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   Synopsis:
 
    
 
   Meet Becca Swift! She's got the most overbearing family in the world—because she was raised by wolves. Literally. Becca is a werewolf, and she is part of a loud and crazy, up-in-your-business pack. In her day-to-day life, she tries to keep the fact that she's a werewolf a secret...
 
   But then along comes Loren. Loren has legs for days, the most gorgeous smile Becca's ever seen, and a sense of humor that's off the charts. Becca's smitten.
 
   Still, when Becca's mother asks her to bring Loren to dinner, Becca's not ready to tell Loren exactly what she is. So she begs her family, for one single night, to "try to act perfectly normal."
 
   But "normal" just isn't in the DNA of this pack of werewolves.  
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   Chapter 1:  Family Troubles
 
    
 
   “Bad day, huh?”
 
   I roll my eyes at Rob so hard that they're in danger of falling out.  Then I snort, blowing upwards; a stray wisp of jet-black hair flies up and out of my face.
 
   “Yeah, you could say that,” I mutter, winding up for another punch.  My fist connects with the punching bag, and then the thing is sailing through the air because my fist connected with such force that the chains holding the punching bag in front of me creak.  I step away from the swinging bag and pivot on my feet, shifting my weight backward to prepare for another punch, my fists held close to my face.  
 
   Sometimes, there's nothing more satisfying than pummeling an nonliving thing into submission.  And this punching bag?  It's on my list today.
 
   Rob takes a quick step backward, narrowly avoiding the swinging bag as he leans against the wall across from me, his brows raised.  “Geez, Becca, what's gotten into you?” he asks, looking at me askance and then gazing worriedly up at the ceiling the bag is suspended from.  The ceiling groans as the bag swings wildly.  Rob's gym, Wolf Strong, is set up in the lower half of an old factory, roaring twenties era, and some of the beams are sturdier than others.  
 
   I hold out my hands and grab the bag, stilling it.  Then I sniff.  “Oh, I dunno,” I tell him, gritting my teeth.  “I'm just taking out all of my familial aggression on this poor, sad bag.”  I pat the leather; then I take a step back, crouching down into my punching stance.    “You know it's just a regular day in the life of Becca Swift,” I say, “when I feel the urge to destroy all of your gym equipment to take out my aggression.”
 
   And then I punch the bag again.  This time, the punch is so hard that the bag flies sideways, and dust begins to fall down from the beam above us.  We both look up as the beam complains—loudly—and then we regard one another with wide eyes. 
 
   “Dude, this is my gym,” he tells me, his voice high-pitched as he flicks his gaze upward again.  “And I really don't want to be replacing that ceiling anytime soon.”  He sidesteps a bit of plaster that falls down from the ceiling, nearly hitting his head.
 
   I bite my lip, stretching out my arms for a minute as I massage one shoulder with a leather-gloved hand.  “Eh, you worry too much,” I joke weakly, with a wink.  “Really, you don't have to sweat this.  You outfitted everything to be extra durable, just for moments like this.”  
 
   “You mean moments when werewolves get crazy aggressive?” he mutters, his eyebrows twitching.  “You know, I'm thinking I might need to take out another insurance policy because of you,” he tells me then, leaning against the wall and shoving his hands into his jean pockets, his eyes narrowed as he watches me go right back to punching furiously.  “Although, I have to say—you've got good form today.  Been practicing?”
 
   “Nope,” I grunt, delivering a volley of controlled, sharp jabs to the bag. “Here's the trick: I always have good form when I'm really mad.”  The chains are creaking again overhead, and when I wind up to take another punch, the bag almost smacks the ceiling.
 
   “Becks, seriously, please try to be gentler with the equipment.”  Rob laughs and then pushes off from the wall.  “Okay, look, it's my job as your cousin to distract you from your worries,” he tells me with a smile.  “Can I convince you to go out for drinks?  Talk to me about what's bothering you so much that you're determined to destroy my place?”
 
   “Tempting.  But,” I say, panting and then leaning over a little, placing my gloved hands on my knees as I try to control my breathing, “I kind of just want to pummel this thing for, like, a thousand years.” I gesture broadly to the swinging punching bag.
 
   “Or,” Rob says, rocking back on his heels with a shrug, “you could kick back with your best friend and tell me all of the ways your mother has annoyed the crap out of you today.”
 
   I'm already laughing, because Rob's right: he's my cousin, which makes him family, but he's also my best friend, which means he can read me like a book.  So he knows, of course, exactly what's bothering me.  “I don't know if either of us has the time for me to recount all of the ways my mother has annoyed the crap out of me,” I tell him with a groan and shake of my head.
 
   “Well, if anyone understands,” says Rob, spreading his hands again, “it's me.”
 
   I stand up and straighten my back.  “Yeah, I know, bud,” I tell him with a small smile; then I start to undo the leather gloves, pulling my fingers through the holes.  “Yeah,” I finally relent with a shrug.  “Drinks actually sound pretty good.  I've been beating this thing for an hour now, and I still don't feel any better.  Maybe getting smashed is just the ticket.”  I take a step forward, my arms open.  “You're a great friend, Rob,” I tell him, coming in for a hug, but he quickly sidesteps me, wrinkling his nose.
 
   “Drinks are on me if you take a shower,” he teases, and I laugh, throwing my gloves at him.
 
   “You're a jerk!” I yell, as he grins and trots out of the room.  
 
   By the time we meet out front of Seven Crows, the little dive bar around the corner from Rob's gym, the sun has already started to set, slipping below a horizon smudged with ominous-looking storm clouds.  I'm freshly showered and still feeling pretty dejected, my red-knuckled hands shoved deep in my leather pockets, my slick black hair pushed back from my face, wet from my shower.  
 
   Rob's waiting on the bench out front, looking down at his phone, but when he hears me coming, he pockets the device and stands up with a smile, immediately slinging a brotherly arm around my shoulders as we aim for the bent metal door of Seven Crows. 
 
   “I've got ninety-nine problems,” I tell him with a sidelong grin, “and my family is all of them.”
 
   “Ah, kid, we've all got family troubles,” he chuckles.
 
   “Yeah, but we have special family troubles,” I tell him with a sigh and an arched brow.  It seems obvious to say, but I say it, anyway, my voice pitched low: “Special werewolf troubles.”
 
   He offers me a wide, wolfish grin.  “True.  But we both know that being one of us isn't easy.”
 
   “That's an understatement.”  I hold the door open for him.  We both duck inside the darkened interior.  Instantly, my eyes adjust to the darkness, and the smell of the bar washes over my senses.  There's sawdust on the floor (Seven Crows is a real dive bar), and a pungent mixture of odors wafts through the air.  I start breathing through my mouth.  Rob does the same thing, a slightly pained expression on his face.
 
   “So why does it have to be hard with family, too?” I ask him.  “I mean, I've heard that Greek families are, like, super in-your-face about stuff, overbearing...  But I don't think they hold a candle to werewolf families,” I mutter.
 
   “It's the pack thing,” he tells me with another shrug as we walk up to the bar.  “You know it, and I know it.  The pack is the deepest connection any of us has.  We're all in this together.”
 
   “Well...that's what I'm afraid of.”  I order a beer from Julie, our favorite bartender, who gives me a wink as she hands me an ice-cold bottle.  Rob orders the same thing, and then he's paying for both of our drinks—because Rob's just awesome like that.  I wink back at Julie, but I'm just not feeling flirty right now.  By the time we take our cold bottles to a table far away from the bar, I have my shoulders slumped forward, and I'm ready to spill the whole story.
 
   “Okay, so, this morning,” I begin, taking a quick drink from my beer and setting it on the table, curling my hands around the bottle as I start picking at the wrapper, “Ma calls me.  First thing, like, at five o'clock.  The damn birds weren't even up yet,” I tell him, brow raised as I lean forward, thumping the tabletop with a short-nailed finger.  “And she tells me hello, and then immediately starts in on me about my job.”
 
   “Your job,” Rob says, deadpan, and then chuckles a little.  “What, she doesn't approve of you working at the Mountain of Footballs?”
 
   I give him a withering look.  “Sports Mountain, Rob.  I work at Sports Mountain.”
 
   “They have a mountain of footballs,” he tells me cheerfully, “so I was kind of right.  Right?”
 
   “Anyway, I'm a stock girl, and it's a menial job.”  I shrug as I pick up my beer bottle and take another sip. “And Ma doesn't want me doing something so 'low on the ladder.'”
 
   Rob sighs for a long moment; then he lowers his voice as he leans forward.  “Your mother's Alpha, Becks,” he tells me, holding my gaze.  “I mean, it sucks—you should be able to do whatever the hell you want to do.  But she's trying to groom you to someday take over being Alpha from her, and if you're still working at the Mountain of Footballs—”
 
   “Smart aleck,” I tell him, just as softly.  
 
   He laughs and shakes his head, continuing.  “You know as well as I do that if you're still working at that store when it's time for you to challenge your mother for Alpha, no one's going to take you seriously.  Even if you win the title.  Sad but true: you're not Alpha material if you work retail.”
 
   “That's just ridiculous,” I tell him with a snort, leaning back in the booth.  “I don't believe that.  And I don't even know if I want to be Alpha,” I say with a moan, casting my eyes heavenward.  “I've told Ma that only a thousand times, but she keeps thinking I'll change my mind.  But I don't want...  I don't want...this,” I tell him, gesturing between us.  “I don't want the stupid hierarchy.  I don't want the stupid pack all up in my business all the time.”  I purse my lips together, shaking my head.  “I don't want to be under anyone's microscope.”
 
   Rob's brows are up.  “Becks, you can't be serious,” he says then, reaching across the table and squeezing my hand.
 
   “Don't you ever wish...  Man, I don't know,” I tell him, taking my hand away and running it furiously through my hair.  “Don't you ever wish,” I begin again, leaning forward and whispering fiercely, “that you didn't have to answer to the pack?  That you didn't come into a bar and immediately notice every unwashed body, every bit of piss or spilled beer on the floor because your nose is so damn sensitive that's all you can concentrate on?  That you were...”  I take a deep breath and then sigh.  “Normal?” I ask him, whispering the word as if it's sacred.
 
   Rob shakes his head, spreading his hands.  “Becca Swift,” he says, narrowing his eyes, “we can't be what we aren't.  We're werewolves.  We're frickin' powerful.  We can turn into wolves,” he says, lowering his voice and casting his eyes about—but it's early in the afternoon, and there are only two drunk old guys (who smell strongly of malt liquor and Cheetos) sitting at the bar.  The rest of the place is deserted.  “I mean,” he mutters, “that's pretty badass.  I don't know if you got the memo about how exactly badass we are.”
 
   “Badass?” I fish around in my leather jacket's pocket for my phone.  “Please tell me, dear cousin, exactly how badass this is.”  I bring up the text message my mother sent me right before I got off shift at Sports Mountain—and then hightailed it to the gym because of how pissed off her words made me.
 
   “'You're next in line for Alpha,'” Rob murmurs, reading the text off of the screen as I hold my phone up to him.  “'Start acting like the wolf you are, and stop behaving like a toy poodle.'”  He blinks and looks past the phone's screen at me.  “That's kind of insulting to toy poodles,” he says uncomfortably.
 
   “It's because I told her that I'm happy working at Sports Mountain,” I tell him, the fury coming out loud and clear in my voice, “and because I told her I don't want to move out of my apartment into a fancy house.  How I don't care if I'm broke as long as I'm content.  But the thing is, my mother can't understand things like that.  I know,” I tell him, running angry fingers through my hair again—since it's drying from the shower, it's probably sticking up right now at all sorts of crazy angles, but I don't even care.  “I know,” I repeat, “that she cares about me.  That she really does think I have a shot at Alpha.  But we do things the exact same way we've always done them, going back a thousand years,” I tell him with a groan.  “We've never revised the books that say there has to be this big fight when Alpha is passed on to someone new.  We've never updated the stupid, old way of doing things.  We've never gotten with the times.”
 
   “That's not your mother's fault,” Rob tells me gently.
 
   “But it is,” I persist.  “We've talked about it.  She seems to think that an enormous, bloody fight is good for morale!  I mean...”  I trail off, growling, placing the back of my head on the booth seat and staring up at the dirty, dusty ceiling of the bar.  “She wants me to be living an entirely different life.”
 
   “Not all of that is because she's a werewolf,” says Rob, leaning back in his seat, too, as he lifts the bottle of beer to his mouth.  “I mean, she's a mom, and she wants you to get the most out of life.”  
 
   I sigh.  “Sometimes, I think that's true.  Other times, I think I'm this colossal disappointment to her.  I mean, I'm thirty-three.  I work a retail job, and I have a tiny apartment.  I know that sounds like I'm not really doing that well, but here's the thing:  I'm fine with the state of my life.  I don't need much.  I mean, some pretty girls,” I tell him with a smirk, glancing over his shoulder at Julie, who's currently wiping one of the beer steins with a white cloth and glancing down intently at her work.  Her long, curly brown hair is flowing over her shoulders and her generous breasts, and I can't help but imagine what they might feel like if...
 
   “Earth to Becks,” Rob mutters with a laugh.  “Please come in, Becks.  It's hard to hear you from Planet Boob.”
 
   I give him another withering glance and peel the rest of the label off of my beer bottle.  “Point is that I'm a simple person who requires simple pleasures, and the rest of my family doesn't understand that.  At all.”
 
   “Well, I understand that,” says Rob, and I know he means it.  But then he leans forward, a wolfish grin turning his mouth up at the corners.  “But I'm afraid I'm going to have to start calling you toy poodle now.”
 
   “Do that,” I tell him, lifting the beer to my mouth and baring my sharp canines, “and I'll make sure that punching bag really does tear a hole in your ceiling.  I was holding back, you know.”
 
   He laughs, lifting his hands in a mea culpa.  “I kid, I kid,” he tells me with a wink.  “But don't think about your mother anymore today, okay?  Let things cool down a little.”
 
   “How did you guess we were fighting, anyway?” I ask him, brow raised.
 
   “Ma,” he tells me with an uncomfortable shrug.  
 
   “See?  That's what I'm talking about,” I tell him, jabbing the tabletop with my finger again and growling.  “Me and Ma can't have a spat without her telling Aunt Sonia, and then of course Aunt Sonia and Ma tell everyone else, and it becomes pack business instead of mother-daughter business.  Which it should have stayed.”  I groan and glance heavenward.  “So what does Aunt Sonia say?” I mutter.
 
   “Ma says you should listen to your mother,” he says, wincing and not looking at me.  “Sorry, but you know everyone in this whole damn family is opinionated as hell.”
 
   “Yeah,” I mutter, viciously tearing the beer label into a thousand tiny pieces. “I know.”
 
   “But, hey, Becks, I support you, whatever you may do.  I know you're happy right now.  I know it doesn't take much to make you happy.  And since I know what it does take,” he says, leaning forward and giving me a wide smile, “I think I know exactly how to cheer you up.”
 
   I lift a brow and lean forward, too, intrigued.
 
   “Well,” he tells me, drawing out the word, his eyes twinkling, “you know how I'm addicted to that new romance series—”
 
   “Rob, whatever lady gets you, she's lucky,” I tell him, downing the rest of the contents of my bottle and saluting him with it before setting it back down on the tabletop.  “You're a sensitive guy, and ladies like that.  Or so I've heard,” I tell him with a complimentary smile.
 
   To my surprise, Rob is actually blushing.  This is the guy who can bench-press a baby elephant, who opened up a gym to humans and (unbeknownst to said humans) werewolves—and who keeps that gym in shipshape condition.  
 
   And he loves reading romance novels.  
 
   I know I've mentioned this before, but my cousin is awesome.
 
   “Anyway,” he says, rubbing the back of his neck and swallowing a little as he chuckles nervously.  Once Rob starts blushing, it's hard for him to shift focus.  “I always get my novels from that little mom-and-pop bookstore downtown—A Million Pages.”
 
   “I went there when I was a kid,” I tell him, getting a little wistful. 
 
