for help. I didn't want to give Julian any excuse to whisper and plot and stir up rumors that there was something wrong with my mind and that I could be unfit to rule.

No. It was better for me if I dealt with this alone.

But there was no doubt the connection—whatever it was—was very real. And the connection was not exactly unpleasant.

Far from it.

In fact, joining with the man's mind, knowing what he knew, sometimes made me feel a sense of pleasure.

When I experienced the brief flashes, I could feel what he was feeling. I could see what he saw. I sensed everything—the lacy flutter of his dark eyelashes, the starched cotton sheets against his skin, the sweet aroma of pollen and tap water from the heavy lead crystal vase of hydrangeas by his bedside. Instead of frightening me, the intimacy of these moments gave me a private thrill. I wanted to draw the flashes out and linger there. I wanted to breathe in his scent and touch his soft sleeping face.

But no matter what I did, they were always brief. In fact, the more I tried to concentrate on the visions, the faster they slipped away. As I went about my duties, avoiding glances from Daniel and policing normal spats between the wolves, I tried to work out what the trigger was. I wanted more of these moments, to somehow take control of this mystery.

But I couldn't.

I had three more impressions of the man and found him lying asleep on each occasion. Wherever he was, it was certain he was in a hospital bed; but more than that I couldn't say. Julian and his pugilistic broad-shouldered friend Rex were still searching for the human, but prey traveling in cars was notoriously hard to track, and hour by hour the trail was getting colder.

When those two returned, I resolved to send Daniel out with them. Though he was not much use in a fight, there was no doubt my handsome paramour possessed the best tracking skills in the pack.

I wanted Julian to find the brown-haired man—I wanted it very much—and was even willing to send Daniel out alone with two wolves I didn't fully trust in order to make that happen. In fact, I felt a deep sadness as I briefly considered the idea that my most capable wolves might not be able to track him down and it was possible I might never see my handsome human victim again.

Yet I hoped Julian would succeed, through pure tenacity if nothing else. I considered telling him what I knew—that the man was in a hospital, that he was unconscious most of the time—but of course I didn't. After all, how could I possibly explain how I knew those details without telling him everything?

I was in an agony of uncertainty as I waited. For the first time, one of my kills had been snatched right from my jaws. I had felt his lithe body struggling under me. I had felt that profound thrill as I bent my lips close and sank my teeth deeper and deeper into his beautiful neck. I had tasted his blood. I had smelled his fear and his excitement.

I always remembered my kills fondly. Both the chase and the final moments always had a pleasant, exhilarating quality to them, whether the prey was human or animal. But this was different.

That same pulse-pounding, blood-pumping excitement had coursed through me. The fever had taken me over completely, driving me by pure instinct, pure need, to do the things I'd done. I had felt the rage, the overwhelming excitement of the struggle, all building to the same incredible ecstasy, the same perfect finish, as always, and then … it stopped. This time, it had simply stopped.

He had been pulled away. And instead of the usual pleasure washing over me, I had smelled the sweet stink of rubber and felt the heavy steel axel of a car almost splitting me in two.

That feeling of being on the verge of finishing him, of his body relaxing under me and giving in, all of that delicious experience remained. But without the satisfaction of the final kill, the memory of what I had done to that man only fanned my predatory instincts more. Like a creature still on the hunt, I couldn't take my mind off of this succulent and entirely vulnerable prey. Glimpsing images of him lying peacefully now in a hospital bed was almost too much.

****

These occasional flashes continued, but it was not until several nights later that I realized how strong our connection really was.

At this time in the cycle, the influence of the moon was fading. The closer to the full moon, the stronger the wolf was inside each of us; the farther from it, the less we felt the urge for violence. Though we could change on any night if provoked strongly enough, most of us only transformed close to the full moon.

This night, some pack members were restless and roamed the streets, but most were still at the warehouse sleeping just as I was. I pulled the blanket tightly around my body and turned over on the mattress. Though the temperature was over 85 degrees and humid tonight near the Buffalo Bayou, I enjoyed the feeling of weight across my shoulders as I slept. It felt to me like a cocoon, like the crush of a real wolf's den dug right into the earth. I felt comfortable like this and entirely at home, almost as if I were living truly in the wild.

But I wasn't in the wild.

Instead, I had brought my pack inside the city to live, lurking in a twisted industrial forest of metal and glass.

There was no doubt it was safer here. As far as I knew, no other shifters attempted to live so near to humans. Here, we could avoid turf wars with other wolves and attacks by the other frightening shapeshifters who hunted us.

This was also the perfect place for those under me who preferred human prey. Having humans available for the hunt had done much to placate the more restless pack members like Julian. Here, he had a perfect outlet for his aggression, which had helped me to control him.

But I tried not to think about that as I settled in for sleep. Instead, the human man was what my thoughts turned to. That feeling of tension, of unfinished struggle, between him and me was always with me. It was always present, tickling the hairs on the back of my neck and giving me that fluttering feeling of excitement in my belly. I felt I had to be always ready, as if there was a game we were playing that might resume at any moment.

But nothing could have prepared me for what I felt that night as I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.

In the darkest hour of night, as my wolfen brothers and sisters slept in the far-off recesses of the warehouse, my mind began to wander once again to my struggle in the road. I relived the attack, lunging for him and clawing at his body. Yet inexplicably my thoughts quickly turned to the erotic. I imagined he and I suddenly unclothed as we bucked against one another, struggling for position. I felt a primal ache, a sexual hunger stronger than any I'd ever known grip me as I lay there in the dark.

Suddenly, I began to dream of a pristine and very different place. Around me, I saw clean white tiles gleaming in dim moonlight and a bed piled high with lightweight comforters and cool white sheets. As the scene flashed into my consciousness, I knew instantly what it was, and I expected it to disappear just as quickly as before.

And yet it didn't.

This time, the picture stayed strong and did not fade. My fingers touched an arm—a man's arm—and I jerked away, feeling it not with the vague hazy imprint of a dream, but with a stroke as vivid as any touch I'd experienced in reality. Every hair, every pore that was stimulated responded exactly as it would in life.

I was dumbstruck. Everything in this place was entirely too real. I looked down at the bed and saw the human resting there. I could smell him already, a unique individual scent that flared my nostrils and inflamed my sexual desire like never before.

Instead of feeling the urge for violence, I was consumed by something else. And what's more, this man—who'd once been my prey—felt it too. His brown hair crushed against the pillow as he twisted his head and let his eyes flutter. He was moving a little under the comforter, writhing softly as I moved closer.

I could tell that he could feel my presence. But of course I wasn't really present, was I? I hadn't been physically transported, yet I felt him all the same. In some ways, touching another's mind like this seemed even more intimate than touching his body. Even when I'd clasped his form to me, slowly draining his life as he lay motionless on the asphalt, I still hadn't touched his consciousness as I was doing now.

I hardened almost against my will as I stared down at his sleeping form, my member straining against the tough fabric at the front of my pants.

I tilted my head and looked down at him. If I took him now, would he even know? This was a dream, after all, a fantasy, yet also a strange one that we somehow shared. I could sense he was overwhelmed right now with the same erotic force I was. If I pinned him to the bed, I knew he would submit to me without a fight.

I leaned over his bedside and pushed the sheets down to his waist, exposing his torso. His chest was perfect: hard and strong but without the bulk of too much overdeveloped muscle. My shoulders were broader than his, my frame taller; yet the man waiting less than an arm's length from me was the most handsome specimen I'd ever seen, his inviting body so out of place in this cold impersonal room.

He stirred now and finally opened his eyes. Startled, he tried to raise himself up into a sitting position. He squinted, struggling to bring me into focus, and I wondered then if this dim light coming through the open window was too faint for his human eyes.

I don't know whether he concluded that there was no one there or that I was obviously a dream and nothing to be alarmed about.

All I do know is that in the next moment I was on him.

He stiffened his muscles and tried to buck me off of him at first. But when my face caught the light, I was surprised to see him relax and loosen his grip.

This shared dream was potent with intense desire on his part, too. I could feel it. I smelled it on him just as surely as I felt his erection growing under those thin bedsheets.

All of this seemed real. But we both knew this was some mental fantasy only, some ephemeral bond without any of the consequences of real physical interaction.

Perhaps telling himself this was all a dream was what made it possible for him to go along with what was happening. Perhaps that was what let him give in to this new experience; I didn't know. Yet I was still startled when he reached out freely and touched me. His palm grabbed the back of my neck, pulling me toward him in a strong decisive motion.

Though I'd secretly been with the young pack member Daniel before, I had never experienced anything like this. Daniel was gorgeous but also completely submissive, a playground for my sexual fantasies and nothing more.

But this human shocked me with his demands. He did not lay back with a smoldering stare and tempt me as Daniel might. Instead, he crushed his mouth to mine, holding the back of my head in a vice grip. He kissed and nipped my lips as if he were hungry, breathing harder and louder all the time.

No words were exchanged between us as I stripped my pants off violently and pushed my naked body against his in the dark. I took my cock in my hand, now thick and hard, and worked it with my palm as I pushed the moaning stranger down against the mattress.

Without speaking a single word, I turned him over on the bed, exposing his firm enticing buttocks for the taking. The sight of him like this, beautiful and completely willing, turned my erection into a pulsing need.

I shuddered as I rubbed my cock between his smooth muscular cheeks. I watched him reach beneath himself and hold his own organ in his hand, stroking it slowly, and this nearly brought me over the edge. Seeing the back of his right arm as those muscles tensed was beautiful. I watched him breathing, groaning lightly as he did it.

And there, pressed against him from behind, I was waiting. My body was coiled like a tight spring. I felt the heat rising from his flesh and his muscles coursing as he worked himself with his hand. I was pressed up against him, pushing his hips into the mattress as he arched his lower back, inviting me.

Sensing all of this, I was caught up in a whirlwind. This man wasn't just something I wanted; he was something I had to have.

As my heart pounded, I slowly began to push into him. I felt him tighten around my girth and moan loudly into the pillow as I moved my huge member just barely inside the ultra-sensitive ring of muscle.

As his moans turned to beautiful whimpers, I knew that he was in ecstasy, on the verge of breaking down. And surprisingly I reacted with gentle concern, reaching out to touch those tears of joy. Usually my reaction would be a wolf's reaction. I was used to sex only one way—my way—and normally I would have been determined to get mine before my partner changed his mind. Normally, I would have dug my fingers into the strong man's hips, ready to thrust into him true.

But this time, I inexplicably wanted this man to feel all the pleasure I did. I started to push into him softly, to draw out the unforgettable life-changing moment of claiming a new partner's virgin flesh for the first time.

And then my vision went dark.

I blinked against the blackness and felt blind.

Instinctively, I tried to grip him more tightly and ease my hips forward, yet I found nothing there but air. I heard a distant creak as someone coughed lightly and turned over on a mattress, and in a moment of horror it dawned on me where I was.

This was no longer the hospital, but the all-too-real vaulted room of the warehouse. Men and women lay everywhere, settled along the floor of the cavernous space like a clan of humans and their dogs bedding down together in a medieval dining hall. Furs, blankets, and sleeping bodies littered the floor.

My loins were burning with desire as I bit back my frustration. I turned in bed and pulled the blankets up again as I fidgeted, sucking on my lower lip and trying to suppress my need to finish what the brown-haired man and I had started.

I was the leader of this pack, and by rights I could take any female here to relieve my agitation. Any of the women would be eager to have me.

If only a woman was what I wanted.

Wound tight, I threw off the covers. That was when I noticed two green eyes blinking at me in the darkness. Daniel was lying nearby on his cot, and had no doubt watched me tossing and turning.

The young man could tell I was aroused. It was hard to keep it hidden. I watched him turn sideways, displaying the curve of his slender and still boyish hips, and then stand and stretch casually, walking toward the large outer doors and then silently out into the night air.

The boy was encouraging me to follow him—I knew that—but I also knew the risk was very great. Yet in a moment of rebelliousness and desperation, I silently pushed away my covers and crept out after him into the dark.

I didn't see him for a moment as I emerged from the warehouse, but then I noticed his small frame walking over a block away. Without glancing back, he stepped behind a clutch of several red oaks and kept moving, far out of earshot of the others—even ears as keen as the pack's.

The cobblestones underfoot were thick with moss. I noticed a green fern growing out of a chink in a nearby wall, and scattered glass along the ground from a windowpane that had been broken; yet our surroundings here didn't seem bleak. On the contrary, they felt full of mystery and tropical Southern heat, like the damp bricks and rusted wrought-iron fences of a side street in New Orleans’ French Quarter.

With a coy little smile, Daniel stepped close and leaned in to kiss me, but that wasn't what I wanted. I was already too far along for that. There was no time to take things slow. Instead of letting him caress me, I turned my head and put a firm hand on his shoulder, pushing him to his knees.

At this, he only smiled. Daniel relished being the one to take orders and never give them. Within the hierarchy of the pack, he was the rarest kind of male: one who didn't thrive on proving his dominance at all, the kind many others might refer to somewhat derisively as an Omega.

Daniel wasn't at all enamored with me; he just enjoyed pleasing me. He longed to be used for sexual satisfaction by anyone as strong and demanding as I.

And tonight that was precisely what I would give him.

The moment he was on his knees, I guided the soft tip of my member to his lips. He peered up at me enticingly with eyes that looked wide and innocent. His gentle stare was designed to enflame my lust even further, daring me to take what I wanted.

But innocent was never the way I would describe Daniel. He tried to lick me sweetly, but instead I forced myself slowly into the young man's mouth and groaned at how good it felt. His lips were sweet and wet, sucking gently as a kitten as I pushed inside.

In that first moment, I thought I would explode with the pleasure of it.

I was already as hard as I could possibly be. Right now, I absolutely ached for release. I was almost sore. The dream had seen to that.

My girth was always difficult to take. My cock stretched Daniel's soft lips and pushed greedily all the way into the back of his throat. I felt his muffled moan as I put my hand against the back of his head and slid roughly in and out of him.

But I couldn't look at Daniel. Instead of watching him ministering to me, there was only one person I wanted to picture: the strong and willful brown-haired man from my dreams. To be with anyone else right now felt strange. That bite had sparked something between us that I couldn't explain.

But desiring a human for anything but prey felt completely unnatural.

I wondered if finally having him could stop this feeling. If I did with him what I was doing with Daniel right now, would that end my strange obsession?

As I pressed into the boy's throat, I imagined that man in his place. I thought of the human's mouth and lips instead as my desire peaked. As I felt Daniel's hand lightly tugging my balls, I groaned, imagining the other brown-haired specimen and his even stronger grip taking its place, imagined looking down at his more muscular chest and shoulders.

I thought of how demanding that human had been and sighed with pleasure. After all, he had grabbed the back of my neck in our dream and pulled me to him almost ferociously. How wonderful it would be to have another man, but as an equal: someone strong instead of submissive, as willful as I instead of completely obedient.

I came as I thought about it. The soft suckling from Daniel's eager mouth was finally too much. I gripped the hair at the back of his head with my fingers and pressed in as deeply as possible with little care for his comfort, my muscles relaxing in jerks and rolls as I finally found relief.

He looked up at me with contentment, pulling my huge hard member slowly—very slowly—from his mouth. When I noticed a bead of liquid trailing from the corner of his full lips, I couldn't help but smile. I pressed my thumb there tenderly and wiped the drops away with a single smooth stroke, looking down at him with affection. We regarded each other for a long moment, my palm pressed gently to the side of his cheek.

And it was only then that I heard the nearby sound of a foot brushing a pile of broken glass.

I lifted my head immediately in the direction of the disturbance and so did Daniel. By pure instinct, I was immediately alert, turning quickly toward the noise and assuming an aggressive posture.

The one who had done it was gone in a flash. The figure had been hidden completely in shadow, crouched behind the wide trunk of a red oak about fifteen yards away.

But I'd known who it was in an instant. The silhouette of wild dark hair told me all I needed to know.

It was one of the twins who had disturbed the glass.

And there was no doubt she had seen everything.

My heart sank as I leaned back against a nearby wall. I could feel my world spinning. The power Radha and Selene would have over me now was suffocating. If I crossed them in the least, they could simply reveal my secret and watch it destroy me—especially since my rein was already tenuous.

Oh, how could I have let this happen?

And they would feel especially hurt by what they'd seen. Each of the twins had made it clear for years that they wanted me as a permanent mate. Now they would know my rejection was final, and they would feel not only disgusted but spurned.

I wondered if that anger would make them even more ruthless.

I looked up at the sky and watched a thick cloud pass over the moon. Deep shadows moved across my naked body as I waited. I felt exposed as I stood there in the night air, at once furious and afraid. I imagined other eyes peeking out at us now from behind corners and low fences, though of course there were none. I tried to think of what had brought me to this horrible crossroad.

And, of course, I knew.

That human had sparked this recklessness in me, a spark that had swiftly turned into an all-consuming flame. Until now, I had kept myself in check for years. Before this, Daniel and I had always been incredibly careful. I had never before tried to sneak out into the night right under the pack's perceptive eyes or engage in something so carnal only blocks from where they slept.

I knew I had been able to keep my desires under control until now, but I also knew that things were changing.

And I knew that for better or worse that unlikely human was already finding a place inside my soul and already turning my world upside down.








Chapter Five
Jack

I felt the itch of an object on the underside of my wrist and reached toward it.

“Whoa, cowboy,” a voice warned, grabbing my hand and tucking it back under the bedsheet. “Just lie still, huh?”

The room I was in hummed with electronic noise. It sounded something like a supercomputer from the 1950s, complete with undertones of whirring tape drives and blinking screens. These weren't as antiquated, of course, but some of the contraptions did seem a little dated. The technology was not one cohesive device but half a dozen medical monitors and stations, each on a plastic pedestal with its own set of wheels for easy maneuvering.

All my time here so far had been a strange fog. It was hard to focus on anything clearly.

Anything apart from that dream, at least.

I had no idea where I'd gotten the idea to fantasize about a man, but I immediately tried to dismiss it. I knew it was the medication or the unfamiliar surroundings or something else very simple and easy to explain that must have made me think such hypersexual thoughts.

It must have been stress alone that made me picture myself for the first time kissing and groping a man. And we hadn't just groped. I could have sworn that in the dream I could actually feel his body pressing into me as he flipped me over on this very bed. Hell, I'd been so turned on then I'd even come during my sleep, just like a goddamn teenager.

Yet it had seemed so natural at the time.

The muscular blond I'd fantasized about had left me feeling profoundly confused. The dream had felt vividly real, more real than any other sexual fantasy I'd ever had. And it was not just the intensity of it that alarmed me, but what had actually happened. I had imagined a hulk of a man not just kissing me, but hovering on the verge of violating me in the most intimate way possible; and what's more, I had even enjoyed it at the time! Such a scenario had never entered my mind in the past, and as much as I tried to explain it away, the truth was that I had no idea why it had made me come. I didn't lust after men. I was straight, for God's sakes, and I knew it! This new experience had not left me feeling curious, but almost threatened. I felt shaken and confused by it.

As I tossed and turned now, I could still vaguely see those bright blue eyes of his and that yellow hair, but I tried to shake off those thoughts for a moment and bring the world around me into focus.

The woman talking was stocky and spoke with a striking country twang. She leaned over and turned my forearm, securing the tube there with another strip of white tape. I mumbled sleepy questions, but she ignored me for the most part, focusing her attention on the indicator lights instead.

“It's a good thing you're finally coming around, hon,” she said.

I started to wonder just how long I'd been out.

She patted me on the shoulder in what I suspect was a halfhearted attempt at reassurance. Instead of giving me any real information, though, the nurse jotted several more numbers on the chart.

“The doctor will be around to see you later when he makes his rounds,” she said. “You just try and rest up, now.”

As she stepped through the curtains, dozens of questions wrestled in my head, but I couldn't focus on them. I ached absolutely everywhere—at the small of my back, deep in my shoulder, even behind my eyes. I was still in such a groggy daze that I couldn't begin to piece together any accurate memories of what had happened or form any questions. Instead, I was floating in a kind of limbo as IV drips, medicine, and a cocoon of warm blankets eased me in and out of consciousness.

I was vaguely aware of the nurse returning once more and running her hand along my bandages, checking to see if any had soaked completely through. I was stunned for a moment as she seemed to instantly disappear again, but I knew she hadn't really vanished. It was me, of course, drifting off to sleep and then back into semi-consciousness again. But despite my injuries and grogginess, I never really felt uncomfortable in that hospital room.

At least not until he arrived.

The man was tall and thin, but not unattractive apart from the faint trace of a scar on his left cheek. I'd sensed almost nothing all day before the odd stranger walked through my door, yet it took no more than a glimpse of him at the corner of my eye, a hint of his presence, before my body immediately responded. I was instantly on edge, but still not fully awake, like an exhausted man suddenly pumped full of stimulants.

I was alarmed by him, yet I could not say why. I told myself it was an effect of the meds, some chemical causing heightened anxiety.

But I knew somehow that it was more than that.

The man seemed a little older than I and leaner, and he froze the moment he stepped in, seeming to feel something as keenly in me as I felt it in him. I saw only a blurry vision of his form as he grinned and slunk carefully around the edges of the room.

“And what do we have here?” he asked in a taunting voice. His tone was playful, but his stare was far too intense for a friendly encounter. He picked up the chart at the foot of my bed and flipped through its pages. My head lolled sleepily. “Stab wounds, eh?” he read aloud in a curious tone. “As well as…an animal bite, mmm?” The man said, sounding satisfied. He made a clicking sound with his tongue and tossed the chart onto a nearby chair. “I've been looking for you”…”

There was a menace in the man's movements. I knew that I should stay alert, that I should demand to know what he was doing here, but my body still felt drowsy and slow.

He looked so gaunt that I thought for a moment he might be some sort of junkie prowling the hospital corridors for blank prescription pads and handfuls of pills; yet the man seemed too calm for that. And he was focused completely on me, not on any objects in my room. He seemed trained on my movements, my every breath, like a hungry barn cat who'd just uncovered a nest of pink baby mice.

He grabbed a pair of my pants folded on a nearby desk and rifled through the pockets. His search produced a set of keys which he took no interest in, and my brown leather wallet, which he quickly flipped open. He pried my driver's license out and held it up to the light to read. “Jack…Devereaux,” he said. He glanced at me, as if for confirmation, but I was far too gone to respond, even if I had wanted to. He slipped the plastic back in place and dropped all the items back on the dresser.

It was then that another stranger spoke cautiously. He had just stepped through the door, a towering brute of a man. He looked as tough as a marine, but was not nearly clean-cut enough for that. What he really reminded me of was a mob enforcer, the kind of man who made a living with his fists. “Julian,” he said to the thin man. “We should leave and tell the others. Remember what Marcus said.”

The thin man frowned. The next minute he was standing over me. He leaned closer, placing his spidery hands on either side of the bed, his face hovering just above mine.

His breath was foul.

“I'm impressed, boy,” he said, looking me up and down. “I really am,” he added with an odd smile. “He's tough. I should know. And I can't think of many men who could have survived a full attack like that.”

The man stiffened then and stood. “I'll be seeing you,” he said coolly with an air of superiority, looking me over again. “…Mr. Jack Devereaux. Yes, I certainly will.” And then, just as quickly as he had appeared, the strange disheveled man was gone.

It was all too strange. I was sure this figure, which made me anxious and talked in riddles, must have been nothing more than a figment of my imagination, a bizarre trauma–induced hallucination. Perhaps I was imagining him as a way of coping with the aftermath of the attack, something else to focus on to avoid having to remember that night.

I didn't really know.

All I did know for sure was that the thin man's strange visit had made me even more uncomfortable than my alarming dream.

He hadn't touched me in the least, yet his presence had left me feeling vulnerable and dirty. As I lay drugged and helpless in a hospital bed, the man had looked me over with cruel beady eyes and seemed on the verge of striking me.

Both men seemed like frightening ghosts passing me in this fog, and silently I hoped never to see the thin one again.

But somehow I couldn't dismiss my handsome blonde visitor so easily.

****

It was five days later when I finally came to.

I saw nothing but red for a few moments as a pen light was flashed into my eyes. Then I was released, and a figure in a white coat took a step back from me. As he spoke, I blinked, trying to rid myself of the temporary smudges of color in the middle of my vision.