   “Yeah, well, it's still a really nice place,” he says, spreading his hands.  “And when I was there, I started chatting with the new girl they just hired.”
 
   I raise a brow at him.  I suddenly know exactly where this is going.
 
   “Her name's Loren,” he says with a big smile, “and she just broke up with her girlfriend,” he says meaningfully (perhaps a little too meaningfully).  “She's totally your type, Becks.  I mean, really, really,” he says, nodding.  
 
   “My type?” I ask him, head tilted the side.  I love watching him squirm, but this time he doesn't.  He only grins wolfishly back at me.
 
   “Don't play stupid,” he says, raising a brow.  “Legs for days, blonde hair—”
 
   “Hey, now,” I say, raising a hand, “she doesn't have to be blonde—”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, but you really like blondes,” he says dismissively, waving a hand.  “Anyway, she's a lesbian, she's gorgeous, she's well-read, and she's single.  If I'm not mistaken,” he says, grin deepening, “you've gone after chicks for far, far fewer ticks on that imaginary list of yours.”
 
   It's true.  I have.  And as I sit back in the booth and consider that the rest of my Friday night plans consisted of consuming microwave mac and cheese...
 
   “This is stupid.”  I flick my gaze over Rob's shoulder again at Julie.  “I could just go home with Julie,” I tell him with a little shrug.  “We've been flirting forever, and I think she wants me.”
 
   Rob snorts.  “Sorry to break it to you, Becks,” he tells me with a laugh, “but Julie flirts with everyone.  And she's about as straight as an arrow.  You brightened up at the idea,” he says, waggling a brow at me, “and if I know you, you were thinking of having a Netflix marathon and eating a microwave meal, which, admittedly, sounds like a nice, relaxing Friday night.  But after the day you've had?  You don't want relaxing,” he tells me pointedly, holding my gaze.  “You need something...nice.”
 
   “Oh, my God, am I really thinking of taking the bus all the way downtown to pop into a bookstore to possibly see a girl who may or may not be interested in me, and I may or may not be interested in her?” I groan, rocking my head onto the back of the booth.  “Is this what my life has become?”
 
   “Ma also wanted to know if you wanted to come over for dinner,” he tells me with a wide smile.
 
   I growl at him, shaking my head.  “You're a dog, Rob,” I mutter, then stand, raking my hand back through my hair.  “How do I look?”
 
   Rob gives me the once over.  “Good enough to pick up a chick for a one-night stand,” he tells me, flashing the thumbs-up.
 
   I grumble a little as I shove my hands into my pockets and make my way out of the bar, toward the nearest bus station.  
 
   Overhead, the first stars of the night are glittering in that gorgeous cobalt blue sky.  Far, far below those stars, a very disgruntled werewolf gets on a bus, aiming for downtown Boston and a bookstore on the slight chance that there will be a woman there who might interest her. 
 
   I have no idea what I'm in for.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2:  The Woman in the Bookstore
 
    
 
   I get off the bus as a chill wind begins to blow between the many skyscrapers of Boston, right off the water.  It's early spring—March—and that means that the weather is moody and unpredictable.  I glance up at the still-ominous, heavy cloud bank that skirts along the horizon, visible now because of the full moon rising in the east, and I shiver a little.  It was warmish today, but it just might snow tonight.  
 
   Halfway along the bus line, I almost hopped off the bus and grabbed the next one back in the direction of my apartment.  Am I really heading all this way for a girl?  And not just a girl, but the possibility of a girl?  I blow my hair out of my eyes and dig my hands deeper into the pockets of my jacket with agitation.  Rob's right.  I had a rotten day.  I really want to go home, put my feet up and binge-watch about a million episodes of The L Word (hey, don't judge—I may have seen the show a thousand times, give or take, but they've never made another series quite like it, so I just keep rewatching it).  
 
   Does this mean I'm getting old, that I'd rather stay in than take a girl back to her place?  God, I hope not.  But that thought, wondering if I am possibly getting too old for this crap (I'm in my thirties, but I might have early-onset grumpiness)—that was the final straw that kept me on the bus, heading toward downtown.  I had a rotten day, my mother compared me to a toy poodle, and I'll be damned if I start thinking I'd rather eat in and watch shows on my laptop than live a little bit.
 
   I remember where A Million Pages is, which is kind of funny, considering I can't recall if I grabbed my keys in the morning on the way to work without checking my pockets, but it's just one of those things: I've got a weird memory for places.  If I'm taken anywhere just once, I remember how to get there.  And my mother took me here a handful of times when I was a kid.  I'm pretty sure she wanted me to be the kind of kid who loves reading, who voraciously tears through books and keeps a to-be-read stack beside her bed…  And I tried to be that for her.  But I was more of a rough-and-tumble kind of girl; I'd get holes in the knees of my new jeans after one afternoon of roughhousing at the park.  I rarely picked up a book nowadays, though I did enjoy reading them when I was small.
 
   So I round the corner now, and there's the bookstore, looking just like I remember it, as if no time has passed at all.  A Million Pages is one of those charming, hole-in-the-wall kind of shops, complete with a big bay window for displays next to its antique front door.  The window display currently in that front window is made up of a lot of stuffed animals, all different types of dogs, each of them reading a book and stacked up on a freestanding wooden set of stairs.  It also appears that someone used pipe cleaners to fashion little reading glasses for each pup.  The effect is charming, and I find myself smiling a little as I let myself into the store, the set of jingle bells on the knob ringing out merrily as I open the door.
 
   Of course, I'd already steeled myself for the possibility that the store could be closed by the time I reached it—luckily, it's not—or that the new girl Rob told me about might not even be here.  But if she's off, I figure I can just buy Rob a romance novel for being such a good sport and listening to me gripe about our family—again.  Since there are only a million straight romances in the world, chances are pretty good that the book I choose for him won't be one he's read yet, so that's the plan.  
 
   As the door swings shut behind me, I'm struck immediately—as I always am upon entering a new setting—by the scent of the place.  
 
   A Million Pages is a used bookstore, and that's what hits my sensitive wolf nose first: the smell of all those books.  Literally thousands of well-loved, well-read pages that have been gently turned over the years are sheltered within these walls.  The thick fantasy novels with their creased spines; the thin, yellowing poetry books stacked up on the back shelves; the haphazardly organized picture books in the little kids room (still painted to look like a jungle with cartoon monkeys climbing the walls): they all have their own perfume, and not only can I make out the scent of those pages, but I can detect traces of the people who have touched them, read them, held them.  
 
   It's a riot of sensation.  And, as usual, my senses race ahead of me, scouting everything out, absorbing the space and making order of all of that information in my head.  
 
   The bookstore smells much like I remember it.  There are a few added additions—and some visual changes, too.  They use an iPad now to check out customers, rather than the gorgeous antique cash box that they used to have.  The guy at the front register is tapping at his phone; that wouldn't have happened in the nineties, which is probably the last time I visited.  
 
   But there's something else different tonight, too.
 
   It's a subtle thing: I pick it up because I'm paying attention, like I always pay attention when I walk into a new situation (it's just the wolf in me—I can't help it).  There's something rising above the dry, leaf-like scent of book and ink.  Something infinitely softer but more noticeable, because it's so fine.  
 
   I lift my nose to the air, and I inhale, closing my eyes.
 
   Soft white flowers.  Little blossoms, unfurling.  The very beginning scent of spring.  That's what I smell when I close my eyes.  Something so light and lovely that I'm a little taken aback by it.  It's a perfume—that much I can tell—and I should be used to smelling perfumes in public spaces.
 
   But this one is, somehow, different.  Maybe because, beneath the gentle white tones of the flowers, there's something more: the warmth of skin, of a woman's skin.  Immediately, my eyes are open again, and I'm glancing down the aisle to my right.  
 
   But there's no one there.
 
   The perfume eludes me as I place one foot in front of the other, led through the bookshop by this bewitching scent...
 
   I round the corner of the final aisle.
 
   And there she is:
 
   A blonde woman, standing on a stepstool, straining to reach the top shelf for, I assume, a particular book.  She's wearing black flats and is standing on tiptoe at the very edge of the stool, causing the stool to tilt precariously, supporting itself on two legs instead of the usual four.  She's leaning far forward, her long fingers straining to reach the spine of a just-out-of-reach book.
 
   Within seconds, I take in the fact that the woman wears a black pencil skirt that follows the curves of her rear and thighs with such precision that my eyes can't help but trace her shape.  A satin cream blouse is tucked into the skirt, or it would be, but since she's straining so high to reach the book, the front of the blouse has come untucked, showing off the pale skin of her stomach.  Her blonde hair falls around her shoulders in soft ringlets, and even though the hallway is darker than the rest of the shop, I can just make out that she's wearing a dark red lipstick as she frowns, leaning forward...
 
   I clear my throat, and I take a step toward her.  “Can I help you?” I ask, but then everything happens very quickly, because the woman is startled by my voice, and her flat slips on the stepstool, and then she begins to fall to the right with a sharp gasp.  
 
   I don't think; I simply act.  I'm lunging forward, and then all of the time I've spent at the gym pays off, because, wonder of wonders...I actually catch her.  Out of midair.  
 
   She stares up at me from my arms, surprised, her full mouth (which is wearing this really gorgeous, dark red lipstick) in a round “o” of astonishment, and I'm about to say something, but the book that this woman was reaching for on the shelf apparently came loose when she took a tumble, because something very hard smacks my head.  
 
   It was so damn unexpected that I (completely embarrassed to admit this, by the way) topple myself, and then we're both lying crumpled on the bookstore floor.  
 
   The woman sits up quickly and glances at me in shock, leaning forward.  I know I shouldn't be noticing this kind of stuff right now, but her long blonde hair falls over her shoulder toward me, and with it comes that light floral scent.  I inhale deeply, then groan a little, putting my hand to my forehead.  
 
   “Oh, my God, are you okay?” she asks me.  I can tell that her voice is normally warm, but right now she sounds alarmed.  
 
   I don't want her to be alarmed—it was just a clock to the head—so I sit up and smile at her, knocking at my forehead with my knuckles.  “I inherited my Ma's thick skull.  No worries.”  
 
   We were apparently more entangled in each other's limbs than I first recognized, because she tries to get up, but her long legs in their black tights are tangled up in mine.  As I try to get up to help her, my arm ends up grazing her bare stomach.  Her shirt got pushed up when she fell, and she tugs it down now with an apologetic smile, but I'm realizing that I'm feeling kind of warm.  And dizzy.  It's not from the hit to the head, right?  
 
   I mean...the world only began whirling when I touched her skin.  Her soft, floral-perfumed, warm skin...
 
   The woman picks up the book that hit me, and she offers me a hand, which I take, and then we're both standing together.  
 
   She laughs, shaking her head apologetically.  “I feel so stupid right now!  I could lie and say that I'm normally graceful...”  She trails off and flashes me a devastating smile.  “But I'm kind of a walking disaster.  I'm not even supposed to use that stepstool—boss's orders,” she says, gesturing to the stool. “But a customer just called in search of this book, and I wanted to get it ready for her.”
 
   The woman holds out the hardcover to me, and I take it from her hands, glancing down at the cover in surprise.  It's a pretty, old copy of White Fang.   
 
   “Oh, hey, I read that when I was a kid!” I tell her, flipping it open and running my fingers along the pages.  
 
   She smiles another brighter-than-the-sun smile at me.  I'm going a little weak at the knees over those smiles.  “Me, too,” she says, glancing down at the book in my hands.  “This one's an early edition and in nice condition.”  She leans forward, her blonde curls falling over her shoulder in a dizzying curtain of gold, bringing the floral scent in my direction.  “See,” she says softly, turning the book in my hands so that we're both looking at the spine now, “the spine isn't even cracked...”  Her fingers are over mine, and I'm suddenly aware of how very close we're standing, and of how much blood is being pumped through my body at an unnerving pace...  “Oh, sorry,” the woman says with an apologetic grimace, “you probably aren't interested in nerdy book talk.  Um, can I help you find something?” she asks, spreading her hands.
 
   Okay, I gotta admit—at this point, I'm completely charmed.  This woman is kind and warm and quirky and...let's be honest here, she's beautiful, too.  I know I just got bumped on the head, but I'm finding myself feeling a little woozy, and I don't think it's from the wallop I just took.  I shake my head and try to focus on the task at hand: asking out this woman...Loren.  I'd better not get lost in thought right now, because I'm liable to blow it.  I've got to pull out my best charm...
 
   But Loren's charm is making my head spin.
 
   “Well, I was hoping to buy a book...” I begin, rocking back on my heels and digging my hands deep into the pockets of my leather jacket.  “A book for my cousin—a romance novel?” 
 
   “Oh, great!” she tells me, her smile wide, a hundred watts.  “What sort of romances does she like?”  
 
   “He loves all of them, I think,” I tell her with a little grin.  
 
   “Sorry, he.  I shouldn't have assumed,” she smiles earnestly.  “Our romance section is right over here.”  She waves her hand, and setting the copy of White Fang on the counter, she begins to walk toward the romance section while tucking the shirt back into her high-waisted pencil skirt.  I try not to watch how her rear moves in that damnably sexy skirt, but it's hard not to.  
 
   “Okay,” Loren laughs, indicating a row of impeccably arranged shelves.  “So, I'm a Virgo and kind of like to keep everything in the store super-organized.  We've got subgenres within subgenres.”  She points to the top row of the shelves.  “There's cowboy-cowgirl romance, cowboy-cowboy romance, cowgirl-cowgirl romance—”
 
   I blink, surprised, and then I take a step forward, pulling one of those latter books off of the shelf, intrigued in spite of myself.  I chuckle at the cover, which shows a painting of a woman in chaps and a ten-gallon hat sweeping a woman in a corset off of her feet.  “Loretta's Lassoed Lass?” I ask, raising a brow.
 
   Loren grins at me.  “I've read that one. It's cheesy—but cute.”  She takes another step forward and stands on her tiptoes as she looks up at the shelf.  “My favorite is...this one,” she tells me, pulling a book off the shelf and handing it to me.
 
   I read the title, and then I feel every last drop of blood leave my head.  I gulp.  
 
   The book in my hands features a cover with a wolf howling to the moon, A Lesbian Werewolf in London arching around the moon in white letters.
 
   “I know, I know,” Loren groans, tucking an errant curl behind her right ear as she smiles sheepishly at me. “It's an awful title, but the story's really sweet, about this librarian who moves to London to spice up her life, and she meets a mysterious woman, and they start to fall in love...”  Her voice trails off for a moment, and when I glance at her, I'm surprised that her eyes have taken on a faraway look, and her hands are clasped in front of her.  Her voice is practically breathless.  Her eyes focus, and then she's locking her gaze with mine.  She has beautiful, bright green eyes, surrounded by long black lashes.   “It's only after they've spent a whole weekend together,” she continues, “that the mysterious woman reveals she is a—dun, dun, dun!—werewolf!”  She says the word dramatically, curling her hands in front of her into claws.  
 
   I swallow.  “Sounds...dramatic,” I manage. 
 
   “Oh, don't worry,” she says with a shake of her head and an impish grin. “It ends happily, as all good stories should.”  She turns away from me, and I watch her golden hair move over her shoulders again, revealing the perfect curve of her neck as she leans forward at the waist, glancing down at one of the lower shelves.  
 
   “Hold on a second,” she says, then glances up at me quickly.  “Um, what kind of romances does he like to read?”
 
   That question could be interpreted all sorts of ways (especially since we're looking at the subgenre of wild west romances), but I get what she means in a heartbeat.  
 
   “He's straight,” I say with a light shrug, “if that helps.  But he reads anything as long as it's got two people falling in love.  He's always been a really nice, awesome, open-minded guy,” I tell her with a smile.  
 
   “That helps,” she tells me with a nod, and then she's pulling another book off the shelves.  “We just got this one in, brand-new,” she says, and she's holding the hardcover out to me.  The title on the bright pink book reads Kiss Me Already and features a silhouette of a man and woman about to kiss, but it's not the silhouette that draws my eyes.  When I read that title, my gaze can't help but flick to Loren's mouth, her dark red lips that are turned up in a gorgeous, full smile.  
 