The man in the lab coat repeated himself, and eventually I answered. “Yes,” I finally mumbled groggily. “Of course I know my name.” I put a hand up slowly to shield my eyes from the harsh fluorescent lights overhead.

“Oh, Jack!” I heard Ivy shriek. She threw her long arms around my neck. I saw tears in her eyes—something I'd never seen from her before—and this triggered more fear in me than anything else that was happening.

Ivy was never overly emotional. The girl was always tough as nails. If something had made her this upset, it was sure to be serious. I braced myself for the worst, suddenly wondering if my injuries were dire.

And then it hit me. I remembered that fight. In a flash, I felt the sting of claws and the strange sensation of a beast feeding from my throat. The memory hit me like a wall of freezing water, and I was speechless for a moment as I saw horrifying bits and pieces of the attack unfolding in my mind.

The doctor asked me if I knew why I was there, so I told him what I could, stammering over my words a little as I pulled myself into a sitting position in the hospital bed.

But as I continued to explain, I could tell that something was wrong. The doctor looked skeptical and nervously flipped through a few pages of the chart.

“You see, doctor?” Ivy said triumphantly, looking over at him and then back to me, putting her hands on her hips. “It wasn't any dog that did this to us, that's for sure.”

As she said that, I noticed the gauze and tape on her forearm. “You're hurt, too.” I muttered, surprised.

“Oh, nothing serious,” she said. “It happened just as I was putting the car into gear.” Ivy's eyes flickered over my body then, implying that I was the one who had suffered much worse. I felt an impulse to grab her arm and get a better look. There was something about her wound that made me intensely curious about it—almost as curious as I was about my own—but of course I did nothing. I knew better than to move my bandaged shoulder too much just now.

The doctor adjusted the reading glasses on his nose and put the manila folder under his arm. He stole a sideways glance at Ivy. “Well,” he began, narrowing his eyes at me. “No matter what sort of dog or…animal bit you…”

“Wolf,” I reminded him, and Ivy seemed pleased.

“Well, no matter what it was,” said the doctor, stiffening, “the fact remains that you've been sutured up neatly and have been given a hefty series of rabies treatments.”

“So I'm going to be alright.” I said, adjusting the scratchy pillow behind me.

“In short, yes. The wounds will heal, but it will probably be a few weeks before the bandages can come off, and a few months of physical therapy before your shoulder and neck are back at 100% again.”

“Physical therapy?” I asked.

“At least that pretty face isn't hurt,” Ivy said, teasing me. She pinched my cheek, pretending it was just a casual joke, but the truth was that those words were very comforting. She was reminding me that at least I was alive. The attack might have left scars on my neck and arms, but it was not truly life-altering. The simple truth was that in a few months my body would be restored to normal functionality, and all of this would be behind me.

Or so I thought.

The doctor ran quite a few more tests as we waited. But it was only when he got to my bandages that he observed anything strange.

As he began to carefully unwind the dressing from my shoulder, he tried to ease me as much as possible, reassuring me that the wounds might look far worse to my untrained eye than they actually were. Most of what I was about to see were bruises and scrapes and bleeding under the skin, he said, all of which would fade first. The deeper wounds he had closed with sutures, and they would eventually heal down to less noticeable pink scars.

The doctor was trying to prepare me for the sight of my battered body, but all his preparation was only making me more apprehensive. Ivy squeezed my hand as the man slowly unwound the gauze from my neck and shoulder.

I was bound tightly, making it difficult for me to move my chin or arm at all. The doctor pulled away the bandages layer by layer, unveiling more and more bloodstains the farther he dug. All this blood was making me nervous. It was like cutting into a pale peach, digging deeper and deeper to reveal the bright red fruit at the center. By the time the doctor finally reached the bottom layer of bandages, they were heavy and soaked straight through. I held my breath as he pulled the final piece aside. And then I saw …

Nothing.

All four of us in that room—Ivy, the doctor, the nurse, and I—looked around nervously. The doctor seemed as though he were about to make a statement; but as he moved his lips, nothing came out. He fumbled for the chart and started flipping through the pages again.

“My God,” whispered Ivy. “But…I saw you”. Her eyes were wide. She reached out a finger and gently touched the side of my neck. There was some blood there—messy residue held in by the bandages—but the skin was unmistakably smooth. With her hand, she gently pushed the liquid to the side, almost as if she were finger painting. But there was no wound to be uncovered.

The bite marks at my throat were completely healed!

After some poking and prodding by the doctor, he and the nurse left, saying something about getting a colleague for a second opinion.

Ivy came closer and sponged off the blood, cleaning my neck with a handful of fluffy white gauze. I wasn't sure whether she was trying to comfort me or satisfy her own curiosity.

She leaned in again. “I just can't believe you're OK,” she whispered.

Seeing the pure unblemished skin at my throat had confused me completely. I remembered what had happened that night, the reality of being almost torn apart. I had been on the verge of bleeding to death. I knew it. So how now just a week later could there be no evidence of any attack?

But at least I had Ivy. At least someone understood how serious this was. I looked back at her, and I couldn't help but stare at her forearm. She was scratching at the itchy bandages with her free hand. “And what about you?” I asked, nodding toward the gauze. “Are you all right?”

There was something about her wound that made me unable to take my eyes off of it. I was concerned, sure, but it was more than that. I needed to see it. From the moment I had woken up, there was something about its presence that made it hard to focus on anything else. I caught her by the wrist and pulled her closer. “Let me see.” I said, nodding toward her arm.

“I told you, I'm fine,” she said, trying to squirm away.

“Let me see,” I insisted, and I was surprised that I could hold her so firmly. There was no weakness in me now as I steadied her, no pain at all in my shoulder as I tensed my muscles.

She seemed nervous about what I was asking. Her lips were parted as she watched me. But then she gave in without a single question, as if my strange demand were something she had already expected. She peeled the adhesive strips slowly, raising goosebumps as she removed the tape from the fine hairs. Then she pushed the dressing back, and we both sat speechless for a long while.

Where deep teeth marks had pierced her before, now only baby-soft mocha skin remained. Ivy stole a fascinated look at her unblemished arm and then smoothed my throat with her thumb. I knew what she was thinking. Looking into her eyes, I could tell her fear was as keen as mine.

My shoulder didn't just feel normal. It felt even better than normal. My whole body did. Despite being on a thin uncomfortable mattress for days, I felt none of my usual aches and pains. Instead, I was positively brimming with energy. I felt recharged and renewed.

But this wasn't something miraculous. It wasn't brought on by fantastic immune systems or excellent hospital care. This was something strange, something unnatural. It was something inside of me, and I could see from the look in Ivy's eyes that it was in her, too.

Though we couldn't put it into words, we both knew it. We could sense it in our bones.

And we could feel it growing stronger with every breath we took.








Chapter Six
Jack

Had I known then what I know now, perhaps I would have been more afraid. But at the time, I was simply relieved to be out of the hospital the next afternoon and back to life as usual.

Two days after I was released, I was already pushing myself to get back to work. I wanted to go. The new design project I had landed meant a lot to me. It represented everything I had worked for, clawing my way from my beginnings in a narrow street of row houses near Galveston to professional success here in the big city.

I still remembered what that life was like, my sisters and I constantly whitewashing the dilapidated house on the coast to hide the damage of the salty sea air. Even back then, I had been the kid who was expected to make it. I was the smart one, the sensitive one, the one who always did every scrap of homework and followed the rules.

And now I had made it. I wasn't going to jeopardize this success now, certainly not because of injuries that might have healed a little too quickly.

And so, only a week after a near-fatal attack, I found myself eager to get back behind the drafting table, to go through missed calls and balance sheets and finish tweaking my initial blueprints and bidding plan for the project downtown.

But as I prepared my breakfast that morning, I discovered there were more changes happening in my body than I knew.

Suddenly, there was almost nothing I could keep down. The protein shake I prepared every morning blended with berries and milk was utterly nauseating now. The strawberry seeds felt as inedible as tiny gray rocks in my mouth, and I spit them out with a shock. English muffins suddenly seemed as tasteless as crumpled paper towels. Even staples like coffee or toast were unpalatable. In fact, just about the only thing my body could tolerate right then was the round sliver of Canadian bacon I dug out of the fridge. Somehow, the moment I spotted it, I knew that was the only thing that would agree with me. I tried to shrug it off, telling myself that maybe my body just needed salt, but I knew it was more than that.

At lunch, I picked my po'boy to bits. Little by little, I pulled everything off—tomatoes, remoulade, even the bread—until all I actually consumed were the fried shrimps themselves. Of course, I also left the small styrofoam container of beans and rice completely untouched. My secretary Mary Ann could tell something was wrong the moment she spotted the leavings on my desk. She could always tell when everything wasn't quite right with me. Seeing my unshaven face the next day confirmed it. With motherly concern, she laid an elderly hand on my shoulder.

“Jack,” she told me seriously, her red reading glasses catching the light as they hung from the delicate chain around her neck. “You should go home and get some rest.”

But, of course, I didn't.

I tried to tell myself things were back to normal, but I knew that was far from the truth. Though I didn't want to admit it, I knew there were other changes happening to me. My food cravings were different, but I was beginning to feel another craving as well, something constant and irrepressible.

The craving for sex.

This shocked me, because it had never been a major factor in my life before. Though I was successful, I spent most of my time making meticulous building plans, not chasing tail. But now things were different. I seemed to feel slightly aroused everywhere I went. I was shocked that I could sense desire in the people around me. I could smell it on their skin, in their clothes. Briefly standing next to two interns in the copy room left me feeling so lightheaded I nearly passed out.

The couple was clearly lusting after one another. While they waited for the machine, the young redhead stretched and subtly arched her lower back. Her hair cascaded past her shoulders in waves, falling halfway to her waist. I noticed the young man standing so close beside her, their upper arms touched. His eyes darted quietly over her body, his Adam's apple shifting gently, his attractive body tensing. The very air between the two of them felt electric. What I sensed wasn't a scene of adorable puppy love that others might have seen. What I felt between those two was something base.

They didn't just want to flirt in that copy room. I knew that when I left, they would fuck there.

She would unbutton that thin silk blouse and back up against the machine. He would pull up her short skirt and wrap those young beautiful legs around himself. He would hold her and drive into her softly, and they would both struggle to stay quiet behind the thin locked door as they fucked each other like mad.

As I stood there next to them under those flickering fluorescent lights, I couldn't ignore their lust. It was made clear by the man's many glances at her, by the redhead's heaving bosom and quickened breath. There was something about her posture—even her smell—that made the idea of sex between the two of them inevitable.

I had been overwhelmed by unnaturally erotic thoughts for days, but I began to worry that standing in such close quarters with these two might tip the scales and finally dissolve my careful self control.

I swallowed hard, watching the machine as it continued to pump out warm, white sheets of paper. I felt a stirring in my body then, and I suddenly knew I had to get out of there. Before my stack was even finished, I grabbed several dozen papers from the printer and left the close, stuffy room. The papers felt wonderfully hot in my hand—like white sheets fresh out of the dryer and laid out across a newly made bed.

But beds were the last place I needed my mind to drift to at the moment. I walked back down the hall toward my office, trying to wipe the couple out of my mind.

But I couldn't. I knew that right now, the two of them had probably already locked the door and begun to pull off their clothes.

I didn't know exactly why my sexual impulses were so hard to ignore at the moment, but it was becoming clear that resisting was becoming more and more difficult. Images of sex and beautiful naked bodies were flooding my mind, unbidden. Even my desire to grab one of my coworkers as they passed me in the hallway was becoming a need, a force of nature, the same as a severe thirst or hunger or need for sleep.

My skin felt hot. My casual interest in the copy room interns had now built itself up into something much more formidable. I was afraid that, at any moment, my arousal would become all too obvious to everyone, a bulging unmistakable sign at the front of my suit pants.

And so I did the only thing I could. I pushed my way into the executive bathroom along the corridor and threw myself desperately into the farthest stall.

I was not myself, and that frightened me. Absolutely nothing of this intensity had ever happened to me before.

I was alone right now, my quick breaths echoing off the cold white marble surface. With trembling hands, I unbuttoned the trousers of my lightweight summer suit. Reaching inside, I brought my cock out with my hand, fascinated by the way it engorged and stiffened so quickly.

The sexual craving that had been whispering to me for days, waiting until now like a low buzzing in my ears, suddenly became a deafening roar. I put my left hand against the marble wall and gripped my cock with my right. The sudden stroke felt blissful, like a first gasp after holding one's breath underwater.

I shuddered at the beauty of it.

After that, I began to squeeze my hand, letting the shock of ecstasy take me over. My heart felt as if it would pound right out of my chest.

I didn't have time to imagine a scenario. I pictured the interns half-naked and exploring one another in that hot, cramped room. I imagined the woman's perfect tits peeking through the lace of her bra, her rouged pouty lips clamping onto his.

But the strange thing was that I also pictured him. I didn't see myself in his place. Instead, I watched the male intern's body as he held her. I imagined the muscle tone of his shoulders and chest, his masculine abs, and even the strong line of his jaw.

I didn't have time to question it now, though. Instead, I swallowed back my surprise for the moment and worked myself faster. I watched his hips thrusting and arms grabbing her slim waist. I even glimpsed his cock as it entered her.

Suddenly, it was all too much.

In the final moments, just as I sensed that only a few more strokes would finish me off, I began to wonder what the woman felt. I began to see myself in her place, pushed gently up against the copier with a breathless man ready to fuck me. For a moment I extended the fantasy. I tried to feel details, like the heat of his breath and the small manicured crescents of his fingernails digging into my skin.

But such details simply were not there.

I realized with a start why I expected such vividness from a fantasy. With a jolt, I suddenly recalled the impossibly real dream in my hospital room and the touch of that strong blond god with the piercing blue eyes.

I had tried to shake the memory of him for days, but sometimes I couldn't help but think of him. What we had done together in that bed had been real in some way. I could feel it. It was not a hallucination. Somewhere, somehow, that man existed. And he had connected with me. Remembering the way I had welcomed that stranger, pulled him closer, and even let him flip me over and prepare to invade me, both shocked and attracted me.

Right now, I didn't feel his presence again, but I couldn't resist remembering just how real that night together had seemed. I imagined him here now, only inches from me, peering down into my face as hungrily as a dangerous wolf. I didn't see much kindness in his eyes—a flash perhaps—mostly pure desire. As I pictured him reaching out and taking hold of my cock right here in the stall, I came immediately. I felt almost embarrassed as opalescent come spilled over my fingers in a gush, my balls tensing pleasurably, my torso leaning back against the wall for stability as my body was caught in the throes of pleasure.

I panted as I brushed the sweat from my brow. I even smiled in wonder as I opened my eyes again.

I knew my dream had only been a mirage, something ephemeral and fleeting. Logically, I knew the man could not be real. But if he was not, then why was I picturing that stranger's face so specifically again and again, and not just any anonymous man's?

I was frightened as I blinked and focused on the white marble wall of the office bathroom once again. I shuddered as I tried to collect myself, to pull myself together. Just what the hell was I doing here, jerking off in this bathroom stall in the middle of the workday, anyway? I felt like a tomcat that had picked up a female's scent in an alley, chasing what I wanted with an almost feral intensity. I was acting out of control, half-mad, like some kind of animal. I couldn't imagine why my sexual urges were suddenly controlling me like this.

All I did know was that the interns in the copy room were not really what I wanted. They had not truly sparked my need. It was something that had been building since that first night in the hospital.

Something had happened there, something important, but I still couldn't piece together what that might be.

I felt profoundly unsettled as I cleaned myself with a tissue and tucked my shirt back in once again. I straightened my tie and looked down at myself, praying that I'd been careful enough to not leave any stains.

I felt angry with myself for being so impulsive, and confused about consciously letting men into my sexual fantasies for the first time.

Yet the most unsettling thing was that it was not men I fantasized about.

It was just one man.

And he seemed to me like nothing short of blond-haired, blue-eyed perfection.

****

That night I couldn't sleep. And the strange experience I'd had earlier at work certainly hadn't done anything to calm me.

I was starting to feel that I couldn't trust myself anywhere.

The sweat was glistening on my body and the bedroom felt warm. I lay there on top of the sheets, watching the blades of the ceiling fan rotating slowly. A warm breeze sighed through my open window.

I had propped open the large Bahama-style hurricane shutters earlier that day, as I often did this time of year. Yes, the heat was balmy, but I enjoyed the pleasant flow of air around the room. Old turn-of-the-century houses like mine were made for this. I loved to listen to the creak of the rough wooden floorboards and smell the flowering mass of bougainvillas tangled along the outside of my bedroom wall.

Mingus’ jazz echoed from the small speakers by my bed. I had turned the music on very quietly, thinking it might help me sleep, and the smooth bass tones vibrating from that rich wooden instrument breathed softly into the dark.

Lately, I was feeling the urge to stay up late into the night, sometimes until dawn. I didn't want to sleep, because when I did grab a few minutes of shut-eye I always saw the same thing: a jumble of images that were tremendously disturbing.

These images had nothing to do with sex. I tried to tell myself that it was all some sort of post-traumatic stress reaction, that my mind was simply trying to come to terms with the violence I had suffered that night on the road.

I was reliving the attack in these dreams. The images were not vivid like my dream of the blond man. They were simply shocking. And instead of leading into more pleasant dreams, the memories would continue until I awoke with a start.

Several times this week, I had awoken, opened my eyes, and been completely awake, almost more than awake. I had felt hyper-alert and inexplicably angry as I lay alone. Tonight, I wasn't able to calm myself at all. Instead, I felt more anxious, more restless than ever as the hours ticked by.

For the past few days, whenever I was alone with my thoughts, I was overcome by either lust or aggression. This wasn't anything like life's normal anxieties. Instead, it felt almost like something had been unleashed in my subconscious and was trying desperately to claw its way out.

As I listened to the thump of low tones coming through the speakers, I tried to relax. I had already read for hours, already paced the room, and now there was nothing more to do. If all that wouldn't help me sleep, then nothing could.

I tried to clear my mind as I lay there, watching the blades of the fan turn slowly against the ceiling. I breathed deeply, relaxing my muscles. I hovered for an eternity on the edge, right between sleeping and waking.

As I stared, the fan blades seemed to turn slower and slower. I couldn't empty my mind of those unusual violent images, so instead I watched them in an almost hypnotic state. I imagined being threatened again, but this time I didn't simply give in. This time, I struck out at my attackers. The thin man and his ham-fisted friend who had visited me in the hospital did not leave unharmed. Instead, this time I struck back at them. I sat up in my hospital bed, grabbed one of them and quickly broke his arm.

I heard the bone pop, and a victorious thrill shot through my body. For the first time in my life, I imagined hurting another person—really hurting them. For the first time, I imagined what it might be like to kill. I almost panted as I considered it. I envisioned the two men bolting from my bedside. I considered how wonderful it would have been to chase them, to feel my blood pumping and muscles working as I ran after my prey and brought them down.

What I didn't realize was that my body was already sitting up in my bedroom now. I was tense and aching terribly, but I was only vaguely aware of it. I could barely sense that my mouth was bleeding slightly. My lip had torn a little as my lower jaw morphed into a more canine shape. The bones of my nose and jaw throbbed as my face changed, but it only felt natural at the moment. The pain seemed entirely appropriate, and it even flared my anger a little more, like being punched in the face during a fight and feeling renewed hatred for your opponent coursing through you.

I had no idea then that parts of me were beginning to change, that the ache I felt dully was actually the pain of my bones bending slowly into an incomplete werewolf form.

In fact, it didn't occur to me at all that a werewolf might be what I was becoming. How could it? A concept like that would have seemed absurd to me at the time, utterly laughable.

The bloodlust I had been suppressing was finally asserting a tenuous hold. I felt tension and anger surfacing in me like bubbles forming in a pot of hot water. I knew that soon they would become a violent rolling boil, spilling over the sides and growing into something uncontrollable.

Yet I was far from becoming a full wolf that night. I looked mostly human, but in reality I was far stronger. As I slipped out through the open window, breaking a slat of the shutters in the process, all of it felt like an illusion. It never occurred to me that I could really be venturing out rabidly into the dark like a wild dog.

Suddenly, feeling muddy turf under my feet instead of clean Berber carpet, I crossed my yard in a few quick leaps, bounding quickly as a gazelle thanks to my new unnatural strength. My average-sized adult body suddenly seemed as light as a cat's.

I had no conscious thoughts in my head, no plans at all. Instead, I simply felt my body reacting viscerally.

With one arm gripping the top of the high wooden fence, I swung easily over in one leap, my feet dropping down lightly into the weeds on the other side. I gave no thought to the fact that I was naked. Instead, the world was a jumble of colors and smells and sounds more vivid than any I had ever experienced. The world seemed to glow, as if a neon blue light were illuminating everything. I was caught up in it, intoxicated by it.

And then I realized the strange ethereal light was the simple light of the moon. It was strange for the moon to seem so intense when it was far from full tonight and mostly hidden by a thick cover of cloud.

Most people would not have been able to see anything in such dim light, but I saw everything perfectly. As I loped across manicured grass, I noticed all the small creatures stirring in the wee hours of the morning. Electric traces of blue moonlight flickered on the dewy blades as I ran. I watched a fat green caterpillar ease across a twig, a cat twitch its gray ear and hiss as it backed away from me into the shadows.

My arms swung freely, and my legs picked up a faster and faster pace. Soon, I could barely even feel my feet as they skimmed the ground.

The scents of life were everywhere. I smelled a doghouse in the next yard before I even saw it, a vine of green tomatoes ripening in someone's garden, even traces of suntan lotion lingering near a chlorinated pool.

But it was when I jumped the next fence that I got my first real thrill. The fence was chain link, and it reverberated even after I scaled it, just like a giant metallic flyswatter. I landed in a crouch, ready to break back into a run, when something unexpected caught my eye.

A small hare was nibbling squash blossoms in a side yard. I sensed him immediately, as he did me, and we stared at one another for a long moment. Wild raccoons and rabbits abounded in this part of the country. Spying one of them was as common as spotting a rat in an urban city like Chicago or New York. Normally, a scrawny wild rabbit would never care one way or another about a man crouching twenty yards away. He would never expect someone to move fast enough to be any kind of threat. Yet this animal could immediately tell there was something different about me. He could divine something threatening, something predatory—and he was right.

Still, I might have ignored him entirely—if he hadn't tried to run.

The moment I saw him turn and leap away, his white tuft of a tail bobbing into the shadows, my heart leapt and I sprung after him without a thought.

My thighs tensed, and my body raced at a speed I'd never thought possible. There was no way this animal could hop out of sight and hide under cover of darkness. No, tonight I felt invincible. If I laid chase, there was no way anything could escape me.

I bounded up the side yard in three loping steps, emerging on the front lawn and then out into the road. I pursued the small, wild rodent across the street, gaining on him all the way, and then finally laid my hands on him under a tall magnolia tree in a stranger's front yard.

My hands darted out and swiftly pulled him to my chest, like an athlete reaching for a basketball. My mind wasn't engaged in my actions at all. What I was doing was pure id, pure animalistic rage, a different—and before now untapped—part of myself altogether.

I wasn't Jack as I clamped my teeth onto this scrap of prey. I was an animal.

Suddenly, the things I was doing were hazy in my mind, like watching an old home movie shot on super 8 film. I could feel the fur in my hands, but my touch felt dull, as if I were wearing gloves. I could hear bones crunch as I bit down; but they sounded far away, like a person crushing potato chips in another room. Now that I had caught my prey, the spike of adrenaline that had sustained me was fading. My limbs were not used to the changes they had undergone on this extreme, prolonged race. I felt suddenly like my body was a clumsy suit that I was wearing.

As I sank to my knees and dropped the small pelt in the grass, I felt inexplicably happy with myself, flooded with such a sense of satisfaction that it felt unreal. I felt almost superhuman as I smiled a triumphant, victorious smile and sat back against the trunk. I didn't have any client meetings to sit through or designs to approve. Life was so simple right then that it made my heart sing.

Hunting a creature and catching it had felt like the most natural thing in the world. It had felt pure, a perfect catharsis for all my recent confusion and frustration. I had spied, I had wanted, and I had taken. That was all there was to it.

The only thing I didn't realize as I lay down under that tree was that a second predator was also spying me.

And this strange predator was tall and lean, watching me calmly from several houses down with his usual malevolent bone-chilling stare.








Chapter Seven
Jack

“Get up,” someone ordered. Something that felt like a broom handle was poking me hard in the ribs. “Get up!” the man repeated. “And get the hell off my lawn! I've already called the cops.”

I opened my eyes slowly. They felt crusted shut, as if I'd been sleeping for days. My eyelashes stuck stubbornly together for a moment as I tried to rub them open.

The slanted morning sunlight was now streaming over the grass. It fell across my eyes and chest as I squinted, lifting my hand to block the glare and blinking against the burning orange traces that were now dissolving in my vision.

The man poked me again, and I swatted my free hand, trying to brush the broom handle away.

But then I looked down and saw the pole poking me was not a broom handle at all. It was a shotgun aimed right at my midsection.

The middle-aged man who held it was dressed in a bathrobe and seemed extremely nervous. The barrel looked huge from this angle. It was also shaking, and I got the uncomfortable feeling that it could go off any minute with this man's finger on the trigger, whether deliberately or otherwise.

“Alright,” I said as calmly as I could. “OK.” I took my hands away from the shotgun and raised them both slowly in the air.

I blinked and looked around, trying to puzzle out my situation, but I couldn't believe my eyes. Mockingbirds were starting to chirp in the branches overhead. Sunlight now streamed across the lawn. It was obvious this was the first light of morning, but why on earth was I sitting outside under a stranger's tree?

I shifted myself into a sitting position and felt the cool morning dew against my legs. The wetness seemed strange, but I didn't know why. At least not until I looked down at myself and felt a wave of horror wash over me.

I wasn't just sitting in a stranger's yard. My situation was much more panic-inducing than that. I was waking up outside without a stitch of clothing on, splattered head to toe with what I now realized was blood.

“What the …” I started to whisper, turning my bloodied hands slowly in front of my eyes. I assessed myself, but was sure I wasn't in pain. I felt even sicker as I realized the blood couldn't be mine.

I tried to stagger away from it, but I realized it was all over me.

“Just take it easy, now,” the man said, aiming the shotgun at me determinedly.

But I kept moving. I had to get out of there. I wasn't about to let the cops arrive and haul me off. I'd never been arrested before in my life. I couldn't even fathom such a thing. And besides, I wasn't even sure what I'd done.

“You just sit back down,” the man ordered.

But I couldn't do that. I grabbed the end of his gun barrel with one hand, pointing it out of the way, and socked him right in the jaw with my other.

I felt him go down. He wouldn't have any permanent injuries, but he would certainly be disoriented for a few moments. I seized the short opportunity, scrambled to my feet, and started on my way.

As I broke into a run, though, my toes landed on something soft and out of place. It felt like a fur muffler. And as I looked down, I realized with a horrified jolt that the fur was the broken rabbit's body I had partially eaten the night before.

I grimaced and let out a disgusted groan, but there was no time to stop. The man was already tottering to his feet again, and any second he would have that shotgun aimed square at the back of my head. I tore across the street and then rounded the first corner I could, trying to get out of his line of fire.

My naked body felt vulnerable as I ran. Hard pebbles dug into the bottoms of my feet, and my genitals slapped against my thighs. But I had no time to feel ashamed. I was desperate.

I cut into one alley and then another and ran several blocks before stopping to get my bearings. I turned around and around on the unpaved surface several times, looking up over the rooftops before realizing with relief that my house was not far away.

But I couldn't take any more running at the moment. I leaned backward against the wooden fence and dropped slowly into a crouch beside a garbage can. I was well hidden. No one on either end of the alley could possibly see me, and if the cops appeared I could always slip through the gate at my back.

Now that I was alone, I looked down at myself. I could see now why the man with the shotgun had been so frightened. Blood was all over my hands and chest and even splattered across my legs. I ran my hands through my hair nervously and bit my lip, realizing that there was probably blood all over my mouth and chin as well.

I was sure I looked positively horrifying.

So my dream of slipping out at night and running amuck through the neighborhood like a beast had been no dream at all. Great. I actually had chased down and taken a bite out of a live animal.

Jesus!

I hugged my arms close to my body and trembled. I didn't know what to do.

All I did know was that my house was now less than a block away and I had to get inside to safety. I could sort all this out later.

The trip to my place was quick and uneventful. No one spotted me in the alley on Saturday at this early hour. I had no key, though, so I reluctantly crawled through one of the bedroom windows I had left open. As I slithered inside, I found myself marveling at the wooden slat that I had cracked the night before on my way out.

So it was true. Everything I saw seemed to be confirming it.

I headed for the bathroom because I felt sick, but my next thought was to shower. I had to clean myself up—for my own sake if nothing else, but also because I was still vaguely worried the police might stop by.

I turned the tap and felt steam start to collect in the lavish master bathroom. The small stone tiles looked impossibly clean contrasted against the splattered mess I had made of myself.

One accidental glance in the mirror, and I jerked back with a start. Blood was everywhere, crusted around my mouth and dripping down my chin like the face of a madman.

I didn't want to examine what I saw. Instead, I simply wanted it to go away. I turned from the mirror and threw myself under the water. The spray was too hot, but I didn't care. It felt cleansing. I wanted my skin to turn pink from it. I wanted to scald this alien feeling from my flesh.

I took a loofah to the congealed blood on my arms and rubbed soap into my hair, watching in a fascinated way as pink and red trails of liquid traced swirling patterns at the bottom of the shower and then disappeared down the drain.

I stood motionless under the nozzle for a while, looking down at my feet until the water there finally ran clear. I felt like laughing—or crying, I didn't know which—like letting my tears just mingle with the falling water now as I leaned against the wall.

But I didn't know how. I needed to pull myself together, not turn myself into more of a wreck. I needed to get things under control. I had to clean myself up.

I picked up my razor and adjusted the fogless shower mirror so that I could see my jaw line. After spreading shaving cream, I tapped the razor under the water and then began to scrape.

Though I tried to focus, my mind soon wandered. There was too much to think about. Though this was routine, I felt the sting as I badly cut the side of my neck. I quickly put my head under the water and washed the remaining foam away. The injury was not just a nick. It looked worse than usual and might even require a band aid.

I leaned toward the mirror to examine the cut more closely, when to my horror I watched the gap close and bind together perfectly, right before my eyes!

In the blink of an eye, there was nothing there. My neck had flawlessly healed.

I dropped the razor and stumbled back from the mirror, taking a deep breath. That was nothing, I told myself. I considered that I was having hallucinations, that I really was actually losing my mind.

I wrapped a towel around my waist and left the bathroom in a rush.

Then I stopped cold, taking a deep breath.

What on earth was I going to do?

“Well,” I thought, slowly trying to shake off the feeling of panic clinging to me. “It's Saturday morning. I might as well try to enjoy it.”

Soon, I was sizzling up a skillet of bacon and eggs and dropping it onto a square white plate. The coffee maker was nearby, but I tried to happily ignore it, pretending like my usual cup with its spoonful of sugar wouldn't make me sick now if I tried to drink it. The orange juice I also left quietly in the fridge and tried to act like that was normal, too.

I picked up my mail and the morning paper at the front door and took it and my breakfast over to my favorite cozy, leather chair.

For I while, I imagined that this morning was almost a regular one. I tried to happily fool myself into relaxing. I finished up my scrambled eggs and even started to flip through my unread mail, slitting open some of the envelopes with the letter opener beside me.

It was among all that mail that I found a cheerful-looking party invitation from a client. Normally I would have gone, but right now I felt like doing nothing of the kind.

But it was when I was ready to toss it into the garbage pile that something stopped me. Going to an expensive event like this one was something I would normally do. This was how I usually brought in business and bolstered my reputation at the architecture firm. Just what was I thinking, throwing this invitation away? I wasn't going to let strange happenings rule my life from now on.

Normally, I would call Ivy up and take her along to something like this, and by God that was exactly what I was going to do.

This week I had considered calling her several times, but I never had. Somehow, she seemed too connected to everything that was happening to me. By pushing her away, I thought I could push away the recollections of that dark evening. I wanted to shut out the memories of claws and teeth and life and death struggles in the dead of night. And that included her. She had left me several phone messages, insisting that we needed to talk, but I didn't see what good that would do.

When I dialed her number and explained where I was going, she almost laughed.

“A party?” she asked me. “Really? At a time like…” Ivy's voice trailed off. She sounded exhausted and obviously under a lot of strain. But she kept her composure on the line. “Pick me up at eight,” she whispered with cold amusement. And then I heard a click as she returned the phone softly to its cradle.








Chapter Eight
Jack

I was there at eight, just like she'd said. The car I pulled up in was a rental, since mine was still in the shop, so I expected Ivy to give me hell for my ride not looking as sharp as usual. She liked to do that, point out my flaws, keep me on my toes. But when I saw her I was tempted to tease her that, for once, the tables were turned.

As my best friend emerged from her house and dropped into the passenger seat beside me, I could see that she was the one who looked off her game tonight. Ivy—who was usually immaculately dressed—was wearing a frock that cried out for some sorely-needed ironing. She also had almost no makeup on, save an application of flattering crimson lipstick. Make no mistake, Ivy was still a vision, but just then she seemed to be a shadow of her usual self.

I wasn't sure if others would be able to notice the change in her, but I could. Usually, looks were everything to Ivy. She was the one who had taught me how to dress. It was Ivy who had taken me on my first whirlwind tour of expensive boutiques. She'd watched me try on the best black label clothes and slim-fitting shirts. It was her who had first helped me pick out fine custom suits and high-priced shoes with rich patinas, transforming me into someone who could pass himself off as a real gentleman.

That was why I was so sure her slightly disheveled look tonight spoke volumes. I squeezed her hand and leaned over to kiss her cheek. “How are you?” I asked with concern.

“Just drive,” she answered. So I did. I put the car into gear and steered us toward the event.

She didn't ask about the party. When I wanted to know if anything was wrong, she just waved it off. “It's nothing. It's just that I haven't been sleeping,” she said.

“Me, too,” I admitted. “At least not since the accident.”

This was the first bit of conversation that seemed to really get her attention. All her focus suddenly snapped to me. She opened her mouth as if there was something else she wanted to say, but then she closed it.

“What?” I asked, suddenly a little annoyed by her caginess. “What is it?”

“Nothing. If you don't already know, then nothing,” she finally said, looking away.

She tried to giggle lightheartedly after that and alter the strange stilted mood between us, but I could tell there was a lot she wasn't telling me. I watched her flip down her mirror to apply another coat of vampy lipstick. By the time we arrived at our destination, she appeared to be her usual charming self, but after knowing her for years, I could tell when something was bothering her deep down.

As she emerged from the car, she caught more than a few lustful looks in her ultra-short dress. Even with the silk slightly rumpled, she still looked effortlessly elegant. I tried to appear equally as sharp in my linen pants and trim white shirt; but I still felt haggard after so many sleepless nights. There was a trace of stubble on my cheek and subtle blue shadows under my eyes. In my own way, I had the same vaguely disheveled look as Ivy. Both of us were starting to look a little frayed, a little wild.

As she entered and walked the room, she certainly smiled enough. She waited patiently as I fetched her a drink, and she seemed as warm as always when the two of us tapped our glasses in a toast. But then I was shocked to notice she didn't throw back her drink as usual. At parties, she always downed the first in one shot. Tonight she was sipping, maybe even just pretending to sip, as I was. Since the accident, alcohol, like almost all other foods besides meat, had become completely unpalatable. Ivy and I had shared the same unnatural recovery in the hospital. She had just admitted that she was having the same trouble sleeping that I was. Now I was almost certain that we were sharing even more.

I wanted to know how she was feeling. As to whether or not I would confide in her about the strange things that had happened to me, I was still unsure.

But as I reached out for Ivy's hand, I felt rocked by a jolt of adrenaline. It was the same feeling of unease I had experienced when the tall stranger entered my hospital room. The sensation flooding me was pure cold panic. For a moment, I thought it was her touch triggering it, and I dropped her hand reflexively like a hot coal.

But it was clear she wasn't behind this. Ivy looked panicked as well. I could see the fear in her, the alertness. As I felt the hairs rise on the back of my neck, I had the distinct impression that I was being watched.

I spun around quickly then. We both did. Ivy's heart was racing, and she was breathing fast as her eyes scanned the room. I stood at the ready, with my fists clenched at my sides, but ready for what? I didn't know.

It was Ivy who saw them first. Her gaze stopped on something, her eyes narrowing and focusing sharply on a far corner of the room. The instant I followed her stare, I knew she had found the source of it.

Something about the two women standing by the far windows was simply not right. I couldn't put my finger on exactly what it was, but there was an edge to them that seemed aggressive. Physically, they didn't seem threatening at all. The opposite, actually. The women were our age and curvaceous. They were not particularly tall. And the two looked identical, save for their clothes. They did not look out of place here, even with wild black hair trailing over their shoulders, but there was something more to them than met the eye. We felt it, even back then with our newly developing senses. And we knew for sure they were not a pair we wanted to tangle with.

“Ivy,” I said, holding her hand again. “Ivy, let's go,” I whispered, tugging her arm firmly toward me.

She nodded slowly, still not taking her eyes off the women. “You know,” she whispered, “I think you're right.” She squeezed my hand and then we spun around together, ready to make our way back to the car as fast as we could.

But they were faster.

While we had been watching the strange twins, another woman had crept up behind us. As soon as we turned, we saw the stranger deliberately blocking our path. She was hovering close, so close that she could reach out and touch us if she wanted. I stumbled away from her in the other direction, pulling Ivy with me, but we bumped into something at our backs that had not been there before.

With horror, we realized it was the wild-haired twins suddenly blocking our last escape route. They didn't try to lay a hand on us. They didn't do or say anything that was explicitly threatening. Nevertheless, Ivy and I knew this was a far cry from a friendly party introduction. If nothing else, their silence spoke volumes. No one in this tense circle made small talk or offered a smile. These people weren't holding drinks or chatting politely. No, right now these shifty women only seemed interested in sizing us up.

A portly man holding a crystal wine glass was wandering in our direction. I knew from his easy manner that he was our host, and for a moment I hoped that he could break up this strange standoff. But before he could get close, one of the twins took him by the arm and veered him off course. The dark-haired woman's anger melted away, and she seemed suddenly lovely as she led him off. Her body language was playful. I watched her pat the man's arm and laugh loudly at his jokes. For a moment, I couldn't imagine why I had been afraid of her. But then, seeing her sister's cold stare leveled at me, I remembered. I was suddenly sad that the cheerful, red-cheeked man was leaving us, the only person nearby who seemed comforting and in any way normal.

It was clear that they were waiting for me to make a move. They wanted me to talk first, but I didn't want to give them that pleasure. Instead, I had a mind to get out of there as quickly as possible. I squeezed Ivy's hand, and the two of us lunged for the nearest set of French doors. We ran across the uneven flagstones as fast as our feet could carry us and out onto the huge expanse of lawn.

The lot stretched on for several acres, one of the massive antebellum-style estates in River Oaks. The house itself had been fashioned after ancient Southern plantations like Belle Grove or Rosedown—a two storey structure with a row of thick wooden columns in front—and the grounds were filled with towering oaks and a tangle of native climbing vines.

I had some vague idea that Ivy and I would exit the back gate of the property when we came to it and would somehow circle around to where the car was waiting.

But we never made it that far.

Ivy and I ducked behind a row of trees, the damp, dark-green grass like a soggy carpet at our feet, but were cut off in the blink of an eye. Over a dozen people stepped out from the shadows, surrounding us on all sides. I looked over their perfect pale faces, realizing how beautiful they all were, despite their wild appearance.

As I noticed a tall, thin man standing with them, my blood ran cold. The man had an unshaven face and a disheveled but proud appearance. I could see the faint trace of a scar on his cheek. There could be no mistake that this was the same man who had circled my hospital room and rifled through my things a week ago when I was nearly unconscious. He smiled at me now with that same sly grin, looking like a fox that had just cornered a chicken, and I started to feel truly desperate.

As quickly as our little chase had begun, the strangers had us in their grasp, and it was all too easy for them. This had obviously been their plan from the beginning, to chase us out into this patch of darkness far away from any onlookers. We had played right into their hands.

I could hear the party in the background, the murmur of cocktail chatter and the sharp clinking of glasses, the sound of several slow ceiling fans turning on the massive wrap-around porch, and of ice shifting in a silver bucket as someone lifted a chilled bottle of wine. It was clear that everyone inside was oblivious to what was happening now in the deep shadows of the backyard. The golden, illuminated world inside those windows seemed far removed from the blue twilight spread out around us. A handful of fireflies, blinking as they hovered at chest height, were the only light here, save the silver half-moon overhead.

“What the hell do you want?” Ivy demanded, her body crouched in a defensive position.

I was surprised by the sharpness of her tone. Her words sounded like a challenge, not a plea. “Look,” I said, showing them my palms. “We don't want any trouble, OK?”

They snickered as I said that. “Well, you've got it,” the thin man replied in an amused voice. He gave a quick nod to the man nearest me, who struck me hard in the back with his fist. He punched me right in the kidney, and I felt pain spread from the spot like fire.

Ivy tried to make a break for it. She lunged toward the nearest gap in the circle, but two men easily caught her by the shoulders. She yelled as they did this, a fierce sound that reminded me more of an animal's growl than a woman's scream. Several of the attackers stopped when they heard the noise. They cocked their heads and looked at us—or at least Ivy—with renewed interest.

“You're a feisty one, aren't you?” the thin man asked, stepping forward slowly. The two men who stopped her from running tightened their grip. They held her firmly, but Ivy resisted, trying impatiently to twist free of their hands.

“Well, well. You certainly seem to have recovered,” the thin man said to her with false friendliness. “No more pain in that arm, hmm? No ill effects?” Ivy looked puzzled. “Fuck off,” she finally hissed, with venomous rage, still trying to pull away from the men holding her.

“Get your hands off her!” I said.

The thin man pretended to be confused. “But why?” he asked, stepping closer. “After all, she's lovely. Don't you think?” He reached out and stroked Ivy's cheek, and she twisted her neck angrily, trying to avoid his touch.

I had never been a hotheaded man, and had certainly never instigated a needless fight in my life, but it was obvious the thin man had something very unpleasant planned for us. “I said hands off!” I repeated louder, walking toward him.

For the first time, I had an inclination to attack another person, to sock the man hard, to watch him go down and then grab Ivy and run like hell. But before I could make it within range, several of the others caught me.

“Oh, is he angry?” the thin man said to Ivy as two iron-fisted men held me. “Is he mad?” he asked sarcastically, looking back at her. “He looks mad,” he said, mouthing the words in a mocking way.

It was obvious the stranger was trying to goad us. But why? “Who are you people?” I demanded, and in return heard only more soft laughter from the group. Now I was furious. But I was also beginning to feel queasy and a little feverish. Sweat was cooling my brow and my body had started to ache. But it wasn't just the pain of the blow to my back. It was as if my rage was somehow making me physically sick. “Just leave us alone,” I whispered angrily.

Was it just fear that was causing my skin to prickle? I didn't know. All I knew was that the time for trying to reason was over. I felt an urge to fight back that was overwhelming, and this surprised me. Fury erupted in me as I struck out at one of the men. I heaved the man to my right backwards, tipping him over with brute strength.

I was in a rage, but I was still stunned by what happened next. When I brought up my arm to attack the second man, I expected my punch to connect with his jaw, but pure instinct took over. Without even thinking, I spread my fingers instead of pulling them into a fist, and I brought them down in a raking motion across his face.

It was a strange strategy, but it was effective. I felt puzzled as I watched him go down, shielding his injured cheek. I was sure that I had left clear marks there. I had felt the wounds go in deep—strange since I knew my nails were as short as most men's, barely nubs at the ends of my fingers—but I had no time to think about it. I was still angry and panicked, and now in the process of striking at the thin man himself.

I lunged toward him, but the sinewy leader caught my wrists easily. He spun me around and pushed me up against a tree. “Pathetic,” he said contemptuously, and knocked my head against the trunk. I felt stunned. There were lights hovering in my vision, but I couldn't tell which were fireflies and which were result of my skull connecting with the solid bark. I couldn't do much after that. He prepared to slam my head against the tree again, his fingers sliding through my brown hair and gripping firmly.

But something stopped him.

A man stepped out from his hiding place nearby and spoke one word. “Stop,” he ordered softly, speaking to my attacker. And to my relief the thin man obeyed.

The grip on my hair loosened, and I slid to the ground. I could feel the wisteria twined around the trunk of the oak behind me as I fell to my knees. Thick perfumed clusters of purple flowers hung from there, pushing against my back like bunches of grapes.

Gingerly, I felt along the side of my temple, trying to feel how much damage there was. Finding no blood on the side of my head was quite a relief. Ivy ran forward to help me. She tried to pull me to my feet so I stood, leaning on her, my clothes now smudged with grass stains and muddy imprints from the soggy ground.

“But just look at them,” the thin man insisted. “It's obvious they're not like us.” His eyes traveled over me, and he looked ready to spit. “They're weak,” he said. “Both of them.”

The thin man opened his mouth to say more, but the other stopped him. “That's enough, Julian,” he said softly.

The thin man tried to protest again, but he was cut off. “I said that's enough,” snapped the leader.

That's what he was, of course. The leader. I could hear it in his tone before I ever laid eyes on him.

But the shock came when I realized this man was not really a stranger at all. His blond hair and piercing blue eyes were familiar.

I realized with surreal wonder that I had seen those same broad shoulders and trim waist before. I had fantasized about them. I'd had dreams about those same arms encircling me and holding me close.

It was impossible. I felt mad as I even considered it. But the truth was inescapable. The man standing before me, the leader of this frightening band, was the same handsome presence that had been haunting my dreams since the attack.

I was speechless. My jaw dropped open as I stared. I wasn't even paying attention to the words he was speaking. I was just watching his body and the graceful way he moved. Every gesture was one I recognized from my dreams. His voice, even his scent, seemed comforting and familiar.

For the first time since this strange rabble attacked us, I had the urge not to run but to stay. I knew I had to see this man. I had to talk to him.

I didn't know it back then, but Ivy was feeling the same emotions. Had I bothered to look over at her, I would have noticed that her jaw had dropped open just as mine had, that she too couldn't take her eyes off this handsome specimen. Had I been more alert, I would have sensed that he was stirring feelings in her just as he was in me. Yet as I would learn later, Ivy's attraction was not nearly so focused. She was impressed by all these men, by the sheer perfection of their bodies and the strength they displayed. It was not the leader that appealed to her so specifically.

But I was not paying attention to Ivy just then. I did not notice those things. Instead, I was focused only on the leader and my own swirling, lascivious thoughts.

The thin man he had called Julian pointed a finger in our direction as he continued to argue. “They're not like us,” he spat. “They can't even change completely when their lives are in danger! The choice is clear. We have to get rid of them.”

“No,” the blue-eyed leader said calmly. The sound was quiet but commanding.

Julian started to protest again.

“I said no,” the leader snapped. “Not yet. There is no way to know what might happen. We'll wait until the first full moon and make our decision then.”

The thin man threw up his hands and started to complain again, but one of the twins stopped him. “Look at Rex's face,” she purred, indicating the man I had clawed with my fingernails. “Look at that woman's eyes,” she said, pointing to Ivy. “They may not be one of us, but they're obviously not entirely human anymore, either. Learn your place. Our Lord is right. Who knows what may happen.”

Not entirely human.

The words hit me like a wall of cold water. I was sure I had heard her right, and I knew instantly what she meant. I thought of the terrible incident with the rabbit, the intense visions I had shared with the pack leader, and I knew at once that somehow she was right, but it frightened me. For a moment, I reasoned that perhaps the bump on my head was worse than I thought.

But as I looked at Ivy's eyes, I saw confirmation of what the woman had said. Ivy's pupils looked predatory, and they shone with a striking yellow cast instead of their usual brown.