   “I think your cousin might like it,” she tells me with warm sincerity, and I take the book from her outstretched hand.  “I haven't read it yet,” she admits, “but it's gotten great reviews.  It's about a woman who falls for her co-worker on a business trip in Paris—” 
 
   “Sounds perfect,” I tell her much too quickly as I take the book from her hands.  Again, our fingers touch, brushing against each other, and I feel a wave of heat come over me.  Come on, Becks, you're a wolf, for God's sake.  Act like it!  “Thanks,” I tell her, clearing my throat.  Wow.  I'm not acting like a wolf at all right now.  Where the hell is my charm?  Sitting in my apartment, watching Netflix and eating mac and cheese?
 
   Well, I'm sure as hell not there.  
 
   And I wouldn't want to be.  
 
   I realize, as sappy as it sounds, that I wouldn't want to be anywhere but right here, right now.  
 
   “This...this is exactly what I was looking for,” I tell her then, holding her gaze.  “Thank you,” I repeat, internally kicking myself for my lack of smoothness.
 
   But my lack of smoothness doesn't seem to be something that Loren is even noticing, because she stands a little straighter at that moment, and she nods to me, biting her lip.  “Sure.  Great,” she says, her voice a little low now, a little smoky, and I realize that her eyes aren't looking into mine anymore.  Her gaze trails over my face, down to my mouth, and the heat flares deep inside of me as I realize that there's a spark in her eyes.  A spark of desire.  
 
   “Um...sorry,” she manages then, flicking her gaze back up to mine.  Yeah, there's definitely fire in those green depths, and that causes my insides to melt hotly.  She waves her hand toward the cash register, shaking her shoulders a little, like she's coming out of a trance.  “Um, come up to the desk when you're ready, and I'll cash you out,” she tells me quickly, taking a step back from me, as if she suddenly remembered that she has someplace else to be.  
 
   I watch her walk away, her hips swaying, her blonde curls bouncing around her shoulders, and I straighten my back a little, swallowing.  Normally, when I'm attracted to a woman, I let them know right away.  But, normally, I'm attracted to the women I meet in bars (which are already set up so that you pretty much assume this is a situation where you're looking to hook up with someone).  So in day-to-day life, I'm not really sure how to handle this.
 
   I'm a confident person.  I know I'm not too shabby to look at, and I have my animal magnetism going for me (um, literally), so it's usually easy for me to tell if the woman I like is liking me back.  
 
   And I'm fairly certain that's what's going on here.  
 
   I hope.
 
   I've got to figure out my next move.  I wander the store a little, but I'm not really looking at the books, though my fingers graze their spines, and I even pull a few off the shelves to gaze with unseeing eyes at their covers and blurbs.  
 
   The thing is, Rob was right: Loren is completely and utterly my type.  She's got those great legs, long blonde hair, curves for days...  I hate to sound shallow, but it's usually the physicality of a woman that attracts me right away.  I'm not a relationship kind of girl, and you need to be attracted to someone to have interest in a tumble through the sheets.  
 
   But there's something else about Loren.  She also...kind of makes me nervous.  She's so attractive—and it isn't just her scent, though the warm, delicate floral has followed me insistently throughout the shop.  Again, it's not a strong scent, but there's something about it that makes me notice it, something about it that draws me in.  
 
   Okay, again, I've never been a relationship sort of woman, and God knows that I'm not looking for a relationship right now (seriously, no, no, with a big side of nope)—but if I was...I might not mind being in a relationship with someone like Loren.
 
   Wow, really, Becks?  I mentally slap myself a few times, and then I pour a mental bucket of cold water on myself (you don't even want to know what that entails.  Just think about the saddest thing, and then think of even sadder things.  Right?  Pretty bad, huh?).  What's wrong with me?  Is there some kind of witchcraft in that perfume of hers?  I'm clearly far too upset about what happened today with my mother, and it's making me think things I'd never ordinarily be thinking.  I can't make any decisions about my love life right now. 
 
   I want sex.  That's all I want.  And if Loren wants sex...well, then that's pretty perfect.  Good sex will make me stop thinking about the horrible conversation with my mother today, will help me stop thinking about the fact that my Aunt Sonia agrees with her.
 
   Will help me stop thinking at all.
 
   Okay.  I tug down on my leather jacket, straighten my cuffs, run a hand over my hair, and then I'm turning on my heel and sauntering up to the counter.  Time to pour on the charm.
 
   But when Loren turns to smile at me, I falter again.  It's those eyes.  They're so damn green, so piercing, and her smile is as bright as the sun at noon.  It does something to me: my stomach gets tied up in knots when I look at her, and that just never happens to me.
 
   God.  I'm losing my nerve.
 
   I set the book for Rob down on the counter.  Fine, I can just buy the book and leave the store without asking Loren out.  There's not a gigantic flashing sign above my head declaring that I had any intention of asking her out.  There's nothing to indicate that's really why I came into this bookstore.  I can just buy the book and go, head home.  Get my Netflix and dinner on.  
 
   So Loren smiles at me, and she begins to ring me up for the book on the iPad.  I hand her a twenty-dollar bill, and she gives me my change quickly.  But when she puts the book into a small paper bag, she draws  A Lesbian Werewolf in London out from beneath the counter and slips it into the bag before pushing the purchase across the counter toward me.
 
   I stare at her in astonishment, but she's glancing up at me now through her lashes, her chin down, her smile dazzling.  “On the house,” she tells me with a simple eyebrow raise.
 
   I stare at her, realizing my mouth is open, and then I snap it shut.  “Um...are you sure?”
 
   Loren nods with a little chuckle.  “Honestly, I think you'll get a kick out of it.  I have a sixth sense about these things,” she says, tapping the side of her nose with one long finger.  She's wearing pale purple nail polish.  Lavender.
 
   “A sixth sense about books people will like?” I ask, voice low, gruff.
 
   “No,” she murmurs, leaning forward to rest her elbows on the counter, an impish smile playing over her full lips.  “About people I like.”
 
   I stare at her for a long moment and realize that, not for the first time in Loren's presence, I'm tongue-tied.  
 
   “Have a great night,” Loren purrs to me; then she pushes herself up and off the counter, brushing some imaginary particles from the antique wood, casting her gaze toward the aisles—and not toward me.  
 
   I take a step backwards, the spell broken.  “Thanks,” I manage to say.  “You, too...”  
 
   And then I'm stumbling out of the store like an idiot.  I actually trip on the threshold, making the bells on the door jingle a little more loudly than necessary on my way out.  
 
   It was either hotter than the surface of the sun in the store, or it got much colder outside while I was indoors.  I wrap my arms around myself, the paper bag crinkling against my leather jacket as I lift my nose to the wind, inhaling deeply.  The cacophony of scents razes my lungs and senses, but I'm used to it by now.  I've lived in Boston all my life, and the smells of the city don't bother me.  Actually, they comfort me.
 
   Usually.
 
   Just not tonight.
 
   Something happened in that store.  Something I could never have predicted, and if you'd asked me even earlier today, I would have said I'd never want it to happen.  
 
   I was really attracted to Loren, yes.  And that's good.  Physical attraction is important.  But it went deeper than that.
 
   And...that's a new one for me. 
 
   I stand on the corner, and I glance back to the bookstore over my left shoulder.  It's not dark out yet, but the lights in the store window look so cozy and warm.  I've never given a shit about cozy before.  
 
   Oh, God.  What's happening to me?
 
   Frustrated with myself, still turned on as hell and really, really confused, I pull the werewolf book out of the bag.  I glance around furtively; surprisingly, there's no one close to me on the street.
 
   And then I lift the book to my nose.
 
   I inhale.
 
   The rush of delicate, soft floral overwhelms me, but there's something that lies just beneath that and beneath the scent of the paper and ink.  
 
   It's...her.  It's Loren.  The sweet warmth of her skin.
 
   I open my eyes, and I stare down at the book, dazed.  I thumb the book open.
 
   On the inside cover, in a small, neat print, Loren wrote Give me a call after you've finished. Maybe we could get coffee sometime.  And right beside those tantalizing words, she'd written her phone number.
 
   I toss the book back in the bag, and then I'm turning on my heel and I'm right back in the store, the bell jingling behind me before I've had a second to think.  My body moved of its own accord, because I know I have to do this.
 
   Loren is putting on her long red coat.  I just realized that the “Open” sign on the store, above the window, has been switched off.  She's closing up.  
 
   When Loren sees me again, she smiles brightly, and again my knees go a little weak, but I try to strengthen them as she inclines her head toward me, her full, red lips turning up at the corners.  “Hi.  Did you forget something?” she asks me.  
 
   I nod.  “Yeah,” I tell her, my voice low, throaty, almost a growl.  “I forgot to ask you if you'd like to get some coffee with me.”
 
   Loren doesn't skip a beat, but she lifts up her head and laughs, the sound bright and warm in the space between us.  “Have you finished reading the book already?”
 
   I grin at her.  “Did I mention I'm a speed reader?”
 
   This surprises her, and she laughs again.  “So,” she says, glancing up at me through her long lashes, “what did you think of the part where the werewolf eats the apple pie?”
 
   My heart is beating a steady, fast drumbeat as I take another step toward her, shrugging my shoulders, curving my entire body in her direction.  “Stirring.  Inspiring.  Fascinating.”  I incline my head over my shoulder.  “What do you say we go get some apple pie ourselves?”  
 
   Loren considers this for a long moment, her head to the side, her lips quirked up into the most disarming smile.  “That sounds stirring,” she says, her voice dropping lower.  “Inspiring.  Fascinating...”
 
   I was trying to make my grin wolfish, but I'm fairly certain I'm only grinning like an idiot as I take a step backward, holding the door open for her.  A thrill runs through me at the way she looks at me, how beautiful she is...but there's something more than beauty in those bright green eyes.  Something more than that good old physical attraction that zings between us like a live wire.  
 
   Get a grip, Becks.  The sex is going to great, and that's going to be it. End of story. No happily ever after.
 
   Okay, so the truth of the matter is that it's not that I don't want a relationship.  People (hell, even my best friend, Rob) have this perception of me that I'm a love 'em and leave 'em gal, and that's definitely what I've portrayed to the world.  I'm not a good actress by any stretch of the imagination, and I know there must be some part of me that loves to have sex and then extricate herself from the situation before any attachments form (either on her part, or mine).  
 
   But my deepest, darkest fantasies aren't really sex-based.  Well, I have some of those, too, but you know what I mean.  
 
   I want a girlfriend.  The type of woman I'd spend the rest of my life with, the type of woman I'd someday marry.  I know that sounds all hokey and sappy, but it's the truth.  I've wanted someone in my life for as long as I can remember.
 
   But I'm a werewolf.  A real, genuine, honest-to-God, changing-into-a-wolf werewolf.  And people mostly think we exist in books or movies, and there are some crazy cryptozoologist types who try to sell blurry photos of dogs to supermarket tabloids too prove that we're real...but no one knows that we exist.  Like, really exist, in real life.
 
   Werewolves, for the most part, choose to marry each other.  We don't often wed with—or even date—humans, because it's unsafe to broadcast to the world the fact that werewolves exist.  And who wants to live that kind of lie?  It's a lie by omission, not to tell your spouse or lover exactly what you are, and I'm unwilling to be so deceptive.
 
   Of course, some werewolves do tell the humans they're involved with the truth.  It's rare, and the person has to be someone you really trust...  But of the few cases I'm aware of, none of them ended well.
 
   My Uncle Kevin is one of my favorite people in the universe.  He was married to a human woman named Amelia.  God, he loved her.  Uncle Kevin and Aunt Amelia had what everybody dreams of finding: true love.  They loved each other with a kind of tender passion and fierceness that, even as a little kid, I knew was special.
 
   But Uncle Kevin had never told her the Big Secret.  Not before he married her, not on their wedding night...not at all.  And it was eating him up inside.  He always wondered if she would still love him if she knew everything about him, warts—or...fur—and all.  
 
   So, one night, he just told her.  It wasn't a particularly special day.  Just a day like any other.  They were eating dinner, and he told her, matter-of-factly, that he was a werewolf born to a family of werewolves.  
 
   She thought he was joking.  It's a common reaction to someone telling you they're a werewolf, after all, and she went back to cutting up her broiled chicken.  But then Uncle Kevin stood very calmly and, just as calmly, changed into a wolf.
 
   I thought Kevin and Amelia had had true love.  So did Kevin.  Until that night.
 
   Amelia watched him transform, began to cry, went upstairs, packed her suitcase, and left.  
 
   And he never saw her again.  
 
   That story is one of the saddest from my childhood, because before Aunt Amelia left, my uncle was a completely different person.  He was happy in the deepest, truest sense of that word.  He had a life about him that I tried to emulate in everything I did, a happiness, optimism, and sense of humor that were off the charts.
 
   And when Amelia left...well, it was like she took all of his life with her. 
 
   I glance sidelong at Loren and reel myself back.  I was really close to my uncle, and Amelia leaving broke him into a million pieces.  I know that there's a risk when anyone tells their significant other, who isn't a werewolf, that the creatures they thought were only Hollywood creations or mythological beings are, in fact, real.  There's going to be a steep chance they won't believe you.  Uncle Kevin should definitely have told Amelia the truth before their relationship got that far.
 
   But I'm getting so ahead of myself.  I already know that all I want from Loren is a nice hour—or two...or seven—of sex, and then we'll say our goodbyes, probably never see one another again.  
 
   Because that's just...what I do.
 
   I've been silent for about twenty seconds while my brain worried away, and Loren seems to notice that something is up.  She glances sidelong at me and flashes me a bright smile.  “Having second thoughts?” she asks quietly, and though her voice is gauged to be bright and warm, there's an undercurrent of concern, self-doubt.
 
   “No,” I tell her, and I mean it.  I smile at her, too, and then my mouth is running away from me.  “We're just going on a little date,” I tell her, shrugging my shoulders.  “No strings attached.”
 
   A spark flashes in her bright green eyes when she looks at me.  “No strings,” she repeats, her warm, alto voice pitched for humor, but there was something sad about the slant of her mouth—or did I just imagine it?
 
   Stop overthinking this, Becks.
 
   No strings attached.
 
   I can handle no strings attached. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3:  Strings Attached
 
    
 
   Susie Q's is a little diner around the corner from Quincy Market and not that far from the bookshop.  I've eaten here before; it's the type of place that locals go to.  Few tourists make their way inside, which suits me just fine.  Loren seems to like the place, too, because when she enters, the waitress looks up, beams her a bright smile, and shows us to a booth right away, bringing two cracked but clean mugs full to the brim of coffee.
 
   Loren curls her long fingers around the chipped mug and inhales the brew deeply, breathing out a sigh of happiness.  “Diner coffee is the best coffee,” she tells me as she fishes out two creamers from the vintage bowl on the table, peeling the tops off and pouring them into the cup.  
 
   “You'll get no argument from me,” I tell her with a wry smile as I lift the cup up to my mouth.  Loren's eyes glitter with amusement as she stirs her coffee with a spoon after pouring about a quarter cup's worth of sugar into it.
 
   “You drink it black?” she asks, surprised.  
 
   “Does your sixth sense just involve books?” I ask her with a little smile, setting the cup down and nodding in thanks to the waitress who gives me a menu.  She doesn't give one to Loren.
 
   “I'll be back in a few minutes,” the waitress mumbles companionably, then trots away, her low kitten heels clicking on the peeling linoleum floor.  
 
   “My sixth sense,” says Loren, leaning back in the booth, that bright smile never leaving her mouth, “extends to books, people who buy books...women,” she says, drawling the word and glancing up at me again through those long lashes in such a disarmingly sexy way that the breath is knocked out of me for half a heartbeat.  
 