Under normal circumstances, I might have written this off as a trick of the light or a figment of my overactive imagination. But then I thought of what the woman had said about the damage I'd inflicted to the man's face. I remembered the way it felt to rake my nails across his cheek and actually draw blood. It should have been impossible for me to do any real harm with my nails, but somehow I had hurt him badly.

And soon I saw why.

When I looked down at my own hands I nearly lost my footing from the shock. Panic flooded through me, something like what I imagine crash victims feel when they look down and see a leg horribly broken or a foot that was there a moment ago severed completely. It is a gut-wrenching, indescribable feeling to look at a part of your own body and find it unrecognizable.

The tips of my fingers—which had been normal only minutes ago—had now elongated into claws. There was no other word for it. The ends of the nails were long and sharp. And not only that: now, the hair on the back of my wrists had thickened into a dark patch that looked almost like fur.

I backed up several paces as I stared at my hands. Then I looked at Ivy's face again, and she could tell I was studying her. “What?” she asked, impatiently.

“She's right,” I told her. “Your eyes. They look…they've changed.”

She seemed puzzled and touched her cheek as I stared at her. There was no way for her to see what I was talking about, but I could tell she was nervous.

She lifted my wrist slowly to examine the hand I had been staring at, but she dropped it immediately when she saw the claws and took a step away from me.

The gang continued to argue about what should be done with us, but the blond man simply ignored the shouting match between his inferiors. The leader tuned them out as if he was above their petty squabbles and instead walked in our direction. He stopped directly in front of us and pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. He shook one loose and held it up, offering it to us, but Ivy and I shook our heads.

Raising an eyebrow, he looked out into the distance as he lit it, and then pulled the cigarette from his mouth in a sweeping motion and let his hand hang at his side, sending a thin trail of smoke curling upward in the breeze.

He didn't seem intimidating as he did this. The action wasn't menacing, not some cheap Hollywood way of looking tough. On the contrary, I wondered if he was doing it for our benefit. I enjoyed watching him. Right then, those gestures seemed refreshingly normal compared to the other things that were happening. This was not like watching my hand sharpening into frightening claws or Ivy's eyes changing to a monstrous, unnatural color. This was something you saw every day, a man standing outside and casually sparking his cigarette.

But this wasn't just any man. My God, this was someone I had seen in my mind's eye days before I had ever seen him in the flesh!

His presence caused a vibration in me, a hum, something like the force of two polarized magnets held close but not quite close enough to snap together. The feeling was tangible, like putting your ear to the tracks and hearing the low rumble of an approaching train.

This man standing in such close proximity to me made my thoughts turn to uncontrollable erotic thoughts, just as they had in the copy room. This man had a sexual potency that I had never sensed from another human being. If others had not been nearby, I would have pulled my shirt from my body and locked my lips desperately to his.

I couldn't explain it, but this man was the one I wanted. He was the thing I had been unconsciously searching for for weeks. I had tried to find intensity in other places. I had had urges. I had had dreams. But they all led to this one person. Being held against his blond body was where I belonged. I knew that this man was incredibly important to me; I knew that we were connected, but at the time I simply couldn't explain why.

“How have you been feeling lately?” the man asked.

I stood still, unsure of what he was asking.

“Restless? You know, feeling any aggression? Trouble sleeping?”

I still stared at him blankly, but felt horrified to realize he knew everything.

“Any change in appetites?”

He looked at me as he said it, and I detected that feeling again, that low rumble of connection between us. By “appetites” he could have meant my eating habits, but instead my thoughts flickered to my dream from earlier that week, a dream of him flipping me over on the mattress, his body holding me down, his blue eyes piercing me with the same eager stare that was drilling into me now.

The thin man interrupted impatiently, stepping up to Ivy and me again. Then he turned and started to pick something absentmindedly from his teeth. He had an air about him that seemed violent and unstable.

“We watched you last night, you know,” he said. He looked at me. “You with your rabbit.” Then his eyes flickered to Ivy. “And you with that man in the back alley.”

Back alley? Man? I wondered just what Ivy had done last night. I thought of the rabbit. Had she killed a person? I felt my heart race. Had she fucked him? Either way, how dare this man confront her like this?

I stood then, and hit Julian solidly in the nose. With it obviously broken, he staggered backward, his hands to his face, and then he whipped his head around and narrowed his eyes at me with pure fury. He was crouched and ready to spring.

The blond man stepped between us then and grabbed Julian by his shirt collar. “Back!” he ordered, heaving him away.

The thin man backed off but gave a signal to the others, and the circle pulled in tighter, leaving no gaps. Now there was certainly no way for us to escape, though there truly hadn't been even before.

The leader moved toward me with a wide smile across his face. This seemed strange to me, and I couldn't fathom it. Had seeing his second in command being punched amused him somehow?

“Do you know what we are?” the blond man asked. I felt breathless as I watched him move in the moonlight. He seemed perfect, literally something right out of my fantasy, and it was difficult for me to resist him now. I was almost panting with desire. My mouth was lulling open slightly, and my cock was practically throbbing. Holding myself back from him was taking every bit of self control I had. I wondered if he could feel it too.

“Do you have any idea what is happening to you?” he asked.

Ivy and I studied him.

“You have until the next full moon to prove you're worthy, to show that you're one of us,” he said in all seriousness.

“Who are you?” I whispered, staring into those gorgeous blue eyes, like someone under a spell. He looked at me with such affection that for a moment I thought he would reach out and stroke my face. I seemed to hear his voice inside my head, clear, calm words that pleaded “don't be afraid.”

The man waited a moment before he spoke. He looked me over, obviously trying to predict whether or not I would panic. “Werewolves,” he said finally, enunciating every syllable and waiting calmly for my reaction.

I was speechless and unbelieving.

“How's the bite?” was his curious response.

“The bite?” I asked with wonder. As he said this, I unconsciously touched the place above my shoulder where the savage attack had been. “What are you saying?” I asked, backing up against the tree, aware of the gang of ruffians studying me. “Why do you want to know?”

The man stiffened. He flicked his cigarette out into the grass and sighed, looking impossibly handsome with his crisp shirt slightly unbuttoned. I could feel my attraction pulling me to him. I had an overwhelming need to reach under the white cloth and find out what that hard chest truly felt like. If he came any closer, I was sure I would do something rash.

The man stood only inches from me, close enough for me to feel the heat radiating from his skin. I could sense words that he hadn't even spoken out loud and feelings he had not expressed. I could feel him quickening the pace of my heart, calling to me.

He looked down lovingly into my eyes.

Because,” he answered simply. “I gave it to you. And now we are one.”








Chapter Nine
Jack

“My God, Ivy,” I yelled. “Just what was that?” I closed the front door behind us as I stepped into her house. The place was a modern marvel of glass, wood and steel, and it looked more like a chic California bungalow than a Texas home. It even smelled of expensive eucalyptus candles, with the half-empty margarita glass on the coffee table adding a strange hint of lime. I almost knocked over the decorative planter of orchids to the right of me as I entered.

Ivy was visibly shaking, but I couldn't tell whether it was from excitement or fear. Her purse slipped off her arm as she stepped inside, dropping silently onto the beautiful, thick wooden floorboards. She was walking like someone in a trance, drifting as she wandered into her own home. It was impossible to know whether she was in shock or just lost in thought.

I followed her as she moved softly to the gleaming floor-to-ceiling windows at the back of the house. We stood in silence for a moment, looking out over the lush backyard filled with tropical fan palms and shocks of orange bird-of-paradise blooms. Several low elephant ear plants near the pool made it seem almost jungle-like, the wide, dark-green leaves trailing down into the water. Warm lights under the surface lit up the foliage beautifully, giving everything an eerie but picturesque glow.

We were quiet for a long time. I stood there, trying to force back the sexual desire the blond stranger had stirred in me. When Ivy finally did speak, it shocked me. “I'd seen him before,” she said matter-of-factly. “The leader. The one with the dirty blond hair, and those eyes,” she whispered as she spoke now. “Those blue eyes.”

She kept staring off into the sprawling backyard oasis, still not meeting my eyes. She laughed, the peals starting under her breath too soft to hear, then expanding into a full-throated feminine sound. She threw her head back a little as she let it out. “I've felt this for weeks,” she whispered through a wide smile. “My God, I thought I was going crazy. It's been building, becoming clearer, like a camera slowly bringing a hazy image into focus. I'm changing…somehow. I feel it.” She was speaking faster now, and her excitement was obvious.

Changing? I made a puzzled face, pretending not to know what she meant. But there was no denying it now. My thoughts flashed to what had happened to my hand less than an hour ago. I glanced at Ivy's eyes, now returned to their usual shape instead of the sharp, predatory pupils they'd briefly been before.

“Ivy,” I said carefully. “I don't know what to say.” I didn't, of course. I didn't know how to explain it. Now I was also trembling violently. I started to say something to reassure her. I was going to tell her that everything would be all right, that she would be safe, that I would handle it, but she cut me off before I could finish. As always, Ivy needed no such reassurance. Under her delicate exterior, she'd always been tough.

I wondered sometimes if that was why I liked her. She looked one way, but she was really much rougher. She wasn't a delicate girl any more than I was a cultured gentleman. I tried to act like I was used to money, but underneath it all, it was really an act.

I wondered how much time she spent cultivating her flawless image, and when—if ever—she actually let loose her other side. How often did she really open up and show people the tough little scrapper from the wrong side of the tracks she really was?

She continued to stare off into the tropical splendor of the backyard. “Let's go outside,” she said suddenly, pushing past me with a childlike enthusiasm. She pulled open the modern backdoor with its smooth wood trim and massive glass panel at the center and stepped out into the open air. I didn't know what she had in mind, but I followed, watching her closely.

Her party dress was not only rumpled now, but it was also covered with mud and grass stains, just as my pants were. She looked like a crime victim or a beautiful extra from a high-budget disaster film. There was even an oak leaf that still clung to her hair as she stepped out onto the smooth concrete patio. She looked almost like a woodland creature, some fabled woman who had been raised in the wild away from civilization. Yet not exactly; because, of course, she was still wearing that silky, tight-fitting dress, no matter how rumpled it was. Besides, lipstick clung to her mouth and her hair was still straightened, certainly not the tangled mess it would be if she slept alone on some forest floor.

She looked wild, but perhaps only wild to my tame eyes.

Nevertheless, she seemed sexier than ever. And right now, as she talked about the gang, I felt desire radiating off of her like white heat. She smelled luscious to me, like some young, hot-blooded nymph who looked innocent on the surface but longed for all sorts of debauchery inside.

“They all moved together so beautifully,” she said, running her hand along a line of palm fronds, “sensing each other's movements. Like a school of fish.”

“Like a pack of dogs,” I said it quietly, but she could hear me clearly enough. The statement hadn't been meant to demean them. On the contrary, I said it with a sense of respect.

“Yes,” she whispered. And I knew we were both thinking the same thing.

There were too many mysteries now and no answers.

But the most unnerving thing of all was that I didn't feel like myself. There was a knot of excitement, of fear and lust, twisting in my belly. The blond leader had infused me with it, leaving it behind like a thick perfume, and I couldn't shake it.

Ivy was breathing hard now, her cheeks flushed and dewy from the humid air. She closed her eyes as she spoke, obviously feeling the same energy I was. “It was incredible. To have them close. To actually see those…bodies. To feel those arms.”

She started talking about those men we had just met, and I could read it in her face. They had frightened her, but they had turned her on as well. I don't know exactly how I could sense it, but I knew. Her body seemed to vibrate with a secret excitement, and I had to admit I was experiencing the same thing. She was right. Each member of the group had been incredibly strong and lively, incredibly fit. I remembered the intense, almost magnetic pull I had felt when that man stood close. I had been afraid then, confused. But the aftereffect of that panic was the smoldering, undeniable desire I felt now.

Without saying anything, Ivy suddenly slid her loose silk sheath of a dress over her head and let it hang lightly at her side. Her petite breasts were suddenly exposed, which was shocking compared to her modesty of only a moment before. But it seemed so very erotic this way, a flash of skin that was completely unexpected, a lovely dark patch of hair suddenly visible between her legs. And I felt my cock stir eagerly as I looked her over.

A wide precocious smile crossed her face, but her eyes were intense. As I watched her, I could see the thin skin of her throat tremble as her heart beat. I could actually taste the delicious musky scent of her hanging in the air.

She turned, and in one smooth graceful motion dropped the silk frock on the deck and dove into the still water of the pool.

“Come on,” she called, “get in,” and smacked the surface with her hand, sending a splash in my direction. As I started to pull off my shoes, she giggled flirtatiously. The movement of small waves in the water drew a web of moving lights and shadows across her face, and her hair was drenched and smoothed flat against her head and long snakelike neck.

Seeing her like that, I followed a sudden gut impulse and simply jumped in after her. I was not completely undressed yet, but that didn't really matter. My pants were already ruined anyway, the fragile linen stained by grass and mud; besides, my socks and shoes were already off, as well as my shirt. When I surfaced, she was grinning, her arms floating out to her sides, stroking the water.

She was oozing sexuality with every gesture, every word, the way she licked her teeth or arched her back. Seeing how lovely she was, there was no doubt she had once been a model. To me she seemed almost boyish when she was naked, in that lovely, androgynous way fashion designers prefer.

“I feel different too,” I told her. “I know it. But I don't understand what is happening to us. I just don't understand.” I felt fear welling in me. I shook my head and bristled with nervous energy. “And I sure as hell don't know what that was all about, him claiming to have…to have…” I wanted to talk about what was really scaring us both: that man claiming to have actually been the beast that bit us. But I didn't know how to broach the subject. It was simply too frightening. After all, what was it I wanted to discuss here? Men turning into beasts? Wolves? Werewolves, for God's sake?

“Mmmmm,” she said, making a low, soothing noise in her throat. “But it's exciting, isn't it?” Suddenly her eyes were wide. “It's like a drug,” she said emphatically. “Like being hypnotized, like being pulled along by impulses you can't control.”

Ivy touched her lips to mine. This woman was not quite like anyone I'd ever known. She looked like a boyish young gamine; and she kissed like I imagined a man would kiss, hard and demanding. Her mouth moved almost as if she were nipping at me, pressing close and trying to take over. There was nothing about this nymph that was fragile.

She backed up in the pool and sat against the wide semicircle of concrete steps, sinking down so that her lips almost touched the water.

My heart was pounding.

She was a wild thing ready to spring. That's how I felt, too. I could feel myself hardening with shocking speed as I unbuttoned my pants. I pulled them off slowly under the water as she spoke, and then let them float in the pool behind me, little currents and ripples carrying them away.

I felt the lovely sensation of my limbs bobbing and floating lightly in the water, and my cock, too. I was becoming almost uncomfortably stiff, and it was difficult to think about anything right now except satisfying myself. Confusion, questions, all those melted away and left one urgent, aching need.

She lay back on the pool steps, only her head and shoulders out of the water. I rose up to a standing position and looked down at her with a hunger I knew she felt, too. The water level rested just above my hips, but the surface wasn't still. Small waves lapped gently at us, the lights underwater still painting strange patterns on our skin.

I pressed my pelvis close, letting her feel how ready I was. Those brown eyes closed as she felt me against her, waiting eagerly between her legs. I was pressed to her sex, pushing gently. But I wasn't inside of her. Not yet.

This seemed to madden her, and for once I enjoyed the anticipation. She was ravenous. “Like a dog in heat,” I thought.

No, shake off that idea.

And I tried to.

I don't know whether she started talking about the confrontation on the lawn because she sensed how aggressive it was making me, or if she kept talking simply because it was fueling her own desire. All I knew was that I was almost more turned on than I had ever been. I felt unstoppable.

“I want them all,” she whispered. “It's something I feel from the whole group. I've never fantasized about a thing like this before, but I want them. The whole lot of them. I wanted them to take me aside and fuck me out there,” she said softly. “All of them. One. After. Another.”

The words hung in the air, sizzling and then fading away like drops of water in a skillet. What she said should have surprised me, alarmed me even. It should have provoked a flurry of conversation between us. But nothing she said seemed shocking. In some strange way, I expected her to feel that way about them.

“Is that what you want?” I growled, but my tone was more teasing than surprised.

“Yes,” she said. And just then, as I felt her crushed against me, as I heard the pleading edge to her voice, I knew I couldn't hold back any longer. I'd felt the same thing when I'd seen the leader—a strong sexual euphoria—and the feeling was still with me.

I held her steady in the water. I could feel her slick legs around mine, see the lovely nipples of her petite breasts as they hovered at the surface. My cock was almost throbbing, I was so eager.

I traced my fingers along her slick abdomen, and hovered there for a moment, enjoying the anticipation of almost taking her, the giddy feeling of desire twisting in the pit of my stomach.

But it occurred to me that there was something more that I needed. “You'd want him like this?” I asked. “Or like this?” With one graceful move I pulled her upper body toward mine. I felt even more aroused as I felt her legs clamp hard around me.

It was difficult to maintain this standing position near the concrete steps, so I manhandled her a little, pulling her roughly across the shallows and positioning her up against the edge of the pool. The water dripped from her hair onto the flat flagstones behind her. Vaguely, I noted the vapor of chlorine, the cool earthy scent of the stones nearby.

I put both hands under the perfect orbs of her ass, lifting her exposed body like a fragile top in the water. I braced her back against the rough, uncomfortable stone rim of the pool and then pushed in hard without a word. I took her without even asking, thinking solely of the blond stranger and reacting with a need I had never felt so urgently before.

Her hands started by clinging violently to my shoulders and neck. I don't think she had been quite prepared for me, for the full force of me slamming into her like that, and I heard a strangled cry as I finally pushed deeply into her.

But then she leaned back a little, stretching her arms out along the side of the pool, and visibly surrendered. She closed her eyes as I fucked her selfishly, caught up in a blind lust, focusing on my pleasure and my pleasure alone.

I thrust inside, and watched her mouth break into a wild, blissful smile. She was so light in the water that I could move her easily, pushing her hips slightly away, and then pulling her back again, letting her body slam home against me. Ivy had always liked it rough. Though I'd never had her until now, she'd told me before about the sorts of things she preferred in bed. We'd been friends just talking then. It had been normal flirtatious conversation as we'd tossed back a few drinks at home or at the clubs. Ivy was wild at heart. She'd told me she didn't mind being tied up a little, smacked firmly on the ass sometimes. But this was different. What we were doing now wasn't quite so controlled. It was almost violent.

I loved the feel of her, hot and tight, contrasted against the cool caress of the water. She let herself relax, go completely limp. I think that was part of the fun for her, actually, wanting to feel used a little, taken, as I assumed control.

There was something I wanted, though. And as I pushed into her again, I asked for it. “Keep talking,” I spat under my breath, grunting hard.

She smiled. She might have thought I was asking for her benefit, letting her vocalize her own fantasies. But the truth was I enjoyed hearing it, too.

“Oh, God, Jack,” she said, giving a little moan, and for a moment I waited, fully inside of her, trying to take in all the little sensations of her as she writhed and struggled against my hold. “They all seem so raw,” she exclaimed. I pulled out and then pushed back into her slowly, encouraging her. “Just so powerful,” she muttered.

I knew exactly what she meant, but I didn't want to speak. I didn't want to let on that she wasn't the only one who was turning me on right now.

It was crazy for me to be picturing the leader at this moment, but I was. I'd never been attracted to a man in my life until that breathtaking blond stranger appeared in my dreams. And now that I knew he was flesh and blood, I was desperate to have him. For the first time, I was absolutely mad with desire for one person.

“And you feel like you belong to them.” I gasped finally. I feared my voice might crack.

“Yes, yes exactly,’ she breathed.

I felt relieved and overjoyed to be talking about him. I started to move inside of her desperately, the grinding friction building to a level that was making us both breathless. Her body was beautiful in the water, bobbing delicately in the current. I was driving into her, still holding her hips up at a prime angle. I felt my arousal peak as I took her. I was on the verge of coming, of reaching that beautiful climax of sensation as my heart thundered in my chest and my muscles burned.

Through gasps, she talked about wanting to feel the leader's solid chest, his powerful hands, how she wanted to feel his gigantic member tearing into her, using any part of her he wanted.

Any part. And which part would he want? It made me shudder. To feel him bending me over, invading me as he had obviously planned to in that dream, would surely be too much. I couldn't imagine what that would really be like, his muscles pinning me down, his erection penetrating and stretching me, both the intimacy and the incredible searing pain of such a thing.

I came then, bucking as I grabbed her by the hips. I heard a groan, loud and deep, like an animal, and realized with a shock that it must be me.

I bent forward against Ivy's tender girlish breasts and tried to find my composure as our bodies spasmed together.

I felt exposed.

Disoriented.

It was entirely uncharacteristic of me to make love this way. Usually, I was so gentle, so thoughtful. Tonight I was acting like—well, like someone completely out of control.

I panted now, trying to catch my breath, and released my iron grip on Ivy's body. We waited like that for a moment, and then she cracked a wicked grin and gave me a quick slap across my cheek. The gesture felt naughty, but was meant to be playful. She probably would have slapped me on the ass if it weren't underwater. It stung, but it gave what we'd just done a sudden finality.

Ivy pried herself away from me and slid slowly back down into the pool. Her glistening limbs moved sluggishly, reminding me of a lizard slithering on a hot day. Though each movement was graceful and fluid, none were fast. Ivy rested her arms on the stones and laid down her head, closing her eyes with a contented grin.

I didn't know what to say.

So I said nothing.

I'd slept with female friends in the past, had a few tumbles with kinkier trappings than this, even. So why was this making me feel so shaken? After all, Ivy was gorgeous. There was certainly no shame in being with her. Hell, I knew most men would love to be in my position. And making love out in the open like this so freely, so spontaneously, well that was the sort of stuff most men's fantasies were made of, not the sort of thing most men actually had the opportunity to experience.

Turning away, I pulled myself onto the deck and reached for some of my clothes. I shrugged on my shirt, but as I started to button it up, my fingers hesitated.

I put my hands to the sides of my head, like a man with a headache, and then smoothed some of the water from my hair. I felt uneasy.

That was ridiculous, of course. Why should I?

Yet I felt almost ashamed of what we'd done, of what I'd done in particular. The trouble was that in most of my actions lately—especially tonight—I hardly recognized myself.

Everything I did was usually so well planned, so meticulous, like a crisp straight line made with a ruler on a drawing board. But another world was slowly invading mine. That world was darker, more mysterious, but it also seemed more full of life. Even though I had done some things recently that horrified me—like hunting and devouring that helpless rabbit in the dead of night—I'd also felt more alive in the past few weeks than I ever had before.

And I didn't know whether I really wanted to go back to my former life now, or even if I could.

I wanted to know more about what was happening to me. I needed to know whether that gang of mysteriously strong and beautiful people had told us anything at all that was true. My heart told me to seek them out, especially the leader, and find out more about these changes. Yet my head told me that what they had said was nonsense. Even if those people had answers for me, it was obvious they were all very violent and not to be trusted.

Though I had felt a magical pull, a profound wave of relief, when I finally came face to face with that man, I wondered if he felt the same. After so many private fantasies, I would feel almost heartbroken now if I discovered he felt nothing for me.

As I sat on the deck by the overgrown pool, staring off into the lush dark corners of the backyard, my life felt like a hurricane picking up speed over the Gulf, its winds swirling me more and more off track over time. I'd never intended to do this with my best friend, and perhaps it would lose Ivy to me forever, make our relationship strained, our time together awkward from now on.

Or maybe what we'd done would bring us closer together?

But I didn't really believe that.

This hadn't been about bonding for either one of us. It had been about lust, pure and simple, satisfaction and nothing more. We both had been trying to scratch an itch, not make love.

And I knew exactly what it was that had gotten so under my skin.

Somehow, it was a man who had done this to me. Somehow, a man had gotten inside. He was the one under my skin. He was the one creating this unstoppable craving and all of this confusion.

And on top of all that I didn't even know his name.








Chapter Ten
Jack

I tried to call Ivy for the tenth time in the past few days, but there was no answer. I'd even been by her house once, but she'd been nowhere in sight.

Was she trying to keep her distance? Was she avoiding me altogether? Or was this only just a normal interval of time between our visits? After all, we had never spent all our free time with one another. To be fair, it was normal for us to go several days—even more sometimes—without calling or going out together.

Yet I was still frustrated. We needed to talk. I wanted to feel her out a little, to make sure everything was all right between us, but she was making herself scarce.

I was starting to worry more and more, to tell the truth. I'd been ready to tear my hair out when I stopped by her place two nights ago and found no sign of her. I was worried. I knew the strangers had been watching us. After all, they had admitted to seeing me kill that rabbit. They might be following us both right now, for all I knew.

We'd seen with our own eyes that this band was violent. They'd attacked the two of us—and might have been ready to even kill us—at the party before the leader had interceded. The only reason I was in my office right now instead of trying to skip town was that I knew this was where Ivy'd come if she was looking for me.

Ivy had always had a strong sensuality to her, even when she was frightened. Whether she was helpless, angry, or totally in control, she always looked ravishing. I'd seen the way they'd looked her over on the night of the party. I remembered the thin man—Julian—looking her over and smelling her hair, trying to taunt me. There was no denying how attractive she was, or how unstable those men might be. Perhaps they wouldn't have killed her at all. Perhaps something unthinkable like rape was more what they'd had in mind.

Suddenly, I felt sick to my stomach. I rolled one of my drafting pencils along the desk slowly, listening to the soft clicks as it turned, smelling the clean, comforting scent of wood and paper.

If those men were really werewolves, as they claimed to be, then maybe they could change into beasts with no conscience at all. I'd felt overwhelming emotions for the past few weeks. If they experienced emotions even more strongly, I could imagine how unstoppable those impulses could be.

But that was ridiculous! Werewolves? I didn't believe in them. No sane person would.

No, I knew what these men were. They were a gang, a bunch of toughs. Sociopaths, pure and simple. I didn't know if they wanted to rob us or drive us insane or worse, but that was the truth, the only truth that was reasonable. These were men, not monsters. But instead of comforting me, this realization only made them seem even more real. They'd felt like a private part of my imagination before but now I was trying to see all of this more rationally, to disassemble this like any engineering project, examine it, and then put all the parts back correctly. I knew those people were flesh and blood. I'd fought with them already, felt them punch me hard, and I was through with hiding from these madmen.

As I picked up the phone and asked Mary Ann to get the police on the line, I wondered why I hadn't done it sooner. The cops would set this right. They would stop these men who were menacing me everywhere I went.

But the voice that crackled from the other end of the receiver was not the kind, elderly voice of my secretary. I was stunned instead to hear the smooth drawl of someone I'd met much more recently.

“I don't think that will be necessary,” the voice said slowly, in a lazy condescending tone. “Do you?”

My heart jumped in my throat. I'd known the men were watching from somewhere outside, but to my knowledge they'd never actually followed me into the building before. It was one thing to sense them following at a distance, but to have one of them standing just outside my office door, to picture him chatting with my coworkers or reaching over my secretary to answer her phone? It was unthinkable. Especially after the way they'd acted several nights ago, this was just too much. Who knew what they were capable of doing here, in this building full of innocent people. Besides, this was my business, my life, my territory. If they could muscle their way in here, they could muscle their way into any place I was waiting, threaten anyone I cared about!

I pushed my chair back violently as I stood, and it took only three quick strides to reach the frosted glass door. As I opened it, I saw that gaze leveled at me sure and steady, Julian striking a relaxed easy pose as he sat on my secretary's desk, whispering something to her in an intimate tone.

But I felt even more invaded as I watched her giggle. I had thought I was the only one who could make Mary Ann laugh.

Bastard.

“Get away from her,” I said. I was bubbling with rage, but I tried not to raise my voice too much. I knew sound always carried here. “Get out,” I growled through closed teeth, gesturing toward the stairwell.

Julian turned to my secretary again and kissed her hand. “It was lovely talking to you, Miss Howard.” he said in a surprisingly friendly voice. “But Jack and I have some business.” I wanted to shiver as Mary Ann nodded politely and turned back to her work.

The thin man took a step toward me. “Hell of an office you have here, Jack,” he said with an attitude that was so pleasant and conversational I almost didn't recognize him. For a moment, I thought he would actually reach out and shake my hand, clapping an arm around my shoulders like an old buddy. He was obviously trying to goad me again. This was much worse than the confrontation we'd had under cover of darkness. In the office like this, surrounded by people I worked with, I knew I had to keep cool. That added a whole new kind of pressure, knowing just how dangerous he really was. Though I longed to put my hands on him and throw him out forcibly, I didn't want to be responsible for anyone else getting hurt.

He reached out and handed me a small white card with a handwritten address on it.

“What's this?” I asked in a voice that sounded more like a challenge than a question.

“Why, it's an address,” he said in a conversational tone. “A warehouse. And you'll be there tonight if you know what's good for you.”

I felt like asking him more, but I knew I had to get him away from all the other employees as soon as possible. Who knew what he might do to them—or what he'd say. “Let's take a walk,” I suggested quietly, studying him.

“Nah, I don't think so,” he said in that same cheerful tone. “I'm fine here, Jack.”

“Look, Julian,” I spat under my breath. “I can throw you out of here. I can call security right now.”

The man pulled back and let a sideways grin spread across his face. “Security?” He placed a hand over his heart in a gesture of mock terror. Then he patted my arm in a familiar way. “No need for that, ol’ friend.”

Old Friend. Sure.

“Look…” I began to say. I grabbed him roughly by the upper arm and started to back him out of the office. I was more furious than ever. He didn't belong here, and I was willing to force him out any way I could to claim this space as mine and mine alone.

“Easy,” the man said as I pushed him. There was no trace of nervousness in his voice. He wasn't afraid of me in the least.

Well, maybe he should be.

I felt that rage building in me and started to back him up again. “I'm with them,” Julian offered suddenly with a smile, pointing over his shoulder with his thumb.

I looked and saw several of his gang standing in the hall. By now, I didn't care how many there were, I was ready to take them all on. I wanted them out of here. This tension I felt was becoming a hard knot in my stomach.

I started to stride over to where they stood but stopped halfway. I felt stunned as I saw my boss step out from behind them, shaking hands happily with the tallest of the men. I noticed, too, that they were all wearing suits. I glanced back at Julian and realized stupidly that I hadn't noted anything about his appearance. Surprisingly, he looked clean-shaven and fairly respectable. The silver-tongued ruffian and his friends could even pass as credible businessmen right now.

I leveled my attention at the toughs in the hallway. “I don't know what you want here, but I'm giving you about ten seconds…” I warned them. I realized as I said this that I didn't even sound like myself. My voice was bristling with anger.

I realized too that I was unconsciously rubbing my wrist and flexing my hand. I didn't think anything of this, didn't even acknowledge it, until I glanced down and saw tufts of hair collecting on the backs of my arms and the edges of those strange claws peeking from the ends of my fingers, just as they had the night these same goons had confronted me out on the lawn.

It was the rage that was doing it. I raised my hand in front of my eyes and slowly turned it, examining the hideous deformities in disbelief.

This couldn't be happening. Not here. Not now.

I lowered my arms to my sides to hide them from the office, but Julian and the others were now watching me with a new puzzled expression on their faces. Gone now was the smug mask they had worn before. In fact, as they looked at me now I thought I even detected an undercurrent of actual fear.

Something had shaken them up, and badly. But I had no idea what.

My boss stepped forward, putting a hand on my shoulder. He hadn't noticed the hands I'd just hidden behind my back. “Jack,” he said, in a voice of caution, trying to smooth over my hostile tone. He was confused by my confrontational attitude. This was nothing if not awkward for him.

“Jack,” he said slowly, as if calming an excited child. “Jack, these men are here for a meeting.” He patted me on the shoulder and turned me toward the others. “They represent a group of capital investors. I want you to meet…”

“Capital investors?!” I muttered. Did that mean they meant to buy the company, or was it just smoke and mirrors, an excuse to easily push their way inside my office? Either way, they were threatening me. At least that much was clear.

“I meant what I said,” I breathed at them. “Out!”

But they didn't move a muscle, of course. For the first time, my boss was staring at me with a look of complete and utter shock. More than that, he was downright incensed. “Get back in your office, Mr. Devereaux,” he said to me crisply, with a deep frown on his face. “I'll speak with you in a moment.”

“But, sir. I'm sorry, sir, you don't understand,” I said forcefully. “These men…”

“These men don't appear to be a problem. You appear to be a problem. Now back to your office.” He paused for a moment. “Or should I call security?”

From his perspective I was the one who appeared dangerous and unstable. He was furious, and I didn't blame him. To him, I seemed to be acting like a madman right now, threatening visitors and making a scene.

But calling security on me—on me?— when I was the one trying to call the cops about these men only a few minutes ago? They had turned the tables awfully fast—so fast, it was dizzying. And as always, they had the upper hand.

I knew when to give ground. It was clear that I was outmatched at the moment. I felt sick as I realized I'd been humiliated. My career was on unsteady ground now, just as much as everything else in my life.

My coworkers were all staring, some of them hoping for a show, but I couldn't stomach that. I grabbed my briefcase from under my desk and slung its heavy leather strap over my shoulder. Then I headed for the stairs.

I watched my enemies step through a door, one by one, and into a meeting with my coworkers, and I felt sick. The thin man stopped before entering, though, and watched me cautiously for a moment. He simply stared, obviously trying to puzzle something out before turning swiftly, and I wondered again what could have possibly made him so uneasy all of a sudden.

Still, there was no doubt Julian had played this one beautifully.

I was feeling so bewildered and so unlike myself right now that if he were standing in front of me instead of inside the conference room, I might actually have taken my hat off to him.








Chapter Eleven
Marcus

I didn't know exactly what Julian was up to, but I was sure he wouldn't attack in broad daylight—at least not unless he was attacked first.

During the day, none of us could shapeshift in the least and had no strength beyond that of a normal human. Julian wasn't one to invite such a fair fight. If he tried anything with Jack, I was sure it would happen at night.

But then why had he come here today?

I wasn't sure, but I was about to find out. I didn't want to draw attention to myself by constantly protecting the human, but it was something I felt compelled to do. I had brought him into all this, and I felt responsible for his welfare now.

I felt bonded to him almost as closely as a mate. Somehow, an injury to him was absolutely unthinkable, something that I would sacrifice everything else to prevent. Though it was risky to be here now, I had to be certain Julian, Rex, and the others didn't do anything rash.

I knew the smart thing would be to leave right now, to forget about this human and let Julian deal with him. Yet turning my back would be unbearable. I had to try to manipulate this situation in any way I could, but without appearing too curious about a man so devastatingly handsome. The pack would start to whisper about what my motives were if I defended a weak mortal too passionately. There was also absolutely no doubt they would start to piece together my attraction for the man if the twins spoke up about what they already knew.

Radha spying Daniel and I together near the warehouse had been a devastating blow. Now I had to be more careful than ever. I couldn't risk revealing anything to corroborate their discovery about my sexuality. It would be dangerous for the pack to notice me protecting a male as strikingly attractive as Jack.

And so, as I waited in the stairwell of the office building, indecision gripped me. Should I go up to the top floor and find out what Julian was doing in Jack's office? Did I think Julian intended real harm in broad daylight or not?

And most importantly, why was it so all-consumingly important to me? Why was it that I couldn't get this simple human male out of my head?

All these thoughts—and more—raced through my mind till I felt like putting my hands to the sides of my head and sinking to my knees. But the din of questions stopped as I heard footfalls on the stairs.

The swift steps echoed in the stairwell, sounds building and bouncing off of one another like vibrating wind chimes, until the movements of one man could have been mistaken for ten. But there was only one person descending. And when that person rounded the corner, my heart caught in my throat.

He looked disheveled but perfect standing there, his brown hair slightly mussed, his suit jacket rumpled and carried over one arm. And an expensive briefcase with a beautiful cracked patina hung from his strong shoulder.

The man was Jack—my Jack—and he froze in perfect stillness the moment he saw me.

He stood completely motionless on the steps, his hands reaching out to grip the railings on either side of him. He appeared to be trying to decide whether to flee the way he had come or to try to push past me.

The young man looked absolutely frightened. It seemed strange, frankly, to imagine him being terrified of me—me?—when Julian and the others were the true threat to him. Had he not heard me order the pack to stop the attack on him and Ivy at the party? Had he not heard my sincere advice to him about embracing the Change? I was not his enemy. Far from it.

“Out of my way,” Jack ordered finally, straightening and taking a few steps in my direction. He was forcing himself to look confident, and I tried to imagine for the first time what sort of threat he would be to me right now in a fight.

At the moment, during the day, neither of us had the advantage of supernatural strength. But he had a strong build—almost my size—and all the benefits of speed and vigor that youth could give him. But he did not have my experience with killing.

I knew that, when it came down to it, will was what mattered most in a fight and nothing more. If he wanted to win badly enough, perhaps he could best me; but I suspected I was the only one with the stomach for a real standoff.

Jack came at me with everything he had. He threw his briefcase at me first—which I caught—and then, while my hands were holding the bag, he barreled down the stairs and knocked me back against the wall.

He was not trying to kill me. His push was not followed by savage blows or swift kicks to my stomach. Jack was only doing his best to force me out of the way and push past. Still, though, his strike was filled with anger and amazing strength, and he took all the wind out of me with one push.

“Stop!” I ordered, trying to take another breath and managing to hook my hand on his arm and spin him around as he passed. I regretted the rough sound of my voice. I had shouted the word angrily when I really meant it to sound like a plea. I needed to talk with Jack, and I meant him no harm, yet I knew that everything I had done—my presence in the stairwell, my shouted order—had all probably seemed threatening to him. Hell, the human probably even thought I had orchestrated all this with Julian to force him down the stairs where I could corner him alone.

To him, this probably felt like a trap.

But it wasn't, of course. I had a hold on his arm, and so I pulled him toward me now, pushing him into the corner. I had to, or else he was sure to run.

“Damn you!” Jack shouted, and my heart sank. I had meant to help, but things were already off to a bad start—very bad. I cringed as the cornered man tried to twist out of my grip and spat in my direction.

I sighed.

“Listen,” I said in a soothing voice, like a man approaching a wild horse bucking in a pen. For a moment, I thought back to the two of us fighting one another in the road. I remembered the feeling of his foot trying to push me away, the feel of those fingers as he tore at my hair. And, of course, the intoxicating taste of his blood.

The smell of him now was just as enticing. I didn't know what was causing it. He was handsome, for one; but perhaps it was also the smell of his fear reminding me of the night we fought and the strange bond we now shared because of it. I had him pinned against the wall, yes. I didn't want him to get away. But suddenly I felt the urge to kiss this man instead of fight him. Being close to Jack, I felt as enchanted as I had the night we spoke out on the lawn. There was a pull between us, and when I was close to him like this, it was irresistible.

Without thinking, I darted close and put my mouth on his. His lips were already parted, ready to shout at me angrily, but I covered them with mine and muffled the noise.

For a moment, he froze. He tried to flinch away, but I held my mouth in place. He didn't fight me, but he didn't kiss me back, either. Jack simply waited, frozen, as if he were struggling with something internal.

I pulled away and put my hands on either side of his face, looking into his eyes. I was breathing harder now. I felt something important taking shape, and I couldn't believe he didn't feel it, too. This connection between us was no longer that of hunter and prey. It was attraction, pure and simple. I could see that, so why on earth couldn't he?

“I'm trying to help you, damn it,” I told him calmly.

It was plain that he didn't know what to say next, so I let him go and moved back slightly, trying not to make him nervous. When I began to speak, I did it slowly, not knowing exactly how to put into words what I was thinking. Jack was ready to bolt. His fist was already clutching the stairway rail when I realized with a shock that this human had partially shifted.

And outside it was broad daylight, not even close to dusk!

I staggered back and pointed at his hand. “My God,” I stammered.

I must have seemed shaken because he looked from his hand back to me with curiosity. “And what of it?” he shouted. “I thought I was supposed to ‘embrace’ these changes. Hell, I'm a werewolf now, right?” he said sarcastically with a note of desperation in his voice.

I was silent for a moment.

“Well?” he said impatiently.

“A werewolf. Yes, possibly,” I said. “But still, this,” I whispered, gesturing to his extending claws, “isn't natural. Not natural at all. I've never—ever—heard of any member of any pack morphing in the daylight.”

Jack squinted and shook his head, looking at me like I was mad. “So not only am I a werewolf, I'm an abnormal werewolf? Great. Just great,” he said, shrugging his shoulders with a little scoff. He pushed past me violently and tore down the steps.

He couldn't leave now, not when so much remained unsaid between us. This relationship was something neither of us could ignore. I simply had to know how this human felt.

“Do you ever remember your dreams?” I blurted out suddenly.

The way in front of him was clear. He could have taken the opportunity to escape if he wanted to. And yet he stopped. I watched his body turn slowly then as a puzzled shadow fell across his perfect features. “My dreams?” he whispered. He still looked defensive, but at least he hadn't run.

“They were strongest when you were in the hospital…weren't they?” I asked gently. I reached my hand out, lightly touching his arm.

For an instant, I could tell he was remembering something affectionately. He looked almost happy as he stood lost in thought. But as soon as I stepped closer, he pulled back and seemed to feel threatened. “Get off me!” he shouted.

Now he truly was running away. I heard the loud echoing of his feet as he clattered down the steps. For a moment, I was ready to let him go. I felt defeated and confused by his hatred toward me. But there was still no one I cared more about protecting. I wanted to shield him from the others—I had to—yet there was still so much he didn't understand.

I didn't know if it would be a mistake to corner him again. I didn't have time to think about it. I was on him before he took another step, holding both his arms and pushing him up against the wall again. His chest was heaving and his eyes were wet. It was shocking to see. We wolves simply didn't show emotion like that. All of us were so concerned with proving our toughness that we never permitted ourselves tears. He seemed so different from me then, so human, but seeing a little weakness in his tough exterior only made me want to protect him more. For some reason, Jack's red, slightly wet eyes only made my heart go out to him.

He looked up at the ceiling as I held him there. “Oh, why can't you just leave me alone?” he said then, in a pained voice. “All of you.” And suddenly I wondered what exactly Julian had done to him upstairs. He did not appear to have been attacked, but that didn't mean they hadn't hurt him in some other way.

Obviously, Jack thought I was only here to confuse and punish him more right now. “But I'm not like them.” I insisted. “I'm not like Julian or the others.” I squeezed his wrists as I said it. I needed him to hear me. I needed him to understand.

But Jack scoffed, exhaling with a sound that was almost a snort, and I felt his snide disapproval like a physical pain in my chest. I realized he must believe all of this was my fault.

And it was, of course. That was the worst part.

I wondered if he experienced any of the connection, the heat, that I felt as I stood near him, or if I was just being hopeful. With a sinking feeling, I considered that maybe he hadn't fantasized about me the way I had about him. Since the dream, I hadn't been able to get his hard body or his enticing smell out of my mind. I wanted nothing more than to have him but perhaps that did not go both ways. Maybe he thought of me only as an enemy, and he did not think of me with tenderness at all.

For the first time in my life, I felt like a monster. I had no right to destroy this man, but I was doing it now. I could see it in his face. I hadn't killed him, but the power of my bite was destroying him slowly. It was changing him, tearing him apart from the inside out, and he didn't know how to cope. He was becoming one of us. All of us could tell that by now. We could smell it on him. Julian had seen him kill a rabbit with his own eyes. And the night of the party we had all seen unmistakable evidence of his partial change. He must be feeling some of the urges we felt—the violence, the sex—yet he clearly didn't know how to cope with that new ferocious part of himself.

I could tell that he was lost.

“Listen, Jack.” I said. “Can I call you Jack?”

He nodded absently, as if to indicate that was the least of his problems.

“Jack,” I said. “You don't realize this, but you and Ivy are the first we've turned in centuries. We…” I offered him a little shrug and what I hoped was a charming smile. “Well, we simply don't know what to do with you.” I looked at him, but he didn't respond. “You see, the rest of us—all of us—were born werewolves. We've never been human, any of us.”

Jack rolled his eyes and looked off to the side, disbelieving. “Werewolves.” he said mockingly. “Ridiculous!”

“Is it?” I asked gently. “You've seen the proof for yourself. So has the woman.”

“And where is she now, I wonder?” he spat in an accusing voice.

I didn't know what he meant, and my confusion must have shown in my face.

“Where is Ivy?” he shouted.

I didn't know how to tell him. I'd felt sure he already knew. “She's been with the pack for the past few days,” I said. “Didn't she tell you?” I watched his face fall, but I wanted to reassure him. “She hasn't been hurt. In fact, she came willingly. It was Ivy who tracked us down. She came looking for the den, and she found it. The girl has a future as a talented hunter, that much is certain.”

“You lie,” Jack said, his brown hair mussed and one side of his collar turned up from the scuffle. He looked tired, and he said the words softly. Perhaps he already knew in his heart that what I was saying about Ivy was true.

“You should come too,” I added. “It would be best for you.”

The full moon would come tonight, and I wondered what would happen to him. He was in danger, and I was desperate for him to trust me. One way or another, we would make sure he made it to the warehouse with the rest of us. But the question was: would he become a full wolf? We would soon see if humans could truly let go of all the rules of society and embrace our way of life.

Would he rut with us tonight, I wondered.

I shuddered as I thought about it, as I considered what it would be like to watch his body tangled with Daniel and the others, to watch his face as he held tight to one of the females and came, groaning and glistening with a sheen of sweat.

It was too wonderful. He might be one of us. He might hunt and fight and fuck right by my side forever as one of the pack.

Either that, or by tomorrow he would be dead.

But that was too horrible to imagine. I needed him; but if he did not turn, there was really no way I could stop the pack from tearing him apart.

I could sense the desperation in him and hear the sound of his heartbeat as it hammered loudly in his chest. Again, I felt his heat as he stood close to me, and on a sudden impulse I pulled him close. I pushed my mouth to his and tried to silence him. I felt his muscles flexing as he tried to twist his arms away. I sensed the white-hot passion that radiated from his body.

He was furious, but his anger was also erotic. I wanted to hold him still and force all of his emotions out. I wanted to kiss him, to shake him, to make him feel what I felt.

The kiss was electric. Just now, I felt the same energy we'd exchanged during our shared dream at the hospital. For a moment, we were part of each other again as we embraced on the stairs. I was even sure that I felt Jack relax in my arms and kiss me back.

As he pushed his pelvis close to mine, my heart leapt. I could feel his hard erection beginning to stir and felt overjoyed. This human must have been feeling the same desire that I was. I ran my hands up under his shirt, feeling his solid abs and thinking that this was almost too good to be true.

I started to speak, but he stopped me. “Shut up,” he said, kissing my neck.

I could feel his hand unbuttoning the front of my pants. He reached inside eagerly and felt my length gingerly with his fingertips, making me tremble.

I was already hard. The first slightest signs of his interest had made my lust unstoppable. I pushed him back against the concrete wall and felt him exhale. His chest heaved against mine, his breath hot in my face. My ready cock pressed against his, letting me feel a strange sensation I had never imagined before, teasing us with a mutual pleasure that made me squirm.

He pressed his lips to my ear, and I felt him get ready to speak. He opened his mouth and panted, almost breathless with desire.

And then I heard a door being forced open and the rumble of feet on the stairs. We both froze as we heard conversation shouted over the din of footsteps and realized immediately that it was Julian and the rest.

For an instant, Jack had trusted me. But that instant was soon over.

“Jack,” I said angrily as he tried to struggle. I was trying to steady him and get him under control. I was desperate for him to listen. But then I realized how cruel my voice sounded, and I repeated myself more softly. “Jack,” I said gently. “I don't want them here, but I can't control them. You have to go. You have to be careful.” I explained quickly that tonight was the full moon and that he, like all werewolves, would change.

He pulled away again, speeding down the steps, and I couldn't tell whether he was reluctant to leave me or not. This time I let him go. I knew I'd said too much. I watched him hurry away, but just as he heaved open an emergency exit with his shoulder, pressing the door's metal bar, I called out to him.

“Come to the warehouse tonight, Jack. Please. It's the only way.”