   “That's a pretty good sixth sense,” I manage, glancing down at the menu and trying to read the words printed on it, but all I can see is the curve of her forearms, her wrists, as she rests her cup back down on the table, the dip of her head as she picks up the spoon again to stir the still-swirling coffee in her mug.  
 
   The waitress comes back to take my menu.  “I'll just have apple pie,” I tell her, and the waitress nods to me, winking at Loren.  
 
   “Your usual, kid?” she asks with a laugh, and Loren nods eagerly, glancing coyly at me with a raised brow.  
 
   “Do you want your pie a la mode?” the waitress asks me then, and I shake my head, feigning mock shock.
 
   “Never!” I say, and the waitress nods, taking the menu away, as Loren chuckles at me.
 
   “Oh, no,” she says with a little shrug.  “I don't know if this date is going to work.”
 
   I glance at her sugary coffee and laugh.  “I'm guessing you take your pie a la mode?”
 
   “If by 'a la mode' you mean that I have a little bit of pie with my ice cream, then yes,” she says.  
 
   The waitress brings out two plates of pie immediately—or, rather, she brings me a plate of pie, and she brings Loren an honest-to-goodness bowl of ice cream...with a piece of pie sitting on top of it.  
 
   Loren and I both raise our forks, and then our gaze meets across the table.  I hold up my fork to her, and she grins happily, holding hers to me, too.  Then we click our forks together in a salute and begin to dig in.  
 
   I'm warmed by the fact that Loren thought to salute; it's something Rob and I do all the time because we're gigantic dorks, but Loren apparently does it, too.  It's such an odd quirk to have that it surprises me—and delights me.  
 
   “So,” I say after a swallow of delicious pie (if diner coffee is the best coffee, I'd have to wager that diner pie is pretty much the best pie there is).  I raise a brow.  “Is there really a scene in that book,” I indicate the bag on the table with the lesbian werewolf book peeking out of it, “where the werewolf eats some apple pie?” 
 
   Loren's smile is dazzling, slow, sensuous, and it actually makes me set my fork down for a second.  I'm so damn undone.  
 
   “I guess you'll just have to read it to find out,” she says, licking her fork neatly with a pink tongue.  I shudder a little and bite my lip.  She shrugs.  “Could be apple.  Could be pumpkin.  Could be kohlrabi.”  She wrinkles her nose at this, and we're both laughing, the tension between us eased just a little.
 
   “No spoilers?” I ask her with a chuckle.
 
   She shakes her head, blonde ringlets dancing over her shoulders.  “No spoilers.”  She takes another bite, and then her eyes widen.  “Oh!  God, we haven't even exchanged names yet.”
 
   I swallow quickly, realizing that my knowing her name from Rob has had me at a slight advantage.  “I'm Becca,” I tell her, and I extend my hand across the table toward her mostly as a joke, but she takes it, and we shake.  I try not to concentrate too hard on the fact that her palm is warm and smooth against mine, or that when our skin touches, a ripple of desire moves through me in such a profound way that I can feel heat blossom between my legs.  
 
   What the hell am I, a Tex Avery cartoon wolf whose eyes bug out of her head as she whistles and stamps her feet at a pretty girl?  
 
   I am not that kind of wolf, thanks so much.  I've got to keep all this desire stuff in check.  I'm smoother than this.  
 
   “And I bet I can guess your name,” I tell her, just as she opens her mouth to tell it to me.
 
   “You're going to guess?  Really?” she says with a grin, but she doesn't sound convinced.  “Okay...”  She shrugs, sitting back in the booth and placing her arms along the back of it.  “Go for it.”
 
   I roll my shoulders, crack my knuckles, make a big show.  I love the way she's looking at me, one brow up, imperious.  She thinks I'm playing.  But I really do know her name.  I feel pretty damn mischievous as I raise a brow, too, and lean forward in my seat.  
 
   “Is it...Elizabeth?” I ask her, head to the side.
 
   She snorts.  “No.”
 
   I chew on my lip for a minute, my face drawn into an exaggerated thoughtful expression, forehead all furrowed.  “Victoria?”  
 
   “No.”  
 
   I waggle my brows at her now.  “Rumpelstiltskin?” I ask, drawing out the name.
 
   She's laughing as she shakes her head, wrinkling her nose.  “Thankfully, no.”
 
   I spread my hands, shrug.  “Then it must be...Loren.”  
 
   Loren is genuinely shocked as she stares across the booth table at me.  Her mouth is open a little in astonishment, and I can't help it—I'm grinning like a fool.  
 
   “How did you—” she begins in wonder, but I raise my hand, shake my head, try my best to look contrite.  
 
   Okay, here's the make-it or break-it portion of the evening.
 
   “I've got a confession to make,” I tell her with a little groan, trying to look as penitent as possible (I'm still grinning like an idiot, and I'm trying to tone it down, turn it into a grin of apology).  “My cousin Rob came to your shop recently—”  
 
   “Rob?” she asks, then widens her eyes.  “Wait a second—super-ripped guy, really nice guy?”  
 
   I nod to her, and her smile grows.  
 
   “He's the one you bought the romance novel for!  I remember him.  He was sweet.”
 
   “He is sweet,” I agree.  “The thing is, I've been kind of...stressed lately.  And to cheer me up...”  I wave my fork in the air in a little circle, trying to think of the most tactful way to put this.  “Well, he suggested that I...ask you out.”  
 
   Loren is smiling now, which is a good sign.  “So this was your plan all along?”  She gestures to the diner, our coffee and pie.  
 
   I breathe out a long sigh.  “Kind of.  Although...I almost chickened out after I met you.”  I bite my lip again, setting my fork on my plate.
 
   Loren's serious now, the smile gone from her face as if it was never there, those gorgeous, bright red lips downturning into a frown.  “You didn't want to ask me out?” she asks in a soft voice.
 
   “No,” I tell her quickly, “not that.  It's just that...  I wanted to ask you out too much.”  I rake my fingers back through my hair, hold her bright green gaze.  “You make me kind of nervous, Loren,” I tell her, my voice a low growl.
 
   When she gazes at me now, her chin is lowered, so that she's looking at me through her thick, long lashes.  She's doing it purposefully; I can tell.  Her breathing is coming faster, her body temperature rising.  I sense all of that, even though I'm seated across the table from her.  I'm not touching her, but I'm close enough that my inner wolf senses that she's flustered.
 
   That she's, frankly, hot and bothered by what I just told her.
 
   With her skin temperature rising, the heat emanates from her skin, bringing with it her sweet scent, the floral notes dancing around the beauty of the scent that is Loren.  I'm overwhelmed by it, by how her breathing has gotten faster, by how she's paused now, her fork halfway to her mouth...
 
   But she drops her hand, setting the fork on her plate, the last bite of pie and ice cream on the fork forgotten.  She leans her elbows on the table, puts her chin in her hands, her lavender nails glittering in the low light of the diner. 
 
   It's then that I realize I feel something moving along my calf.  Loren took off her shoe under the table, and her stockinged toes are trailing up my pants over my right calf...until her foot is on my thigh.  
 
   The diner is relatively dark, and we're at a booth in the back, but it still surprises me.  
 
   Loren seems to be full of surprises.  
 
   “You know,” she tells me slowly, carefully, her voice having dropped about an octave as she murmurs, the suggestive tone hardly masked at all, “this place is pretty crowded.”  Her head's to the side as she says it, and I can't remove my gaze from hers any more than I can stop concentrating every atom of my body on the inches of my thigh where she's touching me.  But I'm also highly aware that the diner's not crowded.  There's only one other customer here, an old guy on the other side of the room who's eating a bowl of mashed potatoes with a big smile on his face as he reads the sports page of his paper.  
 
   “My apartment's two blocks away,” she tells me, leaning forward a little more, tapping her forefinger with its glittering red nail against the side of her cheek.  “We'd have more privacy—” 
 
   “Check, please,” I say immediately.
 
    
 
   ---
 
    
 
   Loren's apartment really is two blocks away.  I thought she might have been exaggerating, but it's a quick walk to her building.  Still, with the heat radiating off of Loren, and all of the need circulating in my body, it's still not close enough.  
 
   She lives in one of those gorgeous old brick buildings that has some classic Boston architectural charm.  I'd probably notice more specific details about it if I wasn't noticing so much about Loren.  We don't speak at all on our short walk, but we don't have to.  Electricity crackles between us.
 
   I've been attracted to hundreds of women in my life.  I know what that feels like, the zing of pleasure inside of you, the heat, the wanting and needing that draws your eyes to all of the beautiful places on a woman.  The curve of her neck and her shoulders, where you already know you're going to pepper a million kisses, tracing that curve with your tongue; the hollow at the base of her throat, the curve of wrist to hand, those long, elegant fingers with those short nails that you want inside of you.  The curve of hips to thighs, knees, calves...
 
   Okay, so everything about a woman that you find attractive is enticing. That's simple.  Obvious.
 
   And, God, yes, I find Loren attractive.  She's like a vision that I would have built in my head if you'd asked me to describe the perfect kind of woman I was looking for.  I'd have told you about her long, golden hair, because dammit, I have a thing for blondes, and I'm never going to be sorry about that (and it's not like I'm a blonde-exclusive person, but blondes push every button inside of me, and I love it).  I'd have told you about the way that gold hair waves over her shoulders, drawing your eyes to her lovely curve of neck, to the curves of her arms.  I would have told you that I wanted a woman with a bright, engaging smile.  If I knew you really well (or, you know, if you were Rob) and I had a beer or two in me, I'd even have told you that I love a nice ass.  And Loren's is very, very nice.  
 
   But now that I'm glancing sidelong at her, I'm kind of embarrassed that I ever really thought of things like that.  Yeah, she's got a gorgeous smile, her breasts are beautiful, and her fingers make my knees weak, and she trailed her foot over my lap at the diner—let's be frank, that was pretty damn sexy.  Everything about her draws me in so effortlessly, so naturally, that I'm having a hard time keeping my hands off of her, even when we're down here on the sidewalks and streets, right out in public.  I'm having a hard time not sweeping her into my arms and kissing her perfect, coy mouth.  And when I watch her expression, it looks as if she's having the same problem, too.  Her face is bright red, flushed, and her hands are shaking.  
 
   She wants me just as much as I want her.
 
   But there's something more at stake here than mere physical attraction.
 
   I...never thought I'd say that.  I've never felt much of anything besides physical attraction.  I've loved the sense of humor of some of the women I've been with, and I loved how intelligent they were, and they made me smile sometimes with their thoughtfulness.  But there was nothing outstanding, because I never gave the hookups any time for anything other than...well, hooking up.  I didn't open up my heart to them, and they certainly didn't open up their hearts to me.
 
   Nor did I want them to.
 
   But here and now, something is turning inside of me, something brand new and...weird.  
 
   I learned about gravity in school just like everyone else.  I learned about Newton and that apple hitting his head, how the apple had to hit his head, because it was bound by the law of gravity.  
 
   I've never been bound by the law of anything beyond family and the pack. 
 
   But suddenly I'm feeling bound to something else.  Someone else.  And it's not constrictive or painful or bad.  
 
   It feels...good.  
 
   I want to know more about Loren.  I want to hear her laughter.  I want her to crack more jokes with me; I want to find out the things she loves and the things she hates.  I want to take her out to meals and go on adventures, and isn't that a little crazy since I just met her?
 
   But I'm the apple, and she's the Earth, and, like gravity, she's pulling me toward her, body and heart.
 
   So when we reach Loren's building, I'm feeling a whole mess of emotions, emotions I might have scoffed at had anyone else confided them to me...but which I secretly always wanted—though I wondered if I was even capable of experiencing them.  I wondered if I was capable of feeling that way for someone else.  
 
   Loren opens the front door to her building and holds it for me, an impish smile making her features light up like the streetlamps lining the street.  I take the door from her, gripping it above her head.  
 
   “After you,” I tell her, my voice low.  She shivers, her eyes rolling up a little, her tongue darting out to lick her lips.  
 
   “No,” she says then, smile deepening as she holds my gaze just as fiercely as she grips the door.  “After you,” she tells me, inclining her head toward the entrance.  
 
   We stand that way for a long moment, both of us holding the door, neither of us loosening our grip.  It's a silly little game, but there's a lot of power in the moment, electrifying the air between us.  I'm a wolf; we don't give in easily, and I'm competitive as all hell...  But there's something in the way Loren's green eyes flash.  She's smaller than me but not by that much, and I may be a werewolf...
 
   But she has her own strengths, too.  
 
   And she's apparently pretty stubborn.
 
   “You know what?” she asks me after a long moment, both of us laughing helplessly, because the situation is ridiculous and, if I'm being honest, pretty sexually charged, with our bodies so close, the heat radiating between us.  We're close enough to touch but not quite touching...
 
   “What?” I ask her, breathless.
 
   “We could keep doing this,” she says, fluttering her eyelashes, “or we could go up to my place.  Because I can think of a few things I'd rather be doing than holding this door open.”  Her smile turns up even further at the corners, and she leans a little closer to me.  “Like you,” she murmurs.  The scent of her rises in my nose, the heat of her skin, the soft, white floral...  A spark shifts back and forth between us as if we're conduits for electricity.
 
   I let go of the door.  I'm stepping into the apartment building before I even realize that I've done it, but then it's too late for posturing, and, anyway, it's not too good to let my competitiveness run rampant.  
 
   Loren steps in with a wide smile, her head to the side as she holds up her hands, letting the door fall closed silently behind her.
 
   Then we're standing in the hallway, and she stares up at me, the florescent lights overhead shining down on her, on both of us, in what should be a garish way.  It should be too bright, everything made ugly by the florescence of the bulbs.  But nothing can touch her.  
 
   People say that confidence is sexy.  I get that when Loren reaches out and curls her fingers around the lapels of my leather jacket, drawing me close to her.  Now that the space between us has been breached, everything in my body is standing at attention, every molecule, every atom, turned toward her.  
 
   She rises up on her tiptoes, and she lifts her chin to me.  We're close enough to kiss, but I don't lean forward, and she doesn't lean forward.  We stay exactly as we are, staring at one another.  
 
   “Are you sure about this?” she asks me then, her voice soft as she holds my gaze.  I can hear the want in her tone, and it fills me, but I can also hear the question.  She wants to make sure.
 
   She wants to know that I'm serious.
 
   Normally that type of question would worry me.  I don't want to form attachments.  I don't want to hurt anyone.  
 
   No strings attached, right?
 
   I reach out and place my hands at her hips.  The heat of her skin radiates through the skirt and blouse, through her jacket, into my palms.  It's a raw heat, the type of heat that makes the blood rush faster through me, desire pouring into every vein.  
 
   “I'm sure,” I tell her, my voice low, gruff, gravelly.  
 
   She nods, and then she breathes out, turning away from me.  I let her go, let her slip out of my fingers, and she's walking ahead of me down the hallway, glancing over her shoulder to make sure I'm following her.  
 
   She lives on the first floor, which makes things easy.  Just a few doors down on the right, the turn of a key in the lock, and we're inside her apartment.  It's pretty, cozy, the walls painted gold (like, actual gold, a gold that looks metallic).  It's hard to see the gold paint on the walls, however, since every available wall space is being taken up with bookshelves.  There's an old, high-backed loveseat in the center of the living room, covered in a print of little blue flowers, but other than that and the bookshelves, there's no other furniture in this first room.
 
   “Nice place,” I tell her, but she only glances at me quickly, nodding at me once with a small smile turning up her mouth at the corners.  
 
   “Thanks,” she murmurs, and she isn't looking at me when she says it.  We walk into the room together, and Loren reaches out across the space between us, threading her fingers through mine.  She's tugging me now, pulling me deeper into the apartment before she closes the door behind us.
 
   It's such a fast movement, and I move with her.  I have my guard down; my defenses are completely lowered, so it's a surprise then when Loren pushes me back against the door.  The door is an old fifties number: big, solid, made of metal, and it's cold against my back, even through my leather jacket, as she pushes me against it—gently but with force, her hands curling over my hips.  And then she's standing on her tiptoes again, and Loren is reaching up, her chin tilted.  
 
   And she's kissing me.
 
   My first reaction is a grin—I love this.  I love that she did it, that she took control, that she took what she wanted.  And what I wanted, too.  But the kiss is too hot for that smile.  It's too damn hot for anything else but being in the moment and kissing her back.  Fiercely.  
 
   Loren tastes like the bright mint from the gum she'd been chewing on the way to the apartment, so her mouth has this delicious dichotomy of the crisp cold because of the mint, and also the incredible heat from the warmth of her skin, of her tongue.  It's delicious, and she's delicious as she curls her fingers, digging them into my hips, pressing me back against the door, pressing her front against my front, her chest against my chest.  She's breathing fast as she drinks me in, her heart rate skyrocketing, and with my heightened wolf senses, I can hear the rush of blood moving through her.  
 
   Her kisses mean something.  Her mouth is soft and hard all at once, her tongue slipping between my lips, our teeth clashing together as she moves her fingers, dragging them up my sides from my hips, pressing them into my breasts, curling her fingers around my curves and brushing her thumbs over my nipples that are peaking under my shirt.  
 
   I hiss out, groaning, and that's when she stops, backing away a little, her eyes dark with desire but also confused.  
 
   “Sorry,” she murmurs to me.  “Was that...  I mean, was that too forward?”  
 
   All I can do is watch her swollen lips, swollen from our kissing, wet from our kissing.  I lick my own lips and swallow, and then I'm reaching up, curling my fingers around the back of her neck and drawing her to me.  The warmth of her skin under my fingers, the hushed outtake of breath as she sighs when I pull her close heightens everything.  There is warmth uncoiling in my belly, between my legs, in my heart as I kiss her, tasting her like something I've never quite tasted before—something sweet and delicious.  Something I have a feeling I am going to crave...
 
   “Was that forward?” I ask her when we pull apart again.  She's watching me closely, holding my gaze, and then she's smiling against my mouth as she leans forward, brushing her lips against mine.  
 
   “You taste like rain,” she tells me sincerely, her voice soft, warm, as she holds my gaze with her bright green eyes, eyes that are dark with desire, with longing...with something else I can't quite name.  She cocks her head to the side a little, flicking her gaze from my eyes to my mouth and back again.  “You taste like the woods,” she whispers, eyes wide.  “You taste...wild.”
 
   I stand there, my heart pounding fast, looking down into the open, vulnerable face of this woman I just met this afternoon...this woman who I'm so drawn to.  This woman who just tasted the wolf in me.
 
   But I know what she tastes like, too—the heat and the cold, merging together.
 
   You taste like stars, I think, staring down into her bright eyes.  Because it's true: I've honestly never felt this way when kissing a woman before—like my chest is too full, prepared to burst.  
 
   Like I've found the answer to a question I've never dared to ask. 
 
   When I was a little girl—or, you know, a little werewolf girl—I used to run in the backyard of my family's cabin in the woods in Maine with my cousin Rob.  We would turn into our wolf selves, race each other through the trees.  It was great endurance training, but we were also just kids, playing together.  What we loved, most of all, was to run during meteor showers.  We'd race through the woods up to the edge of the cliffs that overlooked the water, and out there, out in the meadows with the stars falling in the sky, we'd leap up and try to catch the falling stars in our jaws if we were wolves, or in our hands if we were kids.  Neither of us ever caught one, obviously—they all burned up in the atmosphere.  
 
   But when I kiss Loren, I feel as if I'm finally leaping at the right moment. 
 
   I'm about to lean down, about to kiss her again, when I feel a sudden flash of pain on the back of my calf, a hot slash through my jeans and into my skin, and I break away from Loren, staring down in astonishment as I hear a loud yowl erupt down by my feet. 
 
   “Little Red!” Loren says, horrified.  “That was very bad!”  
 
   I turn around to see what Loren's staring at, and there, about a foot from my leg, is a red-colored tabby cat with a very puffed-up tail, her back arched like a Halloween cat, her mouth open in a yowl as she stares at me. 
 
   “I'm so sorry,” Loren tells me, shaking her head. “She isn't usually like this.  She loves people.  Hates dogs but loves people.”
 
   Oh.  Hates dogs.  
 
   I neglect to mention that, to animals, I usually smell like a wolf, as Loren shoos Little Red gently into the living room.  I crouch down, roll up my jeans—nothing.  Not a scratch.  But there's dried blood on my leg that I wipe off hurriedly with my jeans.  
 
   There are a few super awesome things about being a werewolf, but one of them is that we heal ridiculously quickly.  Little Red did get me, and pretty good by the amount of blood on my leg.  But I don't bear a scratch anymore.
 
   All the blood is gone, and Loren heads back to me as I stand up, and she's apologizing again, starting with, “Seriously, I'm so, so sorry,” but I just laugh, shaking my head.  And I wrap my arms around her waist, drawing her to me.  And I kiss her.  I kiss her, and then I begin to trail a pattern of kisses down from her mouth to her chin, to her delicate jaw, to her neck...
 
   “Do you want...coffee...tea?” she asks, breathlessly as I start to push her gently, angling toward the couch.
 
   I laugh against her throat.  “No,” I growl against her.  “I want you.”
 
   “Good,” she tells me, and then she's gripping my hips in her hands, and she's tugging me away from the couch—back toward a hallway beyond her kitchen.   “Because I want you,” she says, lifting one brow and smiling with her full, wet lips.  “Come on—I don't want Little Red to interrupt us again,” she says with a little wink.  She's still pushing and pulling me by the waist, and when we get into her darkened bedroom, she kicks the door shut with her foot and toes off her flats.  
 
   We both fall onto the bed together, side by side, after Loren shoves off about ten books from the bed.  I immediately move with a little growl, rising and ready to slide between her legs, but Loren sits up, shaking her head as she unbuttons her blouse slowly, one button at a time.  
 
   “Me first,” she whispers, and I sit there, crouched between her legs, feeling the heat throbbing between mine.
 
   I chuckle a little, a low growl, as I lean down, brushing my lips over the beautiful bare skin of her stomach now as she peels off the blouse over her shoulders.
 
   Loren places her hands flat on the bed behind her, propping herself up to stare into my eyes.  I'm still crouching between her legs, her legs that are open to me, her thighs hot beneath my hands.  I'm finding it almost impossible to not slide my fingers over her stockinged legs, up and beneath her skirt.  
 
   Her mouth is open a little, and even in the darkness of the room, I can see her profile from the streetlight shining through the crack in the curtains.  Her mouth is parted, her lips are wet, and her eyes are shining as she smiles at me.  And then she draws me down on top of her, rolling her body—and mine, too—to the side.  
 
   Now she's the one between my legs, the one crouching over me.  In the darkness, I hear her sigh of arousal as she hooks her fingers into the belt loops of my jeans, rolling up my shirt and twisting the button on the jeans expertly.  She unzips me, tugging down my pants, throwing off my shoes, pulling off my socks and the pants the rest of the way.  She pushes aside my leather jacket (but keeps it on) and pulls up the hem of my shirt until it's above my breasts.  I never wear a bra (I have a small enough chest that I can get away with it), and she seems to like that as she bends her head, her blonde hair falling over her shoulders and all around us, like a shimmering curtain of gold.  She bends down, and she places a soft, wet kiss between my breasts.  
 
   Loren doesn't waste a moment.  Her hands are on my thighs, and then she's tracing her fingernails up over my skin, dragging delight with each nail.  I shiver beneath her as she pushes up her own skirt to her waist, tugging down her stockings and her panties, so that when she pushes her hips down onto mine and my center at that moment, it's the heat of skin against skin, her slickness against my own, and it's spectacular, the wave of desire that ricochets through me; pure, absolute want fills every inch of me, and I moan into her mouth when Loren leans down to kiss me.  I wrap my arms around her neck, and then I'm panting against her shoulder as she rises over me, trailing her right hand up my thigh as she braces against her headboard with her left.  
 
   “So wet,” she murmurs to me, her eyes dark and glittering as she traces two fingers up my center, finding me wet and open and needing her already.  But she was just testing the waters.  Now that she knows how much I want her, she starts to tease me even more.
 
   She nibbles my neck, laving me with her tongue, tracing her teeth against me, sucking, pulling, biting my skin as I scrabble my fingers into the comforter of her bed, gripping the blanket and twisting as I moan, bucking my hips against hers.  There is a tight friction, a rising energy between us as our hips move together, the rhythm equal, matched, as she presses down hard against me and I pant out into the stillness.  
 
   She draws her fingers up and into me now.  It's a steady line she draws over my skin and into my center, and when she pushes her two fingers into me, I hiss out into the darkness; I moan, grinding my hips against her hand.  She bends that beautiful head, kisses me, and I take her head in my hands now, twisting her hair around my fingers, holding her tight and close to me as I kiss her back, drinking her in as deeply as I'm able, a storm of release already rising inside of me.
 
   Her hands are quick, her thumb rounding my clit in tight, rapid circles that tease out of me a growl as my eyes roll back in my head.  It's only a few moments of that silent, shared ecstasy, and then I'm coming on her hand, hard, rising into the stratosphere as the orgasm rakes its way through me, leaving everything behind shimmering and perfect.
 
   She draws her thumb in slower circles now, letting me down as gently as a kite.  When she draws her fingers out of me, she brings her hand up, licking them thoughtfully, a wicked little smile on her gorgeous face.  
 
   Even though the waves of orgasm are still moving through me, that simple act is all it takes for the desire to rise inside of me again instantly.  “I want you now,” I tell her, my voice growling, and she grins at me as I pull her down beside me, rolling her so that I'm on top of her, between her legs, her blonde hair spilled all over the messy coverlet, her gaze bright and shining as she looks up at me.  
 
   “You taste so good,” she whispers to me in the darkness, and though there is so much want roaring through me now that I'm panting from it, I try to keep it in check as much as possible.  I lower myself down, brush my mouth over the softness of her stomach, trailing kisses up, up to her breasts, her nipples so hard in my mouth, against my tongue and teeth.  I suck and pull and twist, and she sighs beneath me, lifting up her chin and rocking back her head, arching her back beneath me as I learn the lay of her land, learn every curve she possesses, learn what makes her gasp and plead beneath me, begging for release.  
 
   And she does taste like stars when I taste her there, her center wet and wanting and just waiting for my kiss.  She tastes like heaven, and when she wraps her fingers in my hair, as she whispers my name in the darkness, all I want to do is make her feel as good as she made me feel.
 
   And I do.  She calls my name again when she comes, and all I can think about are stars, stars that seem to be reflected in her eyes when she pulls me up on top of her again, wrapping my arms around her tightly as we hold one another.  
 
   We move around, finding each other's space.  I'm sleepy—normally this is the time when I would get up and go.  I don't like to stay overnight, because it makes the next morning messy.  I'm too tired (and, honestly, too happy) to really think about all the implications that this night might bring.  I'm too tired to get up right now, find my shoes, my socks, my panties and pants, and put them all on and then try to catch the bus home.  I'm too tired, and her arms are too soft and warm and welcoming.  I don't want to leave them.  Not yet.
 
   I'm so relaxed that I decide to sleep.  Just for a little while.  Just for a few hours, maybe, and then I'll make my way home.
 
   But I keep sleeping, my arms around this woman I only just met.  
 
   This woman that, even in sleep, I hold tightly.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4:  The Morning After
 
    
 
   I wake up with a start, blinking the sleep from my eyes.  
 
   I was awakened by something being out of place to my normal routine.  
 
   For starters, there's a cat sitting on my bare chest.
 
   And not just any cat but a really big cat, a reddish-colored cat.
 
   Oh, crap.  It's the cat from last night, the cat who scratched my leg so hard I was bleeding all over the place.  Little Red.  And she's glaring at me now with her cat eyes in slits, looking extremely displeased.  
 
   I swallow.  And then I pat the bed beside me, the bed where Loren should be if she were still in it...
 
   But she isn't.  Loren's not in bed.
 
   So...it's me versus kitty.  
 
   “Nice kitty,” I tell her quietly, and then I try to quickly slide out from beneath the covers, get out of bed and extricate myself from the about-to-become-violet cat situation, but Little Red begins to growl when I make that first movement, her eyes narrowing even further, her claws extending out of her paws and pricking into my skin.  
 
   What did Loren say last night?  That Little Red doesn't like dogs?  So this means that she can smell the wolf on me, and I probably confuse the hell out of her.  She's looking at me in my human shape and expecting to see something that looks more wolf-like.  
 
   I try to pull myself out from under her, try to push her away with the covers; nothing works.  Little Red isn't budging—and is only starting to growl louder.  
 
   Finally, I sigh.  And then I clear my throat, raising my lips over my teeth.
 
   And what comes from my voice box sounds much more like the growl of a wolf than the growl of a human.  
 
   Little Red's eyes grow very wide.  She stops growling instantly, and she hops away, off of me, off of the bed, scampering out of the room, her tail puffed as big as a squirrel's.
 
   “Hey, baby, are you okay?” comes a sweet, soft voice from beyond the bedroom—out in the living room, I think.  Loren's voice.  Loren is talking to Little Red.  
 
   I slide out from beneath the covers, and I pad my way quietly out into the living room.  And that's where I find Loren.  She's in a nightshirt, her long legs bare and crossed beneath a slim, modern-looking computer desk, her fingers dancing over the keyboard.  It's early, still dark out, and the computer is the only light, illuminating Loren's face like an angelic halo.    
 
   The floorboards beneath me creak, and Loren turns around, her eyes wide in the semi-darkness.  But she smiles when she sees me, smiles widely, her eyes traveling the length of my nude body.  
 
   “Oh, no,” she says quietly, holding her arms out to me.  “Did I wake you?”  
 
   “No.”  I laugh, shake my head, and point down at Little Red, who's now winding her body between Loren's legs possessively.  “But she did.” 
 
   Loren scoops up Little Red and cuddles the cat against her chest.  Little Red gazes at me smugly, purring like a powerful locomotive as she rubs her face on Loren's chin.  “Sorry about that,” Loren says, flicking her gaze to me.  “I guess she isn't used to having overnight house guests.”  Loren blushes slightly as she pushes her wheeled chair away from the desk a little.  “My last girlfriend never slept here.  Allergic to cats,” she says with a little shrug.
 
   I place my hands on my hips.  “I think Little Red may be allergic to me.”
 
   Loren places her cat on the floor and stands up in front of me, laughing a little as she brushes a few errant wisps of Little Red's hair off of her nightshirt.  “Oh, she'll get used to you.  I mean—”  Her blush actually deepens as she bites her lip, staring up at me with those dazzling eyes.  “Wow, that's presumptuous of me, isn't it?”
 
   I draw in a deep breath.
 
   Normally, right about now, I'd be preparing to leave—right on schedule.  Right before things get complicated.  
 
   So why aren't I leaving?  It's weird, but—crazy cat who hates me notwithstanding—I...feel like sticking around.  Just for a little while longer.
 
   Yeah.  Just a little while.
 
   Loren glances behind her at the computer and lifts her chin.  “I was just getting some writing done.”
 
   I raise a brow.  “You write?  What do you write?”  
 
   Loren reaches up and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, folding her arms in front of her as she ducks her head in what is one of the most adorable actions I've ever seen.  “Oh, it's only as a hobby.  Only for myself, really.  Um, I made some coffee.  Here, I'll show you where the mugs are.”  She glances over her shoulder at me as she turns, making sure I'm following, and then I do follow after her as she walks into the kitchen.
 
   The apartment itself is pretty big, but the kitchen is tiny.  There's a row of cupboards on the wall above our heads, and the space is only about two feet across.  I'm fairly certain that if I tried to open the oven, the door would bang into the peninsula.  But Loren stands up on her tiptoes, trying to reach the cupboard above her head, where I'm assuming the mugs are.
 