I knew he'd heard me because he paused for a moment on the steps. But I wasn't sure whether he'd decide to meet me or not. All I knew was that one way or another Julian would see to it that Jack was brought to us; and I hoped it wouldn't come to that. I hoped Jack would come by his own free will.

This handsome man was like a shell tumbling in the surf. Each time I reached for him, the tide would pull him just out of my grasp and I was left only with a disintegrating handful of water and sand. The effect was maddening. Having Jack always just beyond my hold was turning him into an obsession.

This time, I'd felt sure I'd brushed the shell with my hand. I knew that what we'd just done had affected him. It had affected us both. For an instant, I'd felt him relax against me. I'd felt his tongue brush willingly across mine. We had finally connected again as we had in that elusive dream, and both of us had felt it. But it had obviously unnerved Jack.

Still, though, I was exhilarated to know he must be burning for me as I was for him. Under all his anger and fear lay a more tender emotion, I was sure of it. Yet I was worried he wouldn't survive long enough to express it.

I loved the way he was willing to tell us all to go to hell, even when he was clearly outmatched. I loved that he had been brazen enough to try to deck even Julian. Most humans cowered before us when they realized our strength, but not Jack. Instead of meekly bowing his head and following orders, this one was snapping and fighting and clawing with everything he had.

As he exited the stairwell, he surprised me by pausing for a moment in the doorway. Just as I was turning to walk up several flights to Julian, I heard Jack whisper softly behind me. Looking to him, I was stunned as that angel stood leaning casually and beautifully in the doorframe, illuminated with light from behind. He rubbed the wall nervously with his thumb, and then he leaned toward me. The angel asked me softly for my name.

I told him happily, and I watched Jack return a gentle smile. As he left, I stood in that cold, concrete stairwell, motionless and thoughtful. I realized suddenly that I loved this man, but that I was worried for him.

I also realized that tears were pooling in my inhuman eyes for the very first time.








Chapter Twelve
Jack

I tore through Ivy's house in a panic.

Twilight was already approaching fast and I had to find out for myself if she had really gone to them. But it quickly became apparent that Ivy was not there.

I crumpled the white card Julian had given me in my fist and sat heavily on her low couch. Should I go to them and make sure that she was safe? Part of me wanted to very much, especially if it meant seeing Marcus again.

Marcus.

Suddenly, that simple word sounded beautiful to my ears. I smiled as I thought about it and felt giddy. The tickle of butterflies fluttered in my stomach like an eager schoolboy with a secret crush.

When I was near him I felt hypnotized, as if I could be convinced to do absolutely anything for that man. Even spending those few short minutes alone with him had made me feel ready to offer myself up, body and soul.

My head was still reeling from how quickly our interaction had turned from anger to pure lust. It was incredible how my body reacted when his blond, commanding presence was near. I had felt it the night of the party when he cornered us on the lawn, but even more so today when the two of us were alone. The invisible ties that pulled me to him were as strong as gravity. I could no more have stopped myself from kissing him in that stairwell than I could have stopped myself from falling through the air.

I threw the white card with Julian's looping, ostentatious handwriting to the floor and stood up, wiping my hands on my slacks. I paced the room and nervously watched the sun sinking lower and lower in the sky.

The first warm red hues of sunset were spreading over the horizon. If I was going to leave, I didn't have long now.

But if I stayed, then what? I couldn't risk another dangerous night like that bloody hunt for the rabbit. Who knew if I might do something like that again—or, God forbid, something even worse? Julian had said something ominous about Ivy and a man in an alley, and I still didn't know if she had fucked him or fought him or even killed him. I had no idea what she—or I—might truly be capable of when we finally felt the force of our first full moon.

The one thing I did know was that tonight was unique.

I didn't need anyone to tell me that the full moon was dangerous. I'd felt it all month long. I could hear it calling to me now from the approaching darkness like a sensuous siren's song, tempting me to give in and throw myself overboard into the wild, pitching waves.

Just what was I supposed to do?

Lock myself in? Little good that would do. I'd broken through the window when I'd felt the fever the first time.

Blockade myself down in a windowless basement? Fat chance of that. There were no home basements in this part of the country. It just wasn't practical. The water table near the bayous was too high.

I had no choice, really. I knew I would have to go find others like me if I wanted to be safe and learn how to live under this curse.

I knew that those men were terribly dangerous. They'd felt no qualms about threatening me, attacking me, and destroying parts of my life when it amused them. They raised the hackles on the back of my neck and set my teeth on edge. But I would have to go to them. There was no other way. I had already looked up the location of the warehouse and prayed I would make it there by moonrise.

A swift hard rap on the front door made me jump. It had to be one of them who had come to fetch me. I hesitated, wondering whether to answer the door and resign myself to being dragged off by the scruff of the neck, or to leave the back way and go to the warehouse under my own power.

I was making up my mind when I heard a voice call to me. But the sound was not Julian's aristocratic drawl. Instead, the voice was strong and clear and it pierced through my fears like a lighthouse lamp cutting through the fog. The voice belonged to Marcus, and its rich sound snapped my body to attention.

The powerful figure pushed the door open with a violent thrust as soon as I turned the heavy brass lock. He forced his way into the house and caught me roughly by the shoulders, backing me up.

“Jack,” he snarled at me. “Jack, why didn't you go to them like I asked?”

I tried to tell him that I was going, that I was starting on my way to the warehouse even now, but he silenced me with a roar.

“It's too late now,” he said. “Much too late. You'd never make it by nightfall.”

I turned my head toward the wall of windows and realized that he was right. The sun was setting and the sky was already the color of a ripe blood orange.

“We're stuck here,” he said, giving me a little push and removing his hands from my shoulders.

I wondered why he sounded so angry. After all, this was my choice, wasn't it? If I had chosen to stay and work through these changes by myself, why should he care? I asked him just that in a worried voice.

“Because,” Marcus replied, sounding exhausted. “They'll kill you if you don't join the pack and they'll also kill you if you can't fully change. The only way to survive is to go to them at the full moon and prove you're a full wolf, just like them.”

I groaned and lunged for the door, but he caught me and spun me around. “No, you can't leave now!” he insisted. “The fever would take you before you ever reached the warehouse, and who knows where it would lead you. You could end up anywhere in the city.”

“But Ivy,” I demanded. “What about her? What if she can't change tonight? What if they kill her?” Panic rose in my throat. I had to go to her.

“Don't worry about that one,” Marcus said with a far away look in his eye. “She'll be fine.” He looked at me seriously. “Concentrate on yourself. Julian is furious. He's at your house tearing the place apart right now, looking for you.”

I stared at him with curiosity. “But how did you know I was at Ivy's if he didn't?”

“I knew,” he said intensely, leveling his blue eyes at me.

Once again I felt that undeniable connection. Before either of us said a word, I could sense the real reason he had come to me because I felt it, too.

The sky was turning purple, the moon only moments away from peeking over the horizon. I felt its approach making my limbs heavy and slow.

I could feel the mounting sexual hunger in Marcus and wondered if he could feel my desperate desires as well. We were sharing thoughts, dark sensual flashes, just as surely as we had shared that dream. This man belonged to me, and I to him. I wanted him more than anything I'd ever wanted in the world.

I swallowed dryly as I thought about the rough way Marcus had put his hands on me just now, shoving me back into the house and shaking my shoulders. I'd been roughed up a little, but my body was tingling with excitement. And with a blinding rush of emotion, I suddenly realized I wanted him to do it again.

I pushed him, hoping he would push me back. I thought about our struggle in the stairwell and the brief pleasure that had led to. Emotions swirled in me, my lust and anger peaking even more as I saw the animal gleam twinkling now in Marcus's eyes.

I shoved him this time as if I were trying to escape, brushing past him and bolting for the door. And strangely, I felt silently thankful as he caught me and pulled me back into the house, throwing me to the floor. I bruised my elbow as I fell, but I was surprised at how little that mattered to me. Somehow I sensed that it was healing immediately, and that made me feel even more fearless, more empowered.

Marcus stood over me like a cruel master, appearing more and more subtly wolf-like by the minute. He looked intense, yet impossibly handsome. His muscles were becoming stronger all the time, as were mine. His control over his instincts was lessening, and mine was too.

I wanted to give in to my animal side. I wanted sex, and I wanted it rough. I wanted to fight and force one of us to assert absolute dominance.

I'd never felt an urge quite like this before. Even when I'd been a little too eager with Ivy in the pool, that was nothing compared to what I felt now. Somehow, I couldn't bring myself to admit my desire. I wanted him to take me, to feel him do what he had almost done with me in that dream, but I was determined to play with him a little. I wanted to feign resistance first.

Marcus pulled me up by the arm and dragged me into the bedroom.

Ivy's bed was low and massive, a sleek, unmovable king-size piece of furniture built right into the floor. He tried to push me onto it, but I wrestled him for a moment, trying to keep my balance. I could feel my muscles growing, and I wanted to test my limits, as well as his.

A strange ache started in my bones. It was mild, like a sensitive tooth, but it stretched everywhere. And yet I was not frightened. Like the bruise on my elbow, the pain barely registered, because I knew it would soon heal and not cause any real damage. I felt invincible, and the pain only added an additional thrill.

Eventually, Marcus kicked my feet out from under me and pushed me down. Then, swifter than I could see, he stretched out my arm above my head and I heard a strange ominous click around my wrist.

I looked up and realized with alarm that he had cuffed me. There was a metal pole that ran along the wall, supporting a row of books that made a kind of headboard. I pulled with all my might and listened to the bar make a metallic groan as the cuffs scraped it. But it was no use. I realized quickly that I wasn't going anywhere, and I couldn't decide whether to feel angry or relieved.

“You need to stay put tonight, not hunt,” he said to me.

“Sure,” I purred coyly, looking up at him with a sultry inviting stare. “Is that for my benefit, or for yours?”

Marcus only smiled, but I could see his wolfish teeth were already visible. He looked dangerous, and that only made my heart beat faster.

I could feel the moon rising now, and it filled my entire world. It blurred the edges of my vision and made my mind focus on one thing, and one thing only: this ferocious, unpredictable man who now held me captive.

We each felt the beams of moonlight streaming in through the windows. They looked otherworldly, calling out to us like a spell. The fever was on us now, and we were not ourselves. I felt my self-control slipping away like water dripping through a sieve.

Marcus lunged at me and tore my shirt from my body with one swipe. I tried to move away, but tethered to the bed as I was, I could not go far. Roughly, he pushed me face-up onto the mattress.

I was vaguely aware of a thin layer of fur appearing on my chest and arms, but I couldn't focus easily on such details. Instead, I saw only him. I saw his muscles bulge and watched him bear his beautiful teeth. Then he unexpectedly clamped his free hand around my throat.

I sputtered. I tried to pry his strong fingers off of me, but I also closed my eyes. I savored the lovely feeling of lightheadedness, the thundering in my ears, the soft pressure against my windpipe that I knew could not really harm me. It seemed the perfect extension of how the moon was already making me feel. Instead of frightening me, it actually gave me a secret thrill.

My resistance slowly evaporated. I felt like I was falling into an abyss. This was better than any gag. It felt much more real than that sterile substitute. The tinge of danger was what made it so exciting. Somehow the throbbing at my neck made my cock throb eagerly, too. I could feel the booming sounds of my heartbeat in my ears, the rhythm louder and slower every moment as this man clamped down hard.

As I lay on my back, Marcus straddled me pinning me to the bed completely with his body weight, making the point that he was fully in control. And the truth was that I enjoyed it. I wanted to give in to him.

He released my neck and I coughed, struggling for air as he tore away the rest of my clothes. I lay naked on the bed, vulnerable and exposed. Marcus looked down at me gruffly as he quickly removed his shirt.

He worked his thick leather belt very slowly through its buckle, looking down at me and letting me see the animal burning behind his eyes. I listened to the dull jingling sound of the buckle. It was a sound that signaled pure sex to me, that made me think of that thick, eager cock waiting just beneath.

Then he pulled his pants down off of his legs, and I was confronted for the first time with a man's completely naked muscular body next to mine. He was still sitting on my hips, making it difficult for me to move. And I could see now the intensity of his desire. His member was swollen and ready. It was uncircumcised—no doubt all the wolves must be that way, I realized, if they had been with the pack since birth. And I felt lust shoot through me anew as I eyed it.

He started to turn me over, and I realized exactly what he intended to do next. But I couldn't let that happen, not without showing this dominant Alpha that I was truly his physical equal. I bucked against him, trying to throw him off, and after a moment I twisted out from underneath his hold. We were struggling on the bed, fighting for position. I could feel the moonlight infusing my muscles.. The moon affected my soul now. Its waxing and waning energy controlled me just as surely as it controlled the ocean tides. It twisted me into someone undisciplined, someone violent, someone ravenously hungry for sex.

And I loved it.

I managed to bend into a kneeling position and then maneuvered myself behind Marcus. I could see that his ears were pointed now, that golden fur was rising on his arms. But his lower back and strong glutes were still beautifully human.

I was shocked to see how aroused I was by our struggle. My most intense fantasies were only pale shadows of the elemental need I was feeling now. Sexual aggression flooded through me. Either I would have him tonight, or he would have me.

There was no other way.

I gripped him where his shoulder met his neck and pressed my pelvis against him. I was sure he could feel me as I moved myself close, my hips compensating and matching him as he tried to buck me off.

I could feel my tip pushing between the perfect cleft of his cheeks, his body tensing under me. I felt I would burst with pleasure. After so long, I was close, so close, to having him.

But I was not quite fast enough.

Before I could drive into him, Marcus rolled to the side and threw me off. He pitched me to the mattress and held me tight. He had just turned the tables entirely. It was dizzying how easily he twisted out from underneath my body and mounted me instead. Now it was my chest and face pushed down into the mattress and the solid weight of his stronger body pinning me there.

I tried to give in, to tell him that he had won, but what came out of my mouth sounded more like a growl. I was lost to my animal half, not able to form words at all. Actions were all either of us understood now.

Marcus put his free hand to my shoulder. I felt the rough pads forming on his palms. I felt his claws raking me, digging deep, but I also sensed the wounds immediately closing again. It was freeing to realize that nothing we did to one another could cause real injuries.

I winced as I felt his powerful erection throbbing against my thigh. He dragged it against my tender skin, taunting me. I moaned into the cushion and tried to wrench my body away, but he held me completely immobile, as if I were a sacrifice bound before him and tethered by heavy ropes. This man's body was erupting with power, and I was totally under his thrall.

I realized for the first time that there was no way to escape—even if I had wanted to. The strange thing was that I had longed for this, for all of it. Since the moment he first bit me four short weeks ago, sinking his fangs deeply and painfully into my soft, vulnerable neck, I had longed to submit to him again. I had dreamed about him dominating me, staking his claim again as violently as he wished. Now, finally, it was happening, and I felt a relief so profound I almost wept.

As he first drove into me, I froze as still as a statue. The head of his member burst forcefully through my tight virgin ring of muscle, and I felt stunned. I gasped weakly into the mattress. Marcus was invading everything, pushing into the very core of me.

He thrust in deep, stretching me almost beyond what I would have thought my body could tolerate. I moaned, but it sounded like more of a howl. My claws tore at the mattress.

His movements were designed to prove his dominance over me. It was humiliating that he was clearly so much stronger, so clearly the alpha male. But it was also exciting. I wouldn't have had it any other way. The pain of him pushing in so hard blurred my vision and filled my mind.

He deliberately slowed his thrusts then, and I felt relief wash over me. Suddenly his invasion of me was intended to excite, not to punish. As I felt him slide gently inside, groaning softly into my ear, I felt my own body responding. Shamelessly, I arched my lower back, inviting him to take me. I felt my own cock swelling, thrusting against the mattress as this godlike figure from my very dreams claimed me as his own.

This man was fucking me.

There was no other word for it.

He was fucking me, and I wanted him to more than anything else in this world. I needed him to. I wanted to feel his strong hands holding me down and his powerful muscles forcing me to submit to his will.

The connection that bound us together was stronger than anything I'd ever known. In our dreams, our very souls had connected, just as our bodies were finally doing now.

As he forced himself deeper, I felt the fur on his wolfen chest and the monstrous power behind his thrusts. I was writhing under him, practically begging with everything I was for him to continue.

Marcus held me by the hips and pushed fully into the most sensitive part of me. I could feel his heat and the weight of his body heavy against my back.

His lips were parted and hovering against my ear. I could hear his shallow, ragged breathing. I also couldn't ignore the rough, erotic groans that erupted from his throat each time he forced himself inside me. Those groans were becoming more wolf-like, more animalistic and out of control by the moment.

I felt as if Marcus was opening me up from the inside. He had touched my core and coaxed desires from me I never knew I had. The full moon's power and Marcus's overwhelming sexual potency were working a magic on me I couldn't resist.

I could tell by his pace that he was close to coming. This animal was having his way with me, was using me. I was terrified, and yet I craved more.

As he thrust in to the hilt, his body suddenly bucked with pleasure. He could take no more, and neither could I. Marcus shot his seed inside me, filling me, and I felt silently grateful. His hips were on top of mine, and he held me tight as he drained himself dry, pushing my face cruelly down into the bed.

My cock felt the pressure of both our bodies as it pushed against the sheets. I felt his enormous member settled deep inside me, swollen and satisfied, massaging me and offering me the most forbidden pleasures.

And then I came.

He could feel my body jerking, my muscles clamping around him and squeezing the last drops of satisfaction from his exhausted loins.

I stayed like that for a moment, impaled by him and yet beginning to relax. It was an overwhelming feeling, a level of intimacy I'd never dreamed of before. As he pulled himself out of me slowly, I felt almost bewildered as I lay there, naked, in the darkness. He was a part of me then. I breathed in his musky scent and felt his body curl up lovingly beside mine.

For the first time, I felt completely safe, and I felt completely satisfied. A stronger man had brought his strength to bear and had possessed me completely. I'd had the chance to claim him instead if I was able. But I had failed. And I had reveled tonight in the ecstasy of pure submission. This game of conquest was dangerously addictive. I smiled to myself and drifted off to sleep, knowing it was something I could get used to a little too easily.

The full moon had pulled me toward the polar opposite of my usual self. It twisted me into someone without rules, someone out of control. Yet I would not have had it any other way.

And just now, as I lay next to the one I loved, feeling his massive canine paw resting solidly on my chest, I could not imagine ever shifting back into the man I used to be.








Chapter Thirteen
Jack

I felt the warmth of bright sunlight stirring me from sleep, and I wiggled backward in bed, ready to nuzzle tightly against Marcus's warm, strong body. I let my eyes flicker open and stretched my arm lovingly out across the other pillow.

But there was nothing there.

Alarmed, I pulled the sheets around me and slowly sat up. I put a hand to my eyes to block the rays of light streaming in through the elegant windows. Instead of finding Marcus snuggled affectionately against me, I saw him standing halfway across the room struggling to pull his pants on as quickly as possible.

I felt hurt.

So, that was it? That was all he wanted from me? After what we'd just shared, he was leaving me as soon as he could manage?

Unbelievable.

“Marcus, where are you g…” I started to ask him, but he nodded toward the front door before I could finish, hurriedly pulling his pants up over his other leg and buttoning them.

He jumped on the bed for a moment, reaching across me to grab his shirt. Suddenly, unexpectedly, he pecked my mouth with a short kiss and his face lit up with a smile.

“Ivy's coming through the front door,” he said in a rush. “I'm going to slip out the back.” He jumped on top of me again with a grin, straddling me playfully, and locked his lips on mine. A moment later, he pulled his face away and looked warmly into my eyes, stroking my jaw tenderly with his finger.

So what we'd done had affected him just as deeply. I was relieved. He squeezed my shoulder before bolting to the bedroom door.

On his way out, he tossed me a tiny key. I caught it in my fist, puzzled.

“The cuffs,” he said, making a gesture with his wrists.

Of course. I shoved the key in the lock and scrambled to twist free of the binding metal rings. I could already hear the shuffle of Ivy's feet several rooms away as she stepped into the house.

“But why leave?” I called after him quietly, stretching my arm toward Marcus as if to stop him from disappearing. He looked delicious standing there in his loose-fitting jeans, t-shirt in hand, his shirtless torso leaning casually against the doorframe. His blue eyes twinkled flirtatiously, reminding me of just what a rake he was.

“Why go? Stay with me today,” I pleaded.

“No,” he said very quietly, making a gesture of finality with his hand. “No, I can't. The woman can't see me. She can't know I was here last night.” He looked over his shoulder nervously, listening to her drop her keys into the porcelain dish by the front door.

I stared at him, my entire expression asking why.

He leaned in a little, his voice as soft as possible. “What we did…” he began. “Well, what we did is simply not allowed.” I was stunned as he reached out and stroked my fingers reassuringly with his. “If the pack found out, I can't predict what they might do.”

Ivy's footsteps were moving closer. In another moment, Marcus would not have been able to get away unseen.

“Try not to draw her suspicion,” he said under his breath. “Go to your house after. I'll meet you on the way.”

Marcus kissed his hand and then flipped the fingers around toward me. It was something like the gesture of blowing a kiss, only more masculine. And then, in an instant, he was gone.

I rubbed my wrist absentmindedly where the cuffs had been, but there were no marks. This gesture was a way of recalling what had happened the night before, of conjuring up a pleasant, if incredibly intense, memory.

I could see traces of blood on the sheets from our struggle, and specks of it were still dried along my skin. I remembered the way he had gently clawed my shoulder, but there were no scratches on my back now. My injuries were completely gone. And I felt healthy and restored this morning, practically bursting with renewed life, as if I had been dipped into a restorative fountain of youth and felt every ache and pain washed away.

I could hear Ivy sigh happily as she walked down the hall, and I knew I had only a few seconds to prepare. In a flurry of activity I pulled on my pants and shoes, wrapping the cuffs up in the shirt I was holding.

Then I heard the footsteps in the hall hesitate. “Who's there?” Ivy called in a cautious voice.

I answered.

“Jack!” Ivy yelled and exploded into the room. Her clothes looked frightful. Her gray top was shredded, practically nothing more than a rag now, and her arms were smudged with dirt and dried blood. But she looked happy—ecstatically happy, in fact.

She held her shapely arms out wide and spun around slowly, laughing softly under her breath. For a moment she seemed almost like a madwoman, like one of the disheveled homeless people you might meet on the side of the road screaming about the end of the world.

And in a way, it did feel like the end of our worlds.

Or the beginning.

Only one thing felt certain to us: there was no way either Ivy or I could really go back to our old lives, and we both knew it.

“Oh, Jack,” she exclaimed. “You came here looking for me?”

I couldn't reveal much more about what had really brought and kept me here last night, so I simply nodded.

“Isn't it wonderful?” she asked, peering around with a look of amazement on her face. Suddenly, she grabbed my hands and stared into my eyes, an almost orgasmic excitement in her face. “Did you feel it last night?” she asked in a trembling whisper, searching my face.

I nodded and tried to show that I was happy too, and she squeezed my hands hard and pulled me closer.

“Did you feel the moon?” she asked frantically. “I can see the blood on you,” she hissed, running her eyes along my shoulder. “Who did you kill?”

Who? The word cut me like a knife.

So Ivy had killed a person when she was with the pack last night. An actual human being.

I felt sick when I heard those words. But my thoughts also ran to the rabbit and my own bloodthirsty wolf-like chase several nights ago. I shuddered as I realized that she might really be capable of such a thing. In my heart of hearts, I suspected I might even be capable of it, too, under the overwhelming power of a full moon.

I tried to tell her that, yes, I had felt it—all of it—the anger, the lust. I even lied and told her that I had shared the same violent appetite for blood she had apparently felt last night. I would have said anything to try and calm her.

But it was impossible to truly calm her right now. Her body was full of energy. Even her eyes looked brighter than usual, her black ridge of lashes darker and more striking—almost as if her eyes had been rimmed with subtle black eyeliner, though I knew there was none.

The simplest way to sum it up was by saying that she looked in every way more dangerous and somewhat “off”.

Ivy was not herself.

Or maybe the truth was that until now I had never really known her true self.

Ivy stepped closer and put her arm around my shoulder. Then she bent toward me and surprised me by licking my neck while giving off a low rich purr. “Oh, Jack,” she whispered. “We can do anything now.” She squeezed my muscles, and I could feel the bite of her fingers, the enticing plump flesh of her breasts as she held herself close to me.