   I reach up (I'm taller than her, not by much, but still), and I'm opening the cupboard door, feeling inside the dark recesses for two mugs.  I grab them, handing them down to her, but that's when I realize how close we're standing, side by side.  The heat radiating between us is too intense.  I'm naked, and she seems to be paying special attention to that fact as she sets the mugs on the counter behind her, then leans forward, placing her cold hands on the skin of my stomach.
 
   I shiver in spite of myself, and she laughs.  
 
   “I'm sorry; I know I'm cold,” she tells me with a little shake of her head.
 
   But I say nothing.  Instead, I place my hands over her own, curling my fingers into her palms and drawing her fingers up my font until I grasp her hands, both of them, together, in front of my mouth.  I hold her gaze while I kiss the backs of her hands softly, gently, first the right hand, then the left, brushing my hot mouth over her cold skin.  She shivers as she watches me, her mouth parted, her lips wet, her breathing coming fast.
 
   She wraps her hands around my neck, drawing me down to her for a kiss, and I taste her.  She tastes of coffee.  She tastes of last night, of our sex.  She tastes of stars.
 
   The coffee forgotten, we move back to the bedroom, shutting the door in the face of a very disgruntled Little Red.
 
    
 
   ---
 
    
 
   My hair is still dripping when I step out of the shower, but I scrunch the towel up around the ends, squeezing the moisture out, peering at my reflection in Loren's bathroom mirror, all fogged up from the hot water.  
 
   I wipe away the haze and stare at my stupidly grinning self, and then I shoot myself a wink, tossing the wet towel into the laundry basket by the door.  Since I spent the night and didn't bring a change of clothes, I slip back into my outfit from yesterday with a wrinkled nose.  It's not like they're terribly dirty, but I'm a werewolf, and I don't like wearing the same clothes two days in a row.  It's the principle of the thing.  And the fact that my own scent is stronger about me when I do wear them twice; it's harder for me to smell other things when I'm noticing myself.  I smell like my trusty deodorant and my usual cologne (dark and deep, like the woods, I've always thought), and my skin.  
 
   I stare at myself in the mirror as I pull Loren's brush through my hair.  I'm smiling—I honestly can't stop smiling—and not just because of everything Loren and I have done and said in the very, very short amount of time that we've known one another.  But because I can hear Loren humming in the kitchen.
 
   And just the sound of her voice makes me happy.
 
   I push open the bathroom door, and a cloud of steam rolls out with me.  Loren glances up, smiling, standing in her tiny kitchen as she sets two plates down on the breakfast nook.  
 
   “I made scrambled eggs,” she tells me, wiping her hands on a dish towel.  “You're hungry?”
 
   “Famished.”  I fold my long, lanky self onto one of her kitchen stools.  Loren sits companionably beside me, close enough that my thigh is fully against hers.  She's warm, and it's really nice to be so close as she hands me a mug of coffee.  
 
   “Black,” she tells me with a small smile, picking up her own cup of caramel-colored beverage.  “Just like you like it,” she says, her mouth turning up at the corners.  
 
   I take a sip of the strong coffee and nod with satisfaction, and I'm about to say something when I notice that Loren's a little stiff.  She's sitting up straight in her stool, tucking another strand of hair behind her ears and staring down at her plate of scrambled eggs like they contain all the answers to the questions of the universe.  
 
   “What's up?” I ask her quietly, setting the mug of coffee down beside my plate.
 
   Loren glances sidelong at me nervously.  “I...I'm really glad you didn't chicken out last night, Becca,” she tells me, her voice soft.
 
   I raise a brow, chewing on my lower lip for a long moment before I reply.  “Me, too,” I tell her then, surprising myself.
 
   Loren's smile is now so bright that it eclipses the sunshine in her brightly lit apartment.  All I can see is her when she smiles at me like that—as if I'm all she can see, too.  I'm not used to being looked at this way...
 
   “So,” she says, drawing out the word as she picks up a piece of toast from a low stack on her plate, “I have to get to the shop in about half an hour, but maybe we could hang out tomorrow?  There's this poetry reading that I was planning to go to, and I hate to go to things like that alone.”  She takes a bite of toast, and as I try to figure out my schedule in my head, she's already shaking her head, second-guessing herself.  “But if you aren't interested, I totally under—” 
 
   “I'd love to go,” I tell her, surprising myself again; let's be real, I've never been to a poetry reading in my life.  But Loren seems really excited about it.
 
   And it makes me excited that she's excited.  So it makes sense to go, if only to see that smile on her face.  
 
   Loren's relieved when she grins at me again, her face star-bright.  “Awesome!  Okay, well, it's at the Lyceum at six o'clock.  Meet you there?” she asks, toeing my leg with her bare foot, drawing her toes up the inside of my calf.  She has a mischievous little smile on her face when she does it, and my heart rate is increasing  
 
   “Sounds like a date,” I say with my own bright smile (and before I can second-guess myself).  “I get off work tomorrow at five, so I should be able to make it to the theater in plenty of time.”
 
   Loren picks up her coffee mug again, inclines her head toward me.  “Where do you work?”  
 
   “Sports Mountain.”
 
   Loren laughs.  “Oh, yeah, I've seen the commercials.”  She tilts her head back and starts to sing.  “If your husband is a-poutin'—”  
 
   I laugh and join in.  “—take him to Sports Mountain!”  I cringe now.  “Pretty awful.  And sexist.  But the work's easy, so I shouldn't complain.  And with my employee discount, I've stocked up on enough cozy socks and pairs of hiking boots to see me through a zombie apocalypse.”  
 
   Loren leans forward with a sexy grin brightening her face as she fingers the collar of my shirt.  “So practical.  Are you a Taurus?”
 
   I've been watching her mouth, my heartbeat steadily increasing, but I look up at her eyes now.  “Yeah.  How'd you guess?”  
 
   She rolls her shoulders in a slinky shrug.  “Just a hunch.”  She grins.  “Well, I've used my bookstore discount to stock up on the classics.  My feet might get cold from my low store of socks, but I'll have plenty to read while I wait for the zombies to eat my brain.”
 
   I'm leaning in for another kiss, but Little Red has other plans, and from the floor, the cat starts yowling and pawing at Loren's leg plaintively.
 
   “Singing for your breakfast, Little Red?” Loren smiles down at her and pats her head, pushing her stool back from the counter and standing.  I'm finished eating, and I stand up, too.
 
   “I'd better go,” I tell her, regret making my words low as I wrap my arms around her.  “You have to get ready for work, and Little Red needs to eat—or else.”  I draw my thumb across my neck, chuckling (and only half-joking).
 
   “Becca,” Loren begins, and she nervously licks her lips, her eyes wide.  “I...  Oh, God.”  She's blushing and ducks her head.  “Sorry, this is embarrassing.  I...I don't want to make things awkward between us,” she says, gently fingering the collar of my shirt again, playing with it nervously, “but I just wanted to let you know...  I don't usually do...” she trails off, turning her hand in the air, “stuff like...this.”
 
   “Stuff like this?” I ask her quietly.
 
   Loren takes a deep breath.  “Well, sex.  On the first date.”  She bites her lip as she stares at my face closely, waiting for my reaction.
 
   “Oh.”  I don't quite know what else to say.
 
   “But,” Loren draws out the word, her fingers under the collar of my shirt now, hot against my skin.  “When you caught me in the bookstore...”  She holds my gaze and laughs, the sound warm and lovely, “it was like a scene from a romance novel.”
 
   “What, the old damsel-in-distress thing?” I ask, lifting a brow.  
 
   “No,” Loren murmurs, her voice dropping low as her eyes glitter.  “The old damsel-in-the-arms-of-a-really-hot-woman, suddenly-willing-to-throw-all-caution-to-the-wind thing.”
 
   I laugh softly, wrapping my arms a little tighter around Loren's waist.  “That happen often in romance novels?”
 
   “Sure,” she grins, “all the time.  I'm the clumsy main character who still, inexplicably, insists upon doing things that require balance, and you're the...”  Loren pauses, her head to the side as she gazes at me carefully.
 
   “What?”
 
   Loren's mouth is so very, very close to mine as she stands up on her tiptoes now, the front of her body pressed tightly against me.  
 
   “You're the tall, dark stranger who sweeps her off her feet,” she whispers, “effectively saving her from breaking her legs.”
 
   There is heat roaring through me, heat and want as I lower myself slowly down the front of her body, until I'm kneeling in front of her, down on one knee.  Loren's mouth is parted as I lift the hem of her long t-shirt with my fingers, trailing my fingertips up her thighs.  That shirt is all she's wearing—she's bare-legged—and I lower my head until my lips are brushing against the heated skin of her right leg.  I begin kissing her over and over softly, slowly, and Loren wraps her long fingers in my hair, pulling as she gasps above me.  
 
   “I solemnly swear to protect these legs from any future run-ins with the mean, old floor,” I tell her then with a low laugh, glancing up at her through my lashes.
 
   Loren is breathless as she runs her hands through my hair now, her grip on me loosened.  “Sure you want to make that oath?” she asks me.  “I fall a lot.”  
 
   I stare up at Loren, my arms clasped around her legs, my mouth warm from kissing her skin, and I can't help but think to myself and I never fall, not for anyone, but I'm beginning to fall for you...  
 
   “I love a challenge,” I murmur to her, and when I glance up at Loren again, I see how dark her eyes are, how fast her breathing is coming, as I trace my fingers over and over again down the backs of her thighs.  I grin impishly up at her then, and I lower my mouth to her skin again.  The skin of her legs is hot, and so very, very soft.  Dangerously soft.  I learned it last night, tasting, touching, kissing every square inch of her, but her legs were probably one of my favorite parts.  I inhale her deeply as I brush my lips against her left thigh.  I know now that the light floral scent of her comes from the body wash she uses in the shower, and it's so fresh right now, as is she, every curve of her skin still extra-heated from the shower, perfumed, clean and fresh and new, and begging—begging, oh, so much—to be kissed.
 
   But I will myself to get up, and I do, standing and wrapping her in my arms and kissing her fiercely one last time.  This leaves her laughing, breathless.  I catch the scent of her arousal, and it rushes through me; I want her—again—so much...
 
   But regular life is calling us.
 
   And don't people say absence makes the heart grow fonder?  Something like that.  I don't quite know if I believe it; I don't really want to leave her.  But I do, backing away and gripping her hands tightly until just our fingertips are touching, and then not even that.
 
   “See you tomorrow at six,” I murmur.  
 
   Loren nods, her lips parted, her eyes shining.  “It's a date,” she tells me, then blows me a kiss as I leave her apartment.
 
   I walk back to the bus stop, my leather jacket slung over my shoulder, because the day is warm enough to warrant it (and, to be honest, we werewolves are a little more hot-blooded than the average human).  I find that I have a little spring in my step, and I feel—my entire body feels—as if it's lighter than air.  
 
   God, I'm even whistling.  Like, what the hell?  Whistling?  
 
   I'm happier than I can ever remember being.  
 
   But when I board the bus, finding a seat near the back and watching the buildings blur past me, the cold, hard truth settles in.  
 
   And the reality of what might happen soon.
 
   I know that the reason I never get close to anyone isn't because I'm afraid of commitment.  Well, not entirely.  It's mostly because I'm just not into coming out.  As a werewolf.  
 
   Most people (practically everyone) thinks werewolves are make-believe.  The stuff of myth.  It would blow the average Joe's mind to find out that werewolves—and vampires, for that matter—are, in fact, real...and everywhere.  To most “normal” people, we exist only in the movies, in television shows and book series.  
 
   We're not three-dimensional.  Not real.  
 
   As I sit on the bus, feeling the lumpy seat beneath my legs, I lean forward a little, placing my head against the seat in front of me as I close my eyes, remembering.  Because I dared to come out only once, and that was a long time ago.  When I was in high school.  
 
   I told Minnie Reynolds that I was a werewolf after we made out in the softball field dugout because Minnie Reynolds was everything I ever wanted in life.  She was gorgeous (legs for days!  Blonde hair!  I've kind of always had that type.), made me laugh, had been my best friend for years before we realized that we were pretty attracted to each other.  I'd beaten that first hurdle: hooray, we were both gay.
 
   I thought that if anyone would understand, it'd be Minnie.  It wasn't easy being gay in the nineties, and we were in it together, the both of us.  So I thought the werewolf thing?  It'd just be icing on the cake.
 
   So I told her in the dugout, and at first, Minnie just laughed.  Thought I was kidding.  Cracked a joke about being an animal in bed (we hadn't even done anything “in bed” yet, but we were trying to get to that point, though we were both so damn nervous.)
 
   When people laugh or joke with you about something because they don't believe you...you give them proof.  And that's exactly what I did.  No one else was around, so I thought it was safe enough, and I transformed into a wolf right in front of her.  So that she could see that, hey, this was no trick.  And that I wasn't joking.  I really was exactly what I said I was.
 
   But when I transformed?  Minnie screamed.  And screamed and screamed, and backpedaled so fast that she tripped over her own feet and went sprawling onto her bottom in the dust.  But then she scrabbled up, and without looking back, she turned and ran like hell toward the school.  
 
   I transformed back immediately, of course, right in the middle of her sailing through the air, and I tried to call her back.  Tried to plead with her, reason with her, go after her.  But Minnie wanted nothing to do with me.  
 
   The next day, I found out that she'd left our school, had transferred to another one.  And, like my werewolf uncle with his human wife, I never saw Minnie again.
 
   But that wasn't even the worst part.  The shame of her revulsion, the shame of driving away my best friend, the girl I'd been in love with for years...  No, the worst thing was that I was so miserable, so unhappy, and my mother wanted to know what was wrong.  So, in a fit of sobbing, I told her everything.  I told her how I'd transformed into a wolf in front of Minnie.  And how very much Minnie hated me now because of it.
 
   But then the whole pack found out, because Ma is Alpha—and a gossip.  And everyone chastised me for being so “careless” about my identity.  About who I was.  Because I'd potentially put everyone at risk by trusting someone who had ended up being unable to deal with the truth.  
 
   After everything that happened with Minnie, and my uncle, I have never dared come out to any of my lovers since.  Mostly because I rarely spend more than a single night with them.  I let Minnie get close.  I trusted Minnie.  And look where that trust got me.
 
   But now that I'm going on a second date with Loren...
 
   I groan a little, letting my head thunk gently against the glass of the bus window.
 
   Things might get complicated. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5:  Mixed Signals
 
    
 
   “Thanks,” I tell the pizza delivery guy, grabbing the two boxes from him and shutting the door behind me.  
 
   Rob yanks both boxes from my hands and leans over them, his eyes rolled back in his head as he sniffs the pizza, a look of pure bliss on his face.  “We should have gotten four pizzas.  Why the hell didn't we get four?”
 
   “Dude, two pizzas for two people is already quite enough,” I tell him with a laugh, yanking the boxes away from him and trying to make my way into the living room.  
 
   “Werewolf metabolism—gotta love it,” he jokes as I set the pizza boxes on my makeshift coffee table.  Which, admittedly, isn't really a coffee table but is, instead, an overturned cardboard box.  Rob wrinkles his nose, pulling open the pizza box and grabbing a slice.  “By the way, this place is a sty, Becks,” he tells me.  Rob never really beats around the bush.  “Just look at it!”  He gestures with the pizza slice at my somewhat messy living room.  “You've got sweatpants on the floor, mud all over the tiles.  And you don't even have a proper couch.”  Rob points to the couchless couch cushions beneath his bottom.  “Gonna have to up your game if you plan on inviting Loren over here,” he says, waggling his eyebrows and shoving the entire slice of pizza into his mouth with the methodical patience of a wolf.  
 
   I roll my eyes as I grab my own slice of 'za.  “What makes you think I'd invite her here?” I ask him imperiously, taking a bite of delicious hot dough and super-melty cheese.  Pizza, in my humble opinion, should be a religion.
 
   Rob swallows his slice and then grins sidelong at me slyly.  “Because.  Whenever you spend the night with a woman, you always text me the details afterward,” he says with a shrug, then uses his greasy fingers to pull his cell out of his front jeans pocket and wave it in front of my face with a look of glee.  “But after your encounter with Loren?  No texts.  No details.  Nothing.”  He pockets the phone again after wiping it on his leg but glances at me with a brow raised as he scoops up another slice of pizza.  “You're really into her, aren't you?” he asks in all seriousness.
 
   I chew on my slice of pizza thoughtfully, then swallow, licking my fingers.  “Okay, totally honest right now,” I tell him, leaning forward.  He does, too, both brows raised.  “I wanna lie right now,” I tell him with a little grimace.
 
   “Don't lie,” he tells me with a sigh. 
 
   I chew on my lip for a minute, then take a deep breath.  “Dammit, you know me too well.  Yeah.”  I lean back against the wall helplessly.  “Yeah, I'm into her.  And...I don't have a clue what to do about it.”
 
   Rob laughs, shaking his head and rolling his eyes to indicate how clueless I am.  “Uh...that's kind of obvious, Becks.  You go out with her again, have more amazing sex—” 
 
   I snort and wallop his shoulder with one of the couch cushions.  “How do you know we had sex?” I ask him imperiously.
 
   Rob doesn't skip a beat.  “Your lips are all swollen, and your hair's a disaster.  You had sex,” he tells me with dripping sarcasm.  
 
   “I had a shower and went through an entire day of work with this hair; it looks awesome,” I tell him, pointing to my head, and he stares at me with unblinking eyes until I frown, then grin at him, giving myself away.    
 
   “Whatever.  You're a jerk.  We had sex,” I tell him, because I tell Rob everything, “and it was awesome.  She's...kind of awesome,” I tell him, starting to chew on a fingernail.
 
   He swats my hand away from my face.  “No chewing,” he tells me, like he used to when we were kids.  “All right.  So you had good sex and a really good night.  That's wonderful.  So what are you worried about then?  She sounds like a dream!  Like everything you've ever wanted!  There's nothing to worry about,” he tells me quietly, searching my face, all joking put aside.
 
   I groan.  “There's everything to worry about, Rob.  If this gets serious, I'm going to have to tell her about...you know.”  I shiver a little, and not in a delighted, sexy-feelings kind of way.  “And when she finds out I can transform into a big hairy animal at will, she's not gonna find that sexy.  She's going to be scared off,” I tell him, utterly miserable, “or she'll think I'm crazy, or she'll call a dogcatcher or the Weekly World News and sell my photo for big bucks, or—” 
 
   He shakes his head.  “Or she'll process the information and come to terms with it.”
 
   I give him a withering look.  “Yeah, right.”
 
   “No, I'm being serious!” he says, brandishing his pizza.  “For all you know, she might think having a werewolf as a girlfriend is sexy!”  
 
   I think about the book she gave me and shrug a little.  “Who knows.  Stranger things have happened,” I tell him (not really believing it myself), but that reminds me of the reason I'd talked myself into going to the bookstore in the first place: the romance novel I bought for Rob.
 
   “But, hey,” I tell him with a grin, “I got you something.”  I pull the novel off of the counter and toss it to him.  He catches it expertly, flipping it over so he can look at the cover.  “Loren recommended it,” I tell him, as his face stretches into a wide grin.  
 
   He glances up at me with that goofy smile, genuinely thrilled.  “Seriously, thanks, Becks—I haven't read this one yet, but I totally wanted it!  I'll read it tonight when I get home.”
 
   “Like, the whole thing?  You'll read the whole book in a night?” I ask him, emitting a low whistle when he nods to me.  
 
   “Books are like candy to me,” he declares, “and I just can't stop eating.  But, hey, that reminds me—I got you something, too.”
 
   “This isn't Christmas!” I tell him with a laugh, but he shushes me, unfolding his long body from the pile of couch cushions.
 
   “Just hold on.  This gift is really important, and you totally need one.  Hell, I think you'll use it every day.  Let me just go nab it from the car.”
 
   He trots out to the car and lopes back in in record time, carrying a large box in his bulging-biceped arms.  He plunks the box down in front of me on the carpeting, and I tear off the tape, peeling back the cardboard with a chuckle when I see what's inside it.  
 
   “Seriously?  My own punching bag?” I tell him, sinking back onto the couch cushions and laughing my butt off.  
 
   “For family emergencies,” he tells me with a grin, “and for really bad days.  I'll help you hook it up later.”
 
   I glance up at my apartment ceiling dubiously.  “Um...I'm not quite sure that cheapo plaster's gonna hold it.  Especially if I'm wailing on it like I do at your gym.”
 
   “We'll find a stud to attach it to.  Don't worry about it,” says Rob dismissively, waving his hand.  
 
   “That's really nice of you, Rob.  Seriously,” I tell him with a fond smile.  
 
   “Hey, we're a pack.  We stick together, yeah?”  
 
   I nod as he grins at me, shaking his head.  
 
   “And I know how your mom can be.  I know it's been kind of frustrating lately.  But hang in there.  It's not going to be like this forever.”
 
   At the mention of my mother, my good feelings evaporate like smoke, and I find myself frowning.  But Rob won't let me think about that for too long.  He grabs the DVD case from my cardboard box coffee table, brandishing it into the air like a weapon.  “Don't worry about family problems right now.  Because right now...”  He pops the DVD out of the case with a flourish and slides it into the DVD player, “it's time for pizza and a terrible movie!  Those two things that cure all ills!”
 
   “What fabulous piece of cinematic treasure did you bring with you this time?” I ask him, grabbing another slice.
 
   Rob turns to look at me over his shoulder, purposefully grinning widely, his teeth bared like an angry wolf.  “It's a classic—Happy Howloween.”  
 
   “Believe it or not, I haven't heard of that one,” I snort.
 
   He waves his hand.  “Oh, you'll love it!  It's about a sleepy little New England town overrun by a plague of werewolfism.”  He curls his fingers into claws.  “By the end, everybody's been bitten and turned into a werewolf.  My kinda place.”  He winks at me.
 
   “God,” I groan, “I really want that werewolf-bite-turning-you-into-a-werewolf trope to die a painful death.  I mean, seriously, how the hell did it get started?  If that were really the case, half of my one-night stands would've had furry repercussions.”
 
   Rob grins, his head to the side as he considers.  “Yeah, now that I think of it, mine, too.”  
 
   We're both snorting with laughter (a little like two twelve-year-old boys, actually) when the DVD menu comes up, and he presses play on the remote.  “Okay,” he tells me, grabbing another slice, “shh, it's starting.”
 
   I cross my legs over the couch cushion and eat my pizza, watching the movie (and making a few offhand riffs) but hardly seeing it at all.
 
   Rob was sweet to come over with his offer of a movie and pizza—and that genuinely thoughtful gift of a punching bag.  I know he's trying to take my mind off of stuff, but I can't help thinking about things, anyway, wondering how this thing with Loren is going to play out.  
 
   During one of the more eye-rolling parts of the movie, my gaze alights on the werewolf book on my kitchen counter.  I decide, right then and there, to start reading it tonight.  Maybe I won't finish it in one sitting like a certain Mr. Bookworm, but still, I can get a start on it and try to figure out why Loren loves it so much.  Hell, who knows?  Maybe she is into werewolves.  
 
   But I know, better than most, that reading about a werewolf on the page is a whole different animal from inviting a werewolf into your bed...
 
   Or your life.
 
    
 
   ---
 
    
 
   Sunday morning dawns bright and finds me with a stomach full of butterflies, an entire horde of them flapping their wings like crazy.  And this horde of butterflies (flock? Herd?) sticks with me all day at work.  Which makes me annoyed—who likes a nervous stomach?—and anxious.  
 
   But, even with all those damned butterflies, I still can't help feeling excited about seeing Loren again.  
 
   After Rob left last night with his terrible, terrible movie (which was good, because it was so bad), I scooped up the werewolf book from the counter and brought it to bed with me.  And I read it.  
 
   Me, the woman who doesn't read anymore, not since I was a kid.  I read the whole thing.
 
   Admittedly, several parts were a little silly.  Clearly, the author has never met an actual werewolf, because she subscribed to all of the old myths, like the silver bullet being able to kill us (I'd like to bring up the fact that a bullet could kill anybody, silver or otherwise) and the involuntary transformations beneath the full moon...  But the love story itself was incredibly sweet—and encouraging.  The main character in the novel had to come out to her human girlfriend as a werewolf, and the girlfriend hardly batted an eye at the startling revelation.  In fact, she asked the werewolf to change her into a werewolf, too.  Which, scientifically speaking, isn't possible.  In real life, werewolfism is all genetic: you're either born a werewolf, or you're born a human, but you certainly can't pass on your werewolfism to anyone else, just like a human can't pass on being human to a werewolf.  
 
   But it was still nice to read a happy ending about someone like, well, me.
 
   Overall, the book was aggressively pro-werewolf, which might—might—mean that Loren is pro-werewolf, too.  At least, from a mythical/pop-culture point of view.  It's almost impossible that Loren would have any concept of werewolves actually existing.  But I'm hoping that, if ever confronted with the revelation, Loren might handle it at least half as well as the human woman in the novel did—and not react like my uncle's wife.
 
   Or Minnie.  
 
   I close my eyes, and I can still see the look of revulsion on her face.  After all these years.  
 
   At the end of my work shift, I change out of my uniform in the employee restroom. I had absolutely no idea what to wear to a poetry reading, but when in doubt, wear all black.  
 
   I turn and look at myself in the mirror, giving my reflection a once-over.  I'm sporting a black button-down shirt with black pinstriped skinny pants, black leather shoes and my hair slicked back into a pretty sexy 'do (using about a gallon of gel).  I toss my work uniform into my gym bag, sling the bag over my shoulder, and then I'm out of the bathroom, aiming for the front entrance of the store. But my co-worker Dan is by the entrance, and when he catches a glimpse of me, he wolf whistles.  I laugh, and he winks at me.  
 
   “Hot date?” he asks.
 
   I bite my lip, raise a brow, and then I'm grinning like an idiot at him.  “Yeah, actually.”
 
   “Well, she's a lucky girl,” Dan says with a chuckle. 
 
   Dan looks like Mr. Universe, with his enormous, bulging muscles—that he always shows off under his tank top (he argued that the tank top is the colors of the work uniform, and the owner could hardly refuse, what with all those muscles informing customers that you can get this ripped if you buy equipment from Sports Mountain).  He looks more than a little intimidating—if you're intimidated by sheer muscle, that is.  But he's honestly one of the kindest people I know.  When he's not at Sports Mountain, recommending whey proteins and supplements and barbells, he spends most of his free time volunteering at the local pit bull rescue.  I found out on my very first day working with him that he's engaged to a guy named Peter, which then led to my own coming out to him—about the lesbian thing, not the werewolf thing, of course.  We've been friends ever since.  
 
   “Don't sweat it, kid.  You'll knock her socks off,” Dan tells me, then regards me thoughtfully, his head to the side.  “And possibly other articles of clothing, too,” he tells me with a waggling brow.  I laugh and punch his arm, and then I take a step back, saluting him.
 
   He salutes me, too.  “Good luck!”  
 
   “Thanks,” I tell him with another laugh.
 
   Then I'm through the revolving front doors of Sports Mountain, ready to start the evening, come what may.
 
   But I find that, even with all of my usual confidence, my stomach is roiling on the bus ride to the Lyceum.  
 
   Because the cold, hard truth of it is that in all my adult life, I've never gone on a second date.
 
   That sounds terrible, even to me.  
 
   But it's true.  God knows I do one-night stands.  I'm the queen of them.  But second dates, other dates, actual long-term relationships?  Yeah, no dice.  And this means that, right now, I'm not quite sure how to behave on this, our Second Date.  My fists itch to have a go at my new punching bag to work off all of this nervous energy, or I'd like to run eight or nine billion miles to blow off some steam.  But there's no time for any of that, no time to head home and pummel the bag into submission, no time to go to the gym and pump weights until all of my muscles are sore, and I'm spent.  
 
   The poetry reading starts in ten minutes.  So I have no time for anything but getting there.
 
   The bus drops me off at the theater entrance, nicely enough, since the bus stop is right out front.  The doors of the theater are crowded with men and women in dark clothing, conversing animatedly, laughter rising above the people like sparks.  I look through all of the assembled poetry-reading-goers, but it's easy to spot Loren even in the crowd.  
 
   Okay, so cheesily enough, I think I could spot her in any crowd.  My eyes are drawn to her like, I don't know, she's a hunk of sexy metal, and my eyeballs are, for some unknown reason, magnetized.  
 
   Weird metaphor, but it works.
 
   And she's also easy to spot because, in that entire crowd of black-clad men and women, Loren is wearing a knee-length cream-colored sheath that sparkles with strands of gold beneath the lights of the marquee board. Her blonde hair is swept up in a high knot, with tendrils of gold hair falling along her creamy neck, revealing its graceful lines.  My mouth goes dry at the sight of her, and I can't help but smile like a dope.
 
   She doesn't see me yet, and I slip through the crowd up the steps unnoticed until I'm about a foot away.  That's when Loren glances back, her beautiful neck bending as she turns on the step to spot me.  I'm standing one step down from her, and I tilt my chin up to take in her beauty; she's glowing like the illuminated marquee overhead.  Brighter, even.  
 
   And she's smiling at me; her eyes dazzle.  She's as glorious as the sun.
 
   I take her hand, brush my lips against the back of it, feeling her skin against my lips, the warmth of it, inhaling her intoxicating scent, and then I'm rising out of the bend, taking that one step up so that I'm on the level with Loren.  I lean forward, and I'm kissing the side of Loren's mouth, whispering, “Hello, beautiful.”
 
   She bends her shining face to me, smiling brightly as she wraps her soft arms around my neck, drawing me even closer to her as she breathes out with a sigh, glancing up at me through her lashes.  “How was your day?” she asks, her voice purposefully low, throaty.  A purr of desire runs through every syllable.  
 
   I raise a brow, wrap my arms around her, too.  I can feel the warmth of the fabric of her dress, the warmth of her body against my skin.  Her scent is all around me, and it's distracting me, the sweetness of all that is her.  “Oh, business as usual,” I joke, feeling warmth surge through me.  “Stocking shelves.  Helping the excessively testosteroned track down their preferred varieties of balls.”
 
   She laughs so hard that she snorts a little, and I'm fairly certain I've never heard anything more adorable in my entire life.  
 
   “How about your day?” I ask her, my head to the side.  It's a normal small-talk question, but I'm genuinely curious.  I want to know what she's been up to today, how she's feeling, what she thought about as the hours passed.  I'm interested, and again (and this is terrible to say), interest isn't something I've felt for many people.
 
   But I feel it for her.
 
   Loren grins at me, but now she looks a little sheepish as she glances away.  “It was such a packed day, I don't know how I'm standing here on two feet,” she says with a little wink.  “Today was busy, busy, busy!”
 
   “Oh, really?” I chuckle.
 
   “Yup.  Little Red and I watched a hundred episodes of House Hunters and ate way too much macaroni and cheese.”  She says it all with a straight face until the very end, when she starts cracking up.
 
   I stare at her, unblinking.  “Say what?  Your cat eats macaroni and cheese?”
 
   Loren sighs.  “ Begrudgingly.  She's a snob.  Penne in clam sauce is her favorite.”
 
   “I'd...believe that,” I tell her.  I'm about to say something else when the rest of the people on the steps start moving into the theater itself.  I glance down at Loren, at her head inclined toward the entrance, and then I offer her my arm, and she takes it with a bright smile.  “Shall we go in?” I ask her.
 
   She nods, and arm in arm, we ascend the rest of the entrance steps and stop in front of the little ticket counter under the alcove.  Loren takes a step forward, waving her slim little purse at me and pulling out her wallet.  “My treat,” she tells me with a grin over her shoulder, and she's leaning down to speak into the little hole in the glass.  “Two, please,” she tells the attendant.  She scoops up the tickets and turns, just in time to see me checking out her legs. 
 