“You're strong,” she said sensuously. “I'm strong. And the others will help us. Rex … Julian … all of them,” she said excitedly. “We belong with them and nowhere else.”

She was right, in a way. I knew we needed help from others like us. They must have rules, some sort of guidance they could offer. But then I remembered how serious Marcus had looked when he cautioned me this morning, and I said nothing. I was terrified of revealing too much.

Without warning, this beautiful woman, my oldest friend, made the bold move of reaching down my pants and stroking me with her fingers. I wasn't sure whether she was more excited by me or by memories of her kill last night, but it was more than clear that she desired me. I felt her wind her other arm around my neck and lean her head back for a kiss. But I couldn't focus on her. Ivy was beautiful, yes, but she wasn't what I wanted at all. Right now, I couldn't stop thinking about Marcus standing somewhere outside in the humid morning air waiting for me. It was his muscles, his scent that stirred my fantasies right now.

Ivy was here to say goodbye to her house forever and take the few things she deemed worth keeping, so I told her I was leaving right now for my place to do the same. I twisted out of her grasp and made my way to the back door.

Ivy wasn't accustomed to being slighted. I could sense her posture stiffen as she watched me go, but she wasn't really hurt. Nothing could dampen the feeling of crazed excitement she was caught up in right now.

If this was what she was like in human form, I feared to see her as a full wolf. I knew I could never trust her in that form, murderous and libidinous as she was.

But could I really trust anyone at all when the Change gripped them? Could I even trust myself?

I slipped out the back door of the house and ran along the edge of the pool, slipping out through the arched wooden gate. Irish moss grew through the paving stones, coating my shoes with a heavy gloss of morning dew.

I looked back at the house for a moment, remembering all that had happened last night. And despite all of my worries, I smiled.

Perhaps, I hoped, there was one man I could trust after all.








Chapter Fourteen
Marcus

I was wringing my hands as I waited, nervously pacing in front of a coffee house that smelled of fresh beignets and decadent powdered sugar. It was only two blocks from Ivy's place and right along the route from her house to Jack's.

This was the morning rush, and dozens of men and women were easing past me to sit with a cup of their Saturday morning café au lait and a small white dish of piping hot Creole doughnuts.

But my eyes weren't on the customers. Right then, I was scanning the street eagerly for a glimpse of the one man I couldn't stop thinking about.

And then I spotted him.

My heart fluttered like a nervous sparrow. His hair was utterly disheveled. He looked as if he had thrown on his Converse sneakers and jeans only moments before. To everyone else, he must have looked like a devastatingly handsome frat boy on his way home from a particularly rough night of partying.

But I knew what had really kept him up last night. Now I worried for the first time how he really felt about what we had done. Did he treasure what had happened between us? Was that interaction, as kinky and aggressive as it was, the manifestation of his most secret and forbidden dreams—or of his very nightmares?

The time that passed while I waited for him to notice me was a torment. I bit my lip and fretted while pornographic impressions of the things we had shared tumbled through my mind. I remembered the eager yet innocent look on his face as I pushed him down onto the bed, the heat from his skin, and the vicious struggle for dominance that I had finally won so satisfyingly.

But did he remember last night as fondly as I did?

He was almost shoulder-to-shoulder with me on the sidewalk when our eyes finally met, and I was relieved when, instead of looking apprehensive, his expression immediately softened.

He hurried up to me, looking into my cheerful blue eyes and leaning close. He was staring at me warmly, obviously happy to see me. For a moment, I was tempted to pull him against me and kiss him right then and there, but there were too many nearby onlookers.

My fingertips almost tingled, they longed to reach out to him so badly. We had rushed forward impulsively, like a hero and heroine in a movie running across a field to embrace one another. But now instead of kissing, we hovered together awkwardly, waiting just on the verge, each trying to gauge what exactly the other was feeling. And soon that hesitation stretched out a moment too long, and then even a moment longer, until soon our meeting turned into a strained one, each of us trying to puzzle out why the other was not leaning in for a kiss.

We hadn't spoken at all about what had happened, but I knew deep inside that Jack must feel what I was feeling. Damn it, I had seen the loving look on his face this morning. I knew how we both felt and was determined not to let this morning become awkward. I also knew we needed to talk. So on a whim, I grabbed Jack's hand and spirited him inside the coffee house.

The crowd was thick, and the shop was a din of excited chatter and activity. Everyone was jockeying for position in the snaking line, folding their morning papers casually under their arms. An attractive young worker in a white apron stood beside a chromed espresso maker and placed brimming cups onto delicate porcelain saucers.

I pulled Jack gently through the crowd and into the only unoccupied corner, trying to organize my thoughts. There were things I had to warn him about, and I also wanted to get him off the street. It wouldn't do for any of the pack members to witness us talking together. Even though I had not detected any sign of them, it couldn't hurt to be cautious.

I took his hand, but I could tell that it was difficult for him to hear through the cacophony of noise. I leaned closer, my lips practically brushing his ear, but Jack had no patience for that. Instead of waiting for me to continue, he grabbed my wrist and tugged me into a nearby storage closet.

Boxes were piled high, and the cramped room smelled vaguely of cardboard and cherry wood. The sound of the shop was much more muffled here, but we could hear each other, even the sound of one another's breath, clearly in the small space.

Jack was worried. He ran his hand along the back of his neck and told me how differently Ivy had acted at the house. I listened to all of it, hearing the concern and desperation in his voice, but I had no words of comfort to give him.

“She was with the pack last night,” I said gently. “If she was with them, she either made love to them, or…”

I tried to find a way to put it delicately, but he pushed me. “Or what?” he demanded.

“Or killed with them,” I answered flatly. “And most likely a human, to prove her commitment.” I tried to sound soothing and make my explanation less of a shock. But I was doing a poor job. “You'll have to do the same when you join us,” I told him. “There's no other way.”

Jack backed up a pace, staring at me as if I were a stranger. “Then I won't join,” he said defiantly. “We'll go away, just the two of us. We'll just leave.”

“No one leaves,” I said, grabbing him by the shoulders. “The pack is our family, our only defense. The two of us won't survive on our own.”

“Defense?” Jack asked. “Defense against what, for God's sake? We are the killers. We are the dangerous ones. It seems to me that human beings are the ones who need defenses against us.”

I looked Jack straight in the eye. “But the ones we need protection against are not human at all,” I said slowly.

As that sank in, he looked stunned. He took a few steps away from me, as if it were all too much.

I told him as reassuringly as I could that there were many threats to us, creatures more dangerous than he could fathom—including other shapeshifters. The wolf packs were for our protection, all controlled by one powerful family of werewolves. I told him it was comforting to have a place where we were safe, to have a place within this hierarchy where we truly belonged.

But he couldn't understand.

“We simply can't live outside the rule of law,” I told him solemnly.

“But you broke the law already. What about you and me?” He put a hand affectionately to my chest. “I thought this was forbidden. You break their laws when it suits you, so why not break them all?” His voice dropped to a whisper as he stroked the line of my jaw. “Why not take our chances?”

I laughed a throaty, slightly condescending laugh. So this human, this civilized, upstanding mortal, was the one who wanted to be the rebel now, the rule breaker? It was really all too funny.

But Jack was completely serious. He held the sides of my face and kissed me hard. I could see the emotion in his expression, the real concern behind his eyes. The two of us were bound together physically now. Our fevered, frenzied sex last night had only strengthened the powerful bond my bite had established. We were one now in a way I couldn't even describe. I knew that whatever decision was made, we would have to make it together.

I opened my mouth to speak again, but Jack put a finger to my lips. This time he was the one who embraced me, who cradled me in his arms to soothe away my worries.

I felt his smooth hands trace their way up under my thin white t-shirt. Two of his fingers pinched my nipple tenderly while his teeth nipped gently at my neck. He made a very human little growling sound, and I couldn't help but chuckle.

Jack was no longer some weak human victim. He was becoming something else entirely, a hybrid between wolf and man. When humans were turned, the results were always unpredictable. This one was weaker than the rest of us, but he had the unique ability of being able to shift during the day. That gave him tremendous power.

Yet he felt conflicted. He felt a remorse about killing even that rabbit that I had never learned. But he was still a wolf like us, as I had seen last night, and I wondered how he would reconcile the two. He felt the same fever that we all did during the Change. He had the same libido, the same bloodlust, and I worried about how he would manage to adjust to life within the pack.

I also wondered how I could possibly return to my old life with them and keep a love like ours a secret.

Jack flashed a mischievous grin at me and put his hands on my shoulders. He applied pressure very suddenly, pushing me decisively to the floor. I was on my knees in a heartbeat, looking up to him. For a moment, it didn't even register in my mind what he wanted from me.

Then he slowly unbuttoned his jeans and pushed the heavy blue fabric down his thighs.

And I knew.

I felt the shocking warmth of my own breath as he stepped closer to my face. I closed my eyes as the tip of his member brushed my sensitive lower lip. I smelled his delicious masculine scent.

After the things I had done to him last night, this man still wanted me. Not only that, Jack was eager to turn the tables. My insides twisted and I burned with anticipation as I realized that, for the first time, a sexual partner wanted me to submit.

My interactions with the women of the pack, with Daniel, and certainly with Jack, had all relied on my own dominance until now. For the very first time, my partner and I were equals. For the very first time, a man was asking something of me.

Tasting his soft and salty skin as he parted my lips made me more nervous about intimacy than I had ever been. He was getting hard so quickly as he glided inch by inch into my mouth that for a moment I felt the urge to beg him to slow down.

An edge of panic rose in me as I struggled to cope with this new form of power play. But Jack wasn't being cruel. On the contrary, his every movement was tender. His hand resting at the crown of my head felt like a loving caress. I could still detect the earthy, wooden scent of the narrow closet and the aroma of fine powdered sugar dust from the next room.

Jack glided across my tongue and pressed deep. Hearing his soft exhalation, his unique groan, as he pushed into my throat made me feel sudden joy, as if his pleasure were passing right into me. His happiness was my happiness. I quickly found that I enjoyed this after all. It was not demeaning as I had assumed, not a power struggle like every interaction seemed to be between us wolves. Instead, this was something selfless and tender, and it warmed my very soul to share this with the person I loved.

His member was malleable and fleshy on the surface but as hard as bone at the core, and it turned me on to explore this intimate part of his body for the first time. I used my tongue to trace the ridge between his tip and shaft. I passed my lips along the length of him, feeling his girth against the sides of my mouth and his weight at the back of my tongue as he pushed deep inside of me.

He was moving more deliberately now, but he was still being incredibly gentle. We had turned the delicate silver lock of the closet door, and it made me more relaxed to know for certain that no one could take us by surprise here. No one could burst in on us unexpectedly.

More confident, I raised my hands to his buttocks and squeezed. My fingers gripped his flesh there and I enjoyed feeling the movements of his shapely muscles as he pumped his hips in a slow, sure rhythm, pushing into my mouth affectionately and then drawing himself out again.

I looked up at him with wide, imploring eyes, willing to take any cue he gave me. And for the first time I was able—no, eager—to put aside my own needs and focus on someone else's. To be honest, I was surprised by how good it felt to give up my power, how relaxing and freeing it was to hand over all the decision-making and worry to someone else. I felt safe and taken care of for the very first time as I gave myself to Jack. I basked in his love like a beachcomber lying on the hot sand and drinking in the sun.

When he pulled out of my mouth and lifted me to my feet, I felt bewildered for a moment. I was just getting used to the motion of his body, to his muscles and the exciting untapped power waiting just behind them, when suddenly he felt the need to break that perfect rhythm and interrupt my almost awed service to him.

Without speaking at all, Jack gripped me by the shoulder and turned me to face the wall. He pushed me gently against the back of the closet, my chest pressed to the wood, my head turned, my cheek touching the cool, smooth boards. He grabbed my hands and forced them, palms open, against the wall by the sides of my head.

With a shock, I realized he was pulling my pants down to my thighs. I started to say something to slow down what was happening, but I swallowed the words. They bubbled up in my throat like a groan of pleasure but no actual syllables ever materialized.

I felt his cock swelling against my skin. The thick wet tip that had been in my mouth only moments before now hovered against the precipice of my tight, vulnerable opening. His hot breath caressed the back of my neck and the sensitive space between my shoulder blades.

And then I discovered that Jack could hold back no longer.

He seemed to burst into me, yet in reality he was moving very slowly. The initial movement was overwhelming as he started to stretch me for the first time. It made me gasp for breath and squeeze my eyes closed as if I had just been wounded.

He had opened me up only enough to fit the fat head of himself inside, yet I felt painfully aware of each microscopic shift of him inside me. He was moist and smooth from being in my mouth, but even that did not help as I struggled to adjust to the sensation of someone entering that part of me for the very first time.

I heard him exhale in one long breath as he slid in slowly. He pushed in a fraction of an inch and waited patiently for my sensitive body to adjust. Then he pushed a fraction of an inch more, and then more, until eventually he was pressed in as far as possible, and I felt desperately, unbelievably full.

I was stunned by the sensation. I think we both were.

We waited there like that for a while, holding completely still, his chest flat against my back, the palms of his hands covering the backs of mine as my fingers were spread wide and pressed against the wall. When we breathed, our lungs filled and emptied in sync. We breathed together and rested together as one, intimately and beautifully linked.

When Jack started to pull slowly out of me again, the movement seemed to fill my entire world. It was impossible to think of anything but the friction of him gliding inside me.

I relaxed and tried to let him move more freely. I pushed my body against the wall as he started to pump me in a slow, strong rhythm. I felt my own cock becoming erect and eager as it rubbed against the wood panel of the closet. I closed my eyes and leaned my face wearily against the cool plank.

And strangely enough, I liked the idea of Jack having his way with me. For a moment, I entertained the fantasy of being used solely for someone else's pleasure, of totally giving in, and it gave me pleasure as well.

But Jack did not want to use me. I felt his right hand move down my ribs and then settle firmly around my own erection. As he invaded me with his own thrusts, he stroked me as well, matching the force each time.

We each felt what the other was feeling. Each pleasurable movement was beautifully and perfectly timed. What we were doing was more invasive and yet more loving than anything I'd ever known, yet I thought I might collapse from the intensity of it. The pleasure of Jack's hand squeezing me firmly, of his body invading mine, saturated my senses in a way nothing but the Change ever had.

He moved and I felt the first tickle of that final climax. He withdrew and pushed again, and I could wait no longer. My heart seemed to pound in my ears as I came in Jack's hand. He kept stroking me as I writhed against the wall.

And then I heard the unmistakable groan of his finish. His hand released its grip for a moment as he focused only on himself. He pushed in deep and let out a cry that was fierce and vulnerable all at once. His pecs tensed against my back. His thighs tightened. And I closed my eyes as he held himself in deep and finally exploded into me.

His chin dropped to my shoulder, and he breathed raggedly. He withdrew his hand from mine and wiped my creamy residue carefully from his fingers.

It was as he finally pulled out that we both seemed timid. He did it as gently as he had first entered, in slow, careful stages. And, strangely, his leaving me felt just as intense as that first thrust. Like that painful beginning, this movement was also intimate and emotional and utterly unlike anything else I'd ever experienced. When he was finally withdrawn from me completely, I shuddered from his absence.

We each quickly arranged our clothes again and then turned to face one another. I kissed him, feeling his firm but pliable lips, and then he put his arms around me. We leaned against each other's bodies without a word, both relaxing and drawing strength.

And then Jack surprised me by speaking. “All right,” he said softly. “We'll go to them. I'll go to them now and take my place with the pack.”

“Do you mean it?” I whispered.

“I certainly don't belong with humans anymore,” he said, tears in his eyes. “I don't trust myself around them. I may even hurt people I care about some night if I'm not cautious enough. I won't let myself become a killer.” Jack sighed against me. “The pack may be hostile, but we don't have anywhere else to go. I belong with you, and I'll go where you go. I'll try to love what you love.”

Secretly, my heart soared after hearing those words, but I was still deathly afraid for him—and for both of us. “You must be careful tonight,” I whispered to him. “Julian will demand that you do something to prove your loyalty. I can't say what. He will try to hurt you any way he can. He will kill you, if possible,” I admitted, choking back emotion as I said it, trying to impress on him the seriousness of what he was about to do.

“But why should he care?” Jack asked with amazement, squeezing me tight. “Why does he hate me?”

I didn't answer him. I didn't breathe a word. I simply couldn't bring myself to tell the one I loved the horrible truth.

There was no way for Jack to know that the war that now raged between Julian and I had once been true friendship. Though Julian was one of the Fenris and I was a regular wolf, we had grown up together, practically never leaving one another's side.

It was painful to remember how, as youngsters, we roamed the countryside together. We mimicked the adults by playacting our own hunts and fights. The two of us were rascals, as thick as thieves. But when it came to seducing pretty young girls our age, we were both strangely hesitant. During all those days and nights together, something more than friendship cropped up between me and him.

And we started to satisfy our curiosity not with any young nymphette, but with timid, youthful explorations of one another.

As I stood silently in the closet holding Jack now, remembering those days, it still stirred my emotions and made my chest feel heavy.

It was the night that Julian's father caught us together that everything changed. We were young then—sixteen, maybe seventeen—and the two of us snuck away that evening under cover of darkness to a nearby barn. We did not do anything serious. Yet we had lain down in the hay together, our shirts off, the smell of alfalfa and rough-hewn wood filling our noses. We had reclined on our sides, facing one another and timidly leaning in for those first curious kisses. My hand had lightly stroked Julian's chest. His fingers had curled gently at the back of my thick blonde hair. And in that dusty haybed, I had felt both more afraid yet more exhilarated than I ever had in my short life.

But when Julian's father burst in on us that night, we jerked away from one another guiltily and scrambled for the barn door. It was a horrifying memory that shook me even now as I hugged Jack close. Julian's father roared with fury when he saw us. I escaped safely, only because it was his own son the man was more concerned with. The Alpha didn't care about me. I was a nobody. But in his mind, that made his son's transgression even worse. It was Julian's own father who left the deep scar across his cheek that would never fully heal—since, as children, we did not yet have the powers of regeneration that adult wolves possessed.—And it was also his own father who declared soon after that Julian would not succeed him as pack leader. Instead of passing control of the pack on to his Fenris son, as tradition dictated, our pack members would simply fight one another for control the day the leader died.

Since that night, instead of hating his father for his own shame, Julian quickly became determined to hate me. He blamed me completely for his humiliating loss of status. Though the others had no idea what had led to the horrible falling out between Julian and his father, Julian had still been debased and embarrassed; every day that passed, he seethed with even greater contempt. The night I won control of the pack after his father's death, Julian almost went mad with fury. And I knew that he had silently vowed then and there to one day destroy me.

I had seen it in his eyes.

But how to explain all this right now to Jack, to the one I wanted to protect above all else, to the one who already had so many frightening things on his mind because of me? How could I worry him more? How could I explain the real reason Julian hated him so much?

I couldn't tell him. I searched for words, but none came. For a long while we clutched one another and did not speak. I stuttered, trying to offer something reassuring, but emotion swelled in my throat like a stone, blocking the sound.

Eventually I spoke, but the noise was as quiet as a sigh. “Why does Julian hate you?” I answered simply, speaking in a soft whisper. I stroked Jack's thick arms and held him close, looking off into the distance. “Because he can see that I love you.”








Chapter Fifteen
Jack

Marcus heaved me through the door of the warehouse with one hand like a confident guard who had just captured an intruder. He threw me to my knees, pulling the metal door shut behind me.

The warehouse was dusty, and I coughed several times. I must have looked helpless and pathetic as I waited on my knees. But then that was the idea. We had to play our parts and act as if Marcus had just caught me and hauled me in after tracking me for days. No one could be allowed to suspect we'd been together all this time.

But Julian knew.

I could see it in his face. As I looked up from the floor, brushing the dirt from my cheek, I immediately laid eyes on Julian himself. He was sitting there in the middle of the room like a king. I felt as if I had just been dumped before a great lord in his throne room. Julian casually waved away the men who were standing around him with a regal flick of the wrist. I felt a sinking feeling as I watched them obey, realizing at last what a hold he truly had over all of them. Marcus might be their leader, but they wanted to follow this man. It seemed natural to them. I could easily tell that.

I suddenly wondered if coming here had been a terrible mistake.

A roaring fire crackled in an alcove on the far wall, offering some extra light. Because of the lofty ceilings, it was not making the warehouse uncomfortably warm at all. On the contrary, the space seemed cozy. I was surprised at how livable it looked here. From the outside, it appeared to be a crumbling, wasted-out husk of a building, but inside, the brightly colored fabrics and flickering firelight made it feel sensual and downright plush. It looked more like a boudoir or a harem, some small hedonistic paradise, than an actual warehouse.

Julian reclined back in the great chair and spoke loudly. “So, Marcus. What have you brought me?” he asked cheerfully.

Marcus looked stung. He was absolutely bristling with anger. Julian certainly didn't sound like he was talking to his leader. He sounded like he was calling out to his servant.

“I didn't bring you anything,” Marcus seethed. He looked to the other pack members, speaking to them. “But I've found the other human. We'll keep him close tonight and see if he changes. If he can, he'll be one of us.”

“Simple as that, huh?” Julian interrupted in his slow aristocratic drawl, leaning back into his huge high-backed chair and pretending as if all this was only a minor trifle of no concern to someone like him. “Very well, then,” Julian said. “Throw him in the kennel then, as our Lord Marcus suggests.”

The man seated before us shot me an evil, twisted smile as the others seized me by the arms and wrestled me to the rear of the warehouse. I finally panicked as I felt myself wrenched away from Marcus's side. I knew I needed to keep him close, to seek out his protection, or else all might be lost.

When they finally released me, what I saw was no dog kennel, but a great steel cage. I was heaved inside it like a mongrel at the pound. Just as they slammed the door shut, I threw myself against the bars.

I protested loudly, but most of the pack members simply grinned and moved away. I pushed against the bars several times, testing them, but found they were just as solid and immovable as I'd expected. I sighed and looked down at the floor.

Soon I was interrupted by a woman's soft deep-throated laugh. The woman was Ivy.

It was almost a shock to see her there. She looked so different, just as otherworldly as the rest of them. Her skin was light brown and perfectly smooth. It shone with an almost preternatural glow. She looked like a saint's flawless, dark-eyed statue looking down from behind an iron railing in a chapel.

But I was the one behind iron bars, of course, not her.

I tried to ask her what they would do, but she only stretched out her long arm and held a single fingertip to my lips. Her nail retained a few stray chips of her favorite dark nail polish. “Shhhh,” she hissed, and then exploded into laughter, like someone who was half drunk.

“Sit,” she snapped, pointing at me. I repeated my questions again, but she didn't seem to hear me. “Stay,” Ivy whispered. She ran her hand tauntingly along the bars with a winding snakelike gesture, looking down at me like a woman examining her pet, and then she turned to walk away.

I felt lost. I had followed Marcus here because I loved him, because I trusted him. But I was also searching for something more. I had come here seeking safety and comfort. I thought that I would receive some sort of knowledge from these people, some insight into who and what I was. Yet now it seemed clear that they had no insight to give.

“I thought you would help me!” I yelled into the warehouse. I slid my hands down the bars and sat by the wall of my cage, an expression of resignation on my face. I started to speak softly to no one in particular. “I thought that you would teach me what I am. But instead you're treating me like nothing but an animal.”

“Then you are learning,” spoke a cold arrogant voice nearby. The sound of those first syllables made me jump. It was Julian, fresh from his makeshift throne, come to gloat at last.

“Tonight we'll see what a little beast you really are,” he said in his usual casual way, as if he were discussing nothing more important than the weather. He put both hands on the bars and peered in at me slyly. “And don't think that handsome man of yours will come to save you,” he smiled. “You'll have to pass this test yourself. Either that or find one of the females to accept you as a permanent mate. In theory, you could be admitted that way.” He looked me up and down with an evil stare. “But I guarantee you won't find one willing.”

I thought of Ivy and wondered how he could be so sure, but of course I didn't ask. Julian had probably only suggested this option knowing it would hurt Marcus. And it was true. Taking Ivy—or anyone else—as my permanent partner was no solution at all. Marcus would be crushed.

Julian left me alone and strolled across the room to speak to Marcus. I could see them arguing. Despite the tension all around them, they both appeared surprisingly calm. It was probably an artifice maintained for everyone else's sake, to make them think their leader—or leaders—had everything under control. Yet I was flooded with the fear and worry that Marcus felt. I could sense his anxious state of mind like a bitter aftertaste in my mouth. I couldn't read his thoughts exactly, but I always had a strong impression of him, especially when he was close by. Whether it was lust, anger, or worry he was feeling, for some reason I felt it, too.

Whatever those two were saying to one another, there was no doubt their words were hostile. And there was also no doubt that those words were about me and my now-uncertain fate.








Chapter Sixteen
Marcus

As night approached, there was none of the usual erotic anticipation. While we would usually be pairing off by now, making subtle overtures to one another, this evening there was none of that. There would be fights tonight, not lovemaking, and we all knew it.

Jack looked surprisingly calm when I sent Daniel to tell him. I didn't dare go over there myself. My emotions were too strong. I was afraid of standing too near, afraid that I was already wearing my affection for Jack on my sleeve.

Everyone readily accepted that Jack would fight tonight with whomever felt like challenging him. It was a necessary evil here, as natural as breathing. Displaying his strength would give him a rank within the pack. All in all, it was a rather sadistic way of welcoming a newcomer, but I was grateful that the others had accepted my decision, and that a scrappy fight was all Jack would have to endure to become one of us.

I knew that Jack would be bruised and bloodied, but I was not worried. These weren't fights to the death, just assertions of power. I had no doubt Julian would join in. Jack would be roughed up badly. And, more than likely, he would lose every time, since these wolves were all seasoned fighters. But any injuries to him would quickly regenerate and Jack would soon be at full health again. Any losses he suffered tonight would only hurt his pride, not his health. I felt excitement, as if Jack were a sportsman getting ready for a big game, a game would begin very soon.

Julian, of course, changed first. His Fenris blood absorbed the moon's power the moment it peeked over the horizon. His muscles expanded to enormous size and his body stretched until he was a frightening, salivating wolf with bluish gums that towered over the rest of us. His fur was black flecked with small strands of gray, slightly peppered just as his hair was in human form. When he turned, snapping his jaws, he looked truly terrifying—everything a rabid, feral monster should be—and I could see Jack retreat in his cage as he witnessed it. Jack turned to me, breathing hard, and I could feel real terror creeping into his heart at knowing he might have to fight such a creature alone. I wanted to reassure him, to tell him that he could not really be harmed, but he would learn that for himself soon enough.

A few minor scuffles broke out in the ranks as darkness descended on the building. It was time now. We could feel it. Tension was building between all of us, not sexual as it often was, but predatory. Everyone was jockeying for position, scrambling and snapping like wild dogs fighting over scraps. The pack members couldn't hold back forever.

As I watched Jack pulled from his cage and hauled into the center of the room, I worried for him. I didn't want to feel skeptical about his chances, but, since this man had grown up as a human, I was worried he might be too soft for this, too gentle. Though his body was changing, his eyes did not look like those of an angry predator ready to draw blood. I worried because I wanted him to do well, for him to win their hearts instead of their taunts and jeers.

Yet the fever was on him. I could sense his conflicted emotions, the excitement and the ecstasy of the bloodlust very slowly building inside him.

Jack got his bearings and hauled himself to his feet. His shirt was off. His pants were in tatters. He reminded me right then of a gladiator in the Coliseum, thrown into the ring and watching the gates close, waiting to see what horror would be unleashed upon him next.

As it turned out, that horror was none other than Rex. Julian's muscle-bound henchman and right hand man stepped forward, slowly circling Jack like he was sizing up a helpless meal.

Silently, I groaned. It was unfortunate that Rex was the first to issue a challenge. The hulking specimen had bone-crushing power and a taste for blood to match. I knew that he would hurt Jack and hurt him badly. But there was nothing I could do.

Rex stepped forward, standing on his back legs. He was still mostly human, and so was his opponent. None of the others wanted to fight until they had fully changed, but Rex was impulsive. He thought this newcomer would be easy prey.

Rex was at least a full head taller than Jack. He lumbered forward with his claws spread wide, taking a fierce swipe at his new opponent, thinking he would knock him out in one blow.

As I watched the fight, it seemed to be in slow motion. My heart was in my throat. I tried to swallow, but my mouth was dry. As I saw Rex swing, I braced myself. For a moment, I wondered why I had brought Jack here. I winced, not wanting to watch him in pain.

But there was no impact. Nothing at all. Jack was much too fast for him. He darted beyond the rage of Rex's entire arm, even those dagger-like claws. Rex swung again—this time with his left—but Jack ducked under it, punched Rex hard in the groin, and then immediately leapt out of range again.

The effect was almost comical. Despite their wariness of this partial human—this half-breed—the pack erupted in cheers and howls. They stamped the ground and pushed at one another. The rabble looked like a crowd at a medieval hanging, their clothes threadbare and torn, dirt under their fingernails and rough stubble on their faces. And like such a crowd, they were gathered around to see one thing and one thing only: the spectacle of blood. Right now they lived for it. And the more they saw tonight, the more they would crave.

Rex was bent over double now, cradling the sensitive injured area between his legs. Though consciously he knew that he would heal soon, nothing could stop the most basic of all male reflexes. Before Rex could recover, Jack darted behind his back. He sprang on top of him and pushed his opponent to the ground like a wrestler. My handsome human whom I had thought to be so fragile, my worldly, civilized architect, toppled the larger man as if he were simply knocking down an unstable building. He had weakened him right at his foundation, and from there he brought the whole heavy shell crashing down upon itself.

There were no rules to this game, but when Jack pinned Rex in the dirt and clamped his teeth down hard on his neck, when he spilled his blood and made him roar, Jack was clearly the winner—at least for tonight.

I watched Jack's face as he rose triumphantly and released the giant. He wiped the blood dripping from his chin with the back of his hand and puffed his chest out proudly. For the first time, I imagined him fitting in here, after all—not just surviving with us but thriving. I felt both his elation and his absolute ecstasy as he kicked Rex out of the circle and gestured for more.

I spotted Julian at the other side of the ring standing as still as a corpse. The great wolf's eyes were narrowed to yellow slits. Julian was in an absolute rage. He seethed with it. The radiating waves were almost visible, like heat rising off scorching hot pavement in summer.

As he walked carefully into the ring, step by delicate step, I could hear the excitement in the crowd. They rarely saw Julian fight. It was madness for anyone to challenge him. The pack members all knew how strong he was.

The question was: did Jack truly understand? Did he know what he was fighting, or did he gravely underestimate this opponent?

I wanted to jump into the ring and fight by Jack's side, but I held myself back, my pulse pounding. I licked my lips and wiped the sweat off my brow. The two circled each other slowly, as canines always do before a fight. Both were completely turned now. Jack looked like a natural wolf, even if his rich brown color was a bit unusual. And Julian was, of course, a wolf as well, but of incredible size, easily twice as large.

A shaft of cold blue moonlight streamed into the warehouse. It spread out all around Jack and Julian in a huge square, looking like a great glowing carpet. Orange firelight flickered on the opposite wall, giving off a warm hue. The two wolves were drenched half in electric blue moonlight and half in orange licking flames, and the contrast was startling. Rays glinted off their teeth and eyes and claws, making it even more impossible for any of us to tear our attention away.

I watched as Julian shot toward Jack but did not attack. Instead he calmly observed Jack dart out of range. He was testing him.

After he did it twice more, I could feel Jack's frustration. Jack was impatient. He wanted the real fight to begin. And so, just like a beginner, he made the rookie mistake of making the first move. Jack sprang forward thinking he could swipe Julian across the face and then retreat, but Julian was too fast for him. The black wolf clamped his jaws down on Jack instead and wrenched him forward, throwing him off balance.

Julian clearly had every advantage. The larger wolf stepped on top of Jack's body and pinned him down with his weight. Julian had clearly won, and the battle had been disappointingly quick.

But Julian did not walk away in triumph right then. He wanted the one I cared about to suffer as much as possible. I felt sickened as he drew his hard claws across my lover's chest. The flesh gave way easily, like a warm knife cutting through cherry pie. I heard Jack cry out pitifully, but most distressing of all was the horrible panic I heard inside his head. Jack looked to me in anguish and stretched out his hand. I could feel the intensity of his fear. Jack thought that he would die from his wounds. My heart sank as I realized he felt betrayed by me. He thought he was dying, that his life was slipping away, and he wondered why I wouldn't step in to save him.

He thought I didn't care!

With each torturous strike, I felt Jack's panic grow. And such suffering was more than I could bear. I exploded into the ring in a rage. “Enough!” I shouted. In a moment, I would force Julian off if he didn't comply. The bastard thought he could hurt me by hurting the one I loved, but I was having none of it. Julian had clearly won. The contest was over.

But the rest of the pack didn't see it that way. They loved the sight of the blood and the sound of Jack's screams even more than they had loved the suspense beforehand. The violence was like an aphrodisiac to them. Several wolves even pulled nearby females to them. I saw Ivy yanked nearer by Rex, crushed against his muscular chest as he smiled down at her possessively.

But I didn't care about them. I was determined to separate the two fighters. I shoved Julian off and stood my ground between them. I gave a ferocious growl, and Julian stepped away slowly, calculatingly. He moved out of the ring, looking casual, as if leaving was his own idea.

The crowd was in an uproar. To them, what I'd done seemed improper. It was something that had robbed them of an exciting show and given this outsider an advantage they didn't feel he deserved. Aiding Jack had been a mistake, I realized coldly. But as I looked into the frightened eyes of the one I loved, I realized I'd had no real choice. I simply could not have left him like that.

My soul warmed as I looked into Jack's face, seeing he was safe after all. I wanted to hug him close and reassure him. But my concentration was broken as two young wolves burst in through the side door.

I couldn't imagine what new challenge lay in store for my love. But at least I was standing by his side. I moved closer to him, feeling his fear, and silently prayed for this nightmare to end.








Chapter Seventeen
Marcus

The two wolves were dragging a man between them. As they arrived, the crowd erupted in a new round of shrill howls that pierced my sensitive eardrums and made me wince.

The wolves threw the young human into the ring face down. He cowered, of course, in this room full of monsters. This was a boy only a few years younger than Jack, and he had just stepped into a dark and impossible nightmare. When he wiggled to his knees and timidly raised his head for the first time, I gaped. This man was almost a spitting image of Jack. It was uncanny. Julian must have chosen him specifically to taunt us.

And though I didn't want to consider it, I already knew the real reason for his presence here. I looked around the room and my eyes stopped when they lighted on Julian. He was grinning. His wolfish pupils burned hatefully like two coals in the dark. For a moment, I wished that things were different between us. I didn't want this horrible rivalry. It was pointless. But I knew that the time for healing such wounds was long past. There was no way for us to reconcile now. Julian was hell-bent on my destruction and the destruction of everything I cared for.

The one I cared for was Jack, and I watched as the crowd threw him into the ring with the human. Jack looked terrifying right now. He was a horrible beast, a wild wolf splattered with blood.

The crowd pushed him closer. It was clear they expected him to kill. No doubt Julian had planted this idea in their heads days ago.

They forced him up against the boy, and I could feel how conflicted he was inside. He was clawing desperately, trying to hold onto his humanity, but he could feel the bloodlust rising within himself nevertheless. Each fight, each vicious blow that he had already inflicted had whipped him up into a kind of frenzy. This emotion was a force as powerful as a river current. No matter how hard he tried to resist, I knew the flow would pull him under. It would be impossible to swim against it. He could fight it no more than the rest of us could. When the fever took hold of us, we were powerless to stop it.

The difference between us was that he felt bound by his very human sense of guilt, but we did not. I knew deep down that the sooner he was able to break free of those pre-imposed limits he would be happier—and stronger. For a moment, I considered that maybe Julian was right. Maybe forcing Jack to learn how to kill was the right thing to do.

I could sense the war raging within him. It was clear that killing a human being would tear Jack's soul in half. Yet he couldn't resist. He could smell the fear on the boy as well as the sweet scent of his blood. Like a man in a trance, he reached out his hand and felt the boy's heart hammering frantically in his chest, like a trapped bird beating its wings wildly against a cage.

But the boy's fear only drew the hungry wolf closer. Jack wasn't listening to the crowd any longer. He didn't even know they were there. . I could hear his isolated dreamlike thoughts. He was mesmerized by this boy—by both his beauty and his vulnerability. Jack was trying to tell himself that it was for the boy's own good, that the pack would torture and kill the human anyway.

But that was just a lie, of course. There was no real mercy in what Jack was doing. I could feel his hunger for this enticing victim. He wanted him, pure and simple. Just a taste, Jack whispered silently to himself. I could feel the bloodlust burn in him like fire. Jack bent over the helpless human and slowly sank in his two rows of razor-sharp teeth. The movement was remarkably graceful. It was almost as if this beast was bending down for a tender embrace.

Yet this was no ordinary kiss. As Jack's teeth punctured that virgin flesh, he bit down hard and felt the boy shudder. Jack was feeling both profound ecstasy and profound pain. He didn't want to do this, and yet he couldn't stop himself.

I was feverish, too, as I watched. I was as caught up in this act as all the others. Yet I was the only one who could sense Jack's anguish, and it made me long to reach out to him. My love needed more than simple comfort. He needed to be stopped. He needed someone to save him before he lost himself in this. If Jack destroyed this man for his own pleasure, he would never forgive himself. I was sure of that. And I couldn't bear to see him live that way, half mad with guilt.

On an impulse, I charged forward and pulled the wolf from his victim. But Jack did not look grateful. On the contrary, he snapped at me with a violent reflex.

Seconds later, though, he stumbled back from the boy in horror and gawked at what he'd done. He swatted at the red liquid dripping from his chin and spat, disgusted. I watched as Jack sank down and started to wipe the blood desperately from his lips and struggled for air.

The crowd gasped. No one could understand why I had interfered. Perhaps if I had claimed the victim for myself they would have forgiven me; but I hadn't. Instead, I'd interrupted the entire proceeding, and Jack appeared weaker than ever now as he struggled to pull himself together.

The boy was bleeding, but I estimated that he still might survive—perhaps. The hour was very, very late by now. The sun would even be up soon. We could all feel the transformation waning a little. Our human forms were already slowly returning, and I found that I could speak once again. As I looked around at the group, I could see that many of them were in partial human form now. I hoped that perhaps the pack would show some mercy.

But, of course, they did not. Julian was the one who took the initiative to step forward and break the injured human's neck. He turned to Jack next, looking pleased with himself. “Well, if you're not going to play along,” he said like a stern father. “Then I guess we'll have to throw you out of our little game, too.”

He made a move for Jack, but I stepped in. “Let him be, Julian!” I commanded.

Julian scoffed, and the others seemed to be on his side. “This one didn't even kill,” he hissed. “He doesn't belong here.”

I didn't want to do it. Even the thought made me feel disgusted. But I turned to Ivy. I looked her straight in the eye. “One of the females is ready to take him as her mate,” I said. The others looked surprised. “She will take him, and then there will be no more argument.”

But Ivy didn't budge. To my horror, Julian looked even happier than before. Clearly, there was something I didn't know. “Ivy!” I pleaded. “Help him!” But she only stepped toward Rex and snuggled close.

“Rex has already claimed Ivy,” Julian offered in his usual drawl. “And I'm sure you won't find any other women willing to take the newcomer.” Julian had planned this well. He looked Jack up and down. “This human doesn't belong here, Marcus. Stand aside!”

“I give the orders here!” I shouted.

“But we're accustomed to your orders making sense,” said a calm voice.

The twins stepped forward, glancing from Jack to me and then over to young Daniel standing near the great fireplace. So their jealousy was finally surfacing, at last! Radha hated what she had spied Daniel and I doing together in the dark. She hated that I would never take her for my own. She would never be the leader's mate as long as I ruled here. And so now she hoped to help tear me down and replace me with another.

Perhaps she and Julian had even made a convenient arrangement already—the new Lord Julian and Dame Radha come to usurp me. Thinking of that, I almost erupted in a bitter, hateful laugh. It was so wasteful. All of it. This sudden shift of power made me feel desperately alone.

All eyes turned toward Jack and me. I wanted to reach for him, but I didn't dare. Suddenly they viewed us both as disruptive forces that had to be reckoned with. I had interfered with tradition tonight and had disappeared for too long with no explanation. And Jack had proved too human for their tastes. The lot of them started to move in on us slowly, their legs creeping along the ground smoothly like spiders.

I held a hand to Jack's chest and tried to back him up. But there was nowhere for us to go. We were surrounded on all sides.

Panic rose in me as I desperately searched for a way to save at least Jack, if not myself. I felt hatred for the pack and for Daniel in particular as I realized he was not willing to do anything to help us. My wolfen strength was ebbing from me, as were my heightened senses, and I knew that all was lost.

Yet I could detect a strange new scent as it suffused the warehouse. It smelled at first like ash and oil. But then I realized that I felt its mounting heat as well at my back.

I turned to see what it was. Somehow, flames had spread from the fireplace and engulfed a major section of the floor. Because it was wooden and strewn with mattresses and fabric, the fire had expanded quickly. It was now even reaching up the beams of one wall.

I heard a scream from one of the wolves as fire licked at her leg, and she jumped clear of it. To my amazement, the circle around us broke as several scrambled for safety. Others tried in vain to smother the flames.

The smoke was soon too difficult to tolerate, like a dark veil over our eyes. It was unreal. As I turned, the heat felt like a blast furnace. It enveloped my face and dried my exposed skin instantaneously. In another moment, I would feel it seeping deep inside like a sunburn. I knew Jack and I couldn't stay here long.

I had no time to think about how this well-timed fire had started or about what might happen to the others. My only thought was to grab Jack and pull him to safety. Yet as I stretched to take his hand, I realized they were still paws. Because he was still feeling fear, Jack had not changed out of wolf form yet.

We hurried out. I turned to roll the main door shut behind us, and stood surveying the mayhem for a split second. The two of us had been inches away from death. I tried to imagine the impact of dozens of sets of teeth and claws ripping into me and shredding my flesh to ribbons, but I almost couldn't fathom such a thing. I was in shock. These people, the only family I had ever known, had all turned on me. A life that I had built here for over a century was being ripped away. As I clutched the doorframe and watched the flames climb, my knees felt weak.

“Come on!” Jack yelled. He nudged my midsection and tried to tear me away, but I felt stunned. The pack members scattered like insects after their anthill is destroyed. They scurried across the warehouse, dodging debris as it fell from the ceiling, and screaming over the din.

Only one man did not move. A solitary figure stood motionless at the opposite end of the structure, and my eye was drawn to him only because of his complete and utter stillness.

It was Daniel, standing quietly by the fireplace.

And at once I understood.

It was Daniel who had sparked this blaze. I had been cursing him for not speaking up for us, but now I knew the truth. He was helping in the only way he could. I caught his eye and gestured for him to follow, but he took a step back. Daniel was always one to play it safe. He would stay with the others, not strike out on his own with us. I watched him turn and walk out the back to safety.

But my own safety and Jack's was what I had to worry about now. Jack grabbed me and hurled me backwards away from the warehouse. He snapped me out of my strange reverie and herded me toward the street.

I saw Julian not far away, soot-covered and bruised. But he still looked regal. When he spied us I could tell his first reaction was to lunge in our direction, but that would not have been wise. Jack still had all his wolfen strength, and he bared his teeth at the others in a stern warning.

Julian backed away a step but still seemed haughty. He had gotten everything he wanted tonight. And what was I left with? I would be outcast and alone after this spectacle. The twins and Rex stood close by his side. Each of them stared me right in the eye. Julian had won, and he wanted me to know it. He issued an order to Rex right then and there just to prove it, and I watched the giant scramble away quickly to do his new leader's bidding.

My head ached. Jack didn't understand the things we would face now, but we had no choice. He pulled me free of the billowing smoke and far from the frightened pack. I felt the dark thatch of hair on his heaving chest. His concern for me grew as I started to cry.

Jack was fully healed, and the sounds of my friends’ screams were fading. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to keep moving. When I thought I couldn't walk another step, I simply leaned on him.

I had lost everything, but Jack had lost his old life, too.

The world was a different place now for both of us.

But at least it was ours.








Chapter Eighteen
Jack

The two of us ran until we could not take a single step more. We collapsed together just behind the levee and stared out over the lapping water of the ship channel.

Rain had broken out in a terrible downpour, as it did almost daily in the summer. But right now I did not mind. The sunrise sparkling on the surface reminded me of an impressionist painting. Glittering dots of rain on the waves seemed mottled with the most unlikely colors as the sun rose higher and warmed our faces and chests.

“You bastard!” I said, pushing him. “How could you take me to those fiends? How could you?”

But I didn't really blame him for trying to bring me to the pack. His first impulse was to believe that we belonged with our own kind, and that impulse had been a logical one. How could he have known my presence would be the catalyst for such destruction?

I realized that what I felt must be fear, not real anger. I turned right into the light and closed my eyes, trying to calm myself at last and shed this destructive animal form.

We were both hurting. As my fur started to disappear, Marcus bent his head low and licked the blood from my chest. He was ministering to me as if to ask for forgiveness. His tongue was as long as a lion's and rougher than a normal dog's. It felt like warm, wet sandpaper against my skin, but it was much more wonderful than that. It felt comforting. I knew I was safe and secure here in his arms.

Marcus licked me now where Julian had struck his terrible criss-crossing blows. Now I regretted the way I had panicked, forcing Marcus to come to my rescue, but I still loved him for doing it.

I bent close to this man and kissed him, and I was startled by the fierce ardor of his response. He pulled the back of my hair and kissed me with sincerity. He steadied me, he drank me in, and I realized that I was doing the same. I was inhaling his scent and licking him and running my fingers along the strong line of his jaw in a way that was almost painful.

The two of us had just emerged from an unimaginable hell, and we needed to know that we were still alive. We wanted to force each other to feel it. We were trembling, but we were also mad with love.

After all those fights—and the overwhelming temptation of that young man that I could not even bring myself to think about—I felt utterly drained. I collapsed on the grass knowing that I had used my last reserve of energy.

But my body was still tingling. Marcus stroked his tongue along my rock-hard abs and then even lower. I sucked in a breath and put my hands behind my head as he took me quickly in his mouth. I hardened inside him, my emotions welling up inside me like a spring.

I sensed his emotions, too. What Marcus was feeling above all was profound relief that we were safe. He wanted to explore every part of me and know that I was real. He was handling me roughly. I felt him glide down even lower, stroking me in the most intimate place imaginable. I closed my eyes and gasped as he circled over that tight entrance, swirling quickly inside me with that long, rough animal tongue, trying to know each and every part of me.

When he raised his head and looked down into my eyes, his face was handsome and human again. Rain dripped down from his thick blond locks into my eyes. We felt very possessive of each other right then. I needed to feel him inside me more than anything I had ever wished for. As he put one hand to my hip and drove quietly into me, I gritted my teeth. I lifted my hands to his back and clutched him desperately. I dug my soft human fingers into his skin.

Cool water pooled under me in the grass as rain continued to fall. I enjoyed the weight of Marcus’ body on top of me and the masculine scratch of stubble as his face nuzzled mine.

When he looked at me with those kind blue eyes and drove deep inside, my heart felt full to the brim. He started to take me with abandon, moving desperately as we pulled each other close. For the first time—though I had no home I could go to, no career, no close friends—I felt that I had found my place in the world.

I had thought that I would die in that warehouse. I had thought I would never hold Marcus again. The touch of his body at that moment felt like heaven itself. As we moved together, it felt as if we were being reborn.

And, in our own way, we were. Our former lives were dead to both of us. I would no longer spend my time constructing meticulously-designed creations on a drafting board, and he would no longer live life with no direction like a feral being. Together, we would have to go out into the wilderness alone. The pack would be hunting us, and other creatures, too. We would have to live and love and die at one another's side. We would have to invent a whole new way of life if we were going to be together.

But now, for the first time I could remember, I was not afraid.

THE END
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