   She's beaming now as she shakes her head, shaking a finger at me.  “You're bad,” she says, but I'm wrapping an arm around her, and she wraps an arm around me, and together we walk side by side into the theater itself.  
 
   We take our seats near the back of the audience in the already-darkening space; the show is just about to start.  I am highly aware of the heat of Loren's leg pressing against mine, how the warmth of her bare skin feels against my pant leg.  I am so aware of her particular scent, that soft rise of floral, and of her every breath, every heartbeat, the soft thump-thump a rhythm that my body matches without even thinking about it.  
 
   Sometimes I wish I could turn my heightened werewolf senses off, because I'm far too conscious of the rise in Loren's temperature as she leans against me, of the increase in her heart rate when I reach out and place one hand on the creamy, bare skin of her thigh—and that makes my own heart pound and my cheeks flush, heat coursing through me, mixing with my desire until it's a potent, powerful thing.  
 
   Yeah, I've got a feeling that sitting through this poetry reading is going to be kind of rough...
 
   I'm fairly certain that most people, whose only brush with poetry was in school when we were forced to read it, whether we liked it or not, just don't enjoy poetry.  It's not that I disliked what I read in school.  It was passionate and pretty and moved me sometimes.  It just rankled me that we were forced to do anything.  What can I say?  Werewolves often have problems with authority when it comes from outside the pack.  Besides, not every poet that the teacher had us read was one I enjoyed.  
 
   So I'm going into this experience thinking I'll probably hate it.  That it'll fly over my head with crazy metaphors that only make sense to the poet (or, at the very least, just don't make sense to me).  But when the red curtain pulls back from the stage, the atmosphere in the room changes.  I can sense it, can sense the rising temperature, the weighted hush in the air, the hope and excitement that surges through the audience around me.
 
   And I end up being more than pleasantly surprised by the performance.
 
   The poet—a woman in her late twenties—sits on a stool on the stage, dressed simply in a red dress, her feet bare, and she recites storylike poems in a hushed tone, her voice low and pleasing to the ear.  
 
   She begins with talk of a wolf.
 
   “Little Red ran into the wood,” the poet murmurs, her red lips turning up into a coy smile.  “And what do you think she found there?”
 
   A quartet of masked dancers moves out of the shadows of the curtain on either side of the shade, creeping in the darkness as they move closer to the spotlit poet.  When they get closer, I take a deep breath, my heart beating quicker inside of me.
 
   The masked dancers all wear exaggerated wolf masks, big heads with long snouts and enormous, glowing eyes, their bodies dark and fading into the shadows with their black bodysuits.  The dancers begin to move around the poet onstage, moving quickly and lyrically to the rhythm of her words.  
 
   The poet stands up from the stool and begins to talk about wolves in the woods.  Once I get over the initial shock of her subject matter, I begin to really enjoy it.  After all, the tale of Little Red Riding Hood has pervaded every aspect of our culture, from the cartoons and the stories you first experience when you're a kid to the bottles of beer in the liquor stores that feature a scantily clad Little Red character on the labels.  It makes sense that a poet would want to talk about it.  Isn't it the age-old story?  Don't stray off the path.  Don't want what you can't have.  And, for heaven's sake, don't trust the big, bad wolf.
 
   I'm intrigued by the poetry, but I'm not relaxed in my seat.  For one, I can tell that Loren's body is hotter now, either because the woman on the stage is beginning to talk about the wolf in the woods with a few choice, sexual words, or because my palm is still resting on her thigh.  Her mouth is open a little, her shimmering lips parted, and though what's going on the stage is pretty interesting, I can't help but steal glances at Loren, at the tendrils of gold that dance over the cream-colored skin of her neck, at the warmth that flushes her cheeks, at how she licks her lips, wetting them, her lashes long and resting against as she closes her eyes while the poet talks faster, faster, drawing the words out into the air like an incantation.  Like a spell.  
 
   The poet is beginning a poem now that she entitled “What Big Eyes You Have.”  I guess that Loren knows this poem, because she reaches out in the dark of the theater, and she clasps my hand, gripping it fiercely, so fiercely that the nails of her fingers mark me with tiny, perfect crescent moons.  
 
   The woman on the stage casts a glance around at the audience, like they're co-conspirators in the magic she's about to create.
 
   “Once, long ago,” she begins, whispering the words into the microphone, just like you might whisper a word into a lover's ear, “there was a wolf in the wood.  He was long and lean and lank and gray as death.  He was a friend of mine.”  
 
   The way she says “friend” indicates something else entirely.  This isn't a “friend” she's talking about but a lover.  Through the course of the poem, as the poet sits there and eventually stands, breathing words like soft whispers into the microphone, it's revealed that the wolf in the poem isn't actually a wolf at all...but a werewolf.
 
   I clear my throat a little, shifting in my seat as the poet goes on, explaining that the werewolf “friend” transforms into the shape of a man on the new moon, seeking out and finding the narrator of the poem—the poet, I'm assuming.  He finds her, and he makes love to her because she asks him to.
 
   The four dancers have switched their black half-masks to wolf masks, and at this point, the wolf-masked people are circling the poet like a pack of wolves circles prey, their noses down toward the floor, their backs hunched as they prowl around her.  The poet's head is thrown back as she murmurs the words of the poem into the microphone, but other than that, all is hushed and still in the auditorium.  My heart is pounding, and it's in my throat as I watch the scene on stage.  
 
   Does the poet really have a werewolf “friend”?  Or is this all one big piece of art?  It's hard for me to tell.
 
   She keeps talking, and I try to concentrate on her words again.  About how, after the poet and the werewolf make love, he transforms from his human shape back into that of a wolf again, howling at the darkness of the sky, throwing his head back and yelling to the stars.  And then he races off into the woods, leaving her.  She knew he had to leave, that he had to be free, that he could not be contained by a love like hers.  That to love him was to set him free.
 
   I shift in my seat uncomfortably at the end of the poem, as the stage turns dark, as the poet hangs her head and the curtains close.  I can only assume the show is over.  But when I glance sidelong at Loren, I'm surprised at how raptly she's still staring at the stage, her eyes wide, her breath coming fast in her chest.  Loren blinks, as if she's waking up from a spell, and she glances sidelong at me now, her eyes shining.  
 
   “She's incredible, isn't she?  It was just...  It was just so incredible,” she breathes.
 
   “What was?” I ask her, because I don't think she's talking about the poet herself anymore.  And I'm right.
 
   “The poem,” Loren whispers, voice low, as if she's saying a prayer.  She puts her hand up to her flushed face and takes a deep breath.  “That...freedom.  That wildness.  Of being with a wolf...  It's magical.  So magical,” she whispers again, her eyes shining even brighter as she looks at me.
 
   I clear my throat again, lifting my chin as I try to hide my frown.  “It's tragic, though.  They can't...  They can't be together,” I tell her, as if it were obvious.  Although maybe it was just obvious to me, the werewolf.
 
   Loren's face takes on a firm resolve, and she's shaking her head, too.  “They could be together.  They could try,” she says, glancing at the stage again as the curtain peels back and the audience erupts into applause.  The poet steps forward, a wide grin on her face, to take a bow.
 
   Loren and I both stand to applaud the poet, along with the rest of the audience, but I don't really hear the raucous cheers, don't really pay attention to anything else but Loren's smile as she holds her hands high, clapping and yelling, “Brava!”    
 
   Against my better judgment, I realize that I'm allowing myself to feel hopeful at Loren's words.  They could try, she'd said, and she'd said it like she meant it.
 
   I reach across the space between us, and I scoop up Loren's hand in my own.  There are other poets after this one, and other readings, but I don't let go of Loren's hand until it's all over.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6:  A Wolf and a Woman
 
    
 
   There's a little dive bar around the corner from the Lyceum that Loren swears has good food, so after the poetry reading lets out, that's where we go to get our drink and burgers on.  
 
   I'm famished.  The problem is werewolf metabolism is much different than human metabolism.  Well, not crazy different, but we can certainly eat a lot more than, say, the average human being.  I want to order ten burgers but realize that might look a little funny to my date, so I only order two double burgers with extra fries.  Loren gives me a grin as she hands the menu back to the waitress and informs her she'll have a veggie burger and a beer.  And then it's just the two of us, sitting across from each other, electricity darting back and forth as if we're two live wires.  
 
   I know Loren can feel it, too.  She's leaning toward me, her breasts sitting on top of her hands as she gives me a wicked little grin.  Her dress is low-cut, and those gorgeous curves draw my eyes, but there's actually something stronger pulling my gaze—eye contact with her.  I love holding Loren's gaze; her bright green eyes are so intense.
 
   She smiles at me, and I can hear her blood thundering through her veins as she toes her foot forward, snaking her foot in its strappy heel around my ankle as she puts her head to her side with a wry grin.  
 
   “So I read A Lesbian Werewolf in London,” I tell her then, producing my own grin, and she stops playing footsie with me under the table, sitting up straight, her eyes wide.  
 
   “Already?” she asks, astonished, but then she narrows her eyes again, puts on a seductive little smile.  “Maybe you are a speed reader,” she tells me, voice lowering.
 
   I chuckle as I watch her smile, as I watch her blonde curls fall over her shoulder, softness brushing across the bare skin of her arm.  “No,” I tell her, my voice a growl as I raise a single brow.  “I just got hooked, I guess.”  
 
   “You really enjoyed it?”  
 
   “I really did,” I tell her, and I mean it.  
 
   Loren leans back a little then and gives a soft, fluttery sigh.  “Wasn't the climax romantic?  Yolanda giving up her humanity for love...”
 
   I stiffen a little at that, and then I'm talking before I'm thinking: “Yeah, but she didn't have to give it up.”  
 
   “No,” says Loren, tapping her red-painted nail on the counter. “That's the best part.  She chose to.  Which makes it even more romantic.  She just wanted to be able to share everything with Polly—including her werewolfism.”  She straightens a little, giving me a dazzling grin.  “Werewolfism—is that a word?” 
 
   I'm laughing, in spite of myself.  “Yeah.  Though I've always liked werewolfery.”
 
   But Loren doesn't laugh as she sizes me up from across the table, her flashing eyes narrowing a little.  “Yeah, that does sound better,” she tells me, then eyes me thoughtfully.  “So which team are you on?”  
 
   I blink.  “Which team?”  
 
   Loren smiles.  “Werewolves or vampires?”  
 
   I stare at her, my breath caught in my throat, because for a panicked moment, I'm thinking she's figured me out.  I'm thinking she knows exactly what I am.  
 
   But then that moment passes, because she's chuckling, shaking her head, her blonde curls tossed over her shoulder again.  “I mean, I went through a vampire phase in high school—didn't we all?—but now that I'm older and wiser, give me a good, earthy werewolf story any day over those angst-ridden vampire books.”
 
   I stare at her, and I clear my throat, but I can't think of anything to say. My heartbeat is still roaring through me.  That was a close one.
 
   “Oh, God,” she murmurs, frowning.  “Have I offended you?  Do you have a thing for vampire novels?”
 
   I'm laughing a short, hard bark of a laugh before I manage to clamp my jaw shut.  “Um, no,” I tell her a bit forcefully.  “I've...I've never read one.”
 
     “So you prefer werewolves, too?” she asks me, her head to the side.
 
   “Um...yeah,” I manage.  “By default.  Actually, I'm not a big reader,” I tell her quickly, desperate to get off this topic.  “I used to be, but...” I trail off.
 
   “But what?”  
 
   “I discovered girls?” I give her one of my most charming grins and hope she takes the bait. 
 
   And she does.  All talk of werewolves (and vampires, I guess) ends as Loren leans forward a little, reaching across the space between us to trail her fingertip over the back of my hand that's flat against the tabletop.  “There are a lot of girls in books, you know,” she tells me, voice soft and utterly seductive.  “Girls like us,” Loren says, eyes glittering.  
 
   I bite my lip.  I can't help thinking, Not quite like me...  
 
   “Maybe we could read together sometime,” Loren tells me, getting animated, her eyes bright as she bounces a little in her seat.  “Or—oh!  Oh!  I could read to you.”  She makes an adorable face, her nose wrinkled.  “I sound like a first-class nerd, don't I?”  
 
   “Yeah,” I tell her with a laugh, unable to remove my eyes from her.  “But it's really cute.  And I'd love to be read to—provided my reader had your voice.”  I lean forward a little, drag my gaze away from her eyes.  “Your lips...”  I lean all the way across the table, going in for a kiss.
 
   Loren's eyes are sparkling.  “Luckily, I meet those qualifications.  Once we chow down on our food, wanna get out of here?  Get some...reading done?”  
 
   Our mouths meet, and I kiss her long and slow and steady, the heat of her skin, of her mouth, sending a thrill through me that's bright and strong and true.  “I hope it's a long, long book...” I growl with delight.
 
    
 
   ---
 
    
 
   We make it back to her apartment—barely—before the heat of her skin, the rushing of her blood, the desire blossoming through her undoes me.  Her hands are shaking as she turns her key in the lock, and by the time she's stepping through the door, with me right behind her, she already has the door shut, already has me pinned against it, already has her mouth over mine, kissing me with all the fierceness of a...wolf.
 
   I chuckle a low, throaty laugh as she trails hot kisses down my jaw, undoing the buttons of my shirt so fast that I can hear the fabric squeak in protest.
 
   “Hey, who's seducing who?” I ask her, wrapping my fingers around her arms.  She's kneeling down in front of me already, and when she glances up at me in the dark, I can see the lust reflected in her eyes, making them dazzle in the darkness of the hallway.
 
   “I'm seducing you,” she tells me firmly as she slips the button on my jeans loose, pulling down the zipper and shimmying the pants along my thighs with a smooth quickness that my body responds to.  And when I step out of the jeans, when she throws them over her shoulder, already peeling down my panties, I realize this is it.  This is happening right here and now against the door. 
 
   And I'm one hundred percent on board with this.
 
   Thank God Loren's cat, Little Red, is nowhere in the noticeable vicinity (I'm thinking she's asleep on the couch, if my preternatural powers are any judge.  Also, I can see her little shape curled up on one of the cushions).  So it's just me and Loren and the door.
 
   I'm stepping out of my panties, and then they're gone, tossed over Loren's shoulder, too, and she's reaching up, palming my breasts with her right hand as she crawls forward on her knees, glancing up at me again with dark, desiring eyes.  My breath hitches in my throat, but I know what she wants, so I spread my legs, leaning my shoulders back hard against the door.
 
   Loren doesn't wait.  She leans forward, her hot breath against my clit as she spreads my legs farther with her fingers, reaching between my legs to see how very, very turned on I am by all of this.  And then she leans forward just a little more, her eyes rolling back in her head as she inhales the scent of me.  
 
   I place my hand on the back of her head, running my fingers through her soft, blonde curls.  Everything about this moment is bright and sharp and clear, like that second right before a thunderstorm, when the scent of ozone fills you, and lightning arcs overhead with pure power.  Loren's on her knees in front of me, her fingers spreading me open, her mouth almost touching my clit, hovering over it, her warm breath rushing over my wetness.  She exhales a hot breath again, blowing against my skin, my center, and the sensation makes me tremble, my entire body betraying how much I want her.  I put my weight back against the door, trying to prop myself up as my limbs shiver again, and when she glances up at me with that wicked, perfect smile, I feel myself come undone, unfurling, every cell opening up to her.  
 
   I push my head back against the door and hiss out into the darkness as her mouth connects with my clit.  I can feel her smiling against me as she lifts up her chin, as she licks me there.  My fingers curl reflexively against her scalp, and I can feel the heat of her; everything is so clear in this moment.  My nose is filled with the scent of her own arousal, of the slight sheen of sweat that's covering her arms, the bright, sweet scent of her perfume.  I know she worked today; I know her fingers touched the spines of books.  I know that she had a latte and that she loved it.  I can pick up on all of that, just through her scent, and when I close my eyes in the darkness of her apartment, when I let that sense overpower me...it's extraordinary.
 
   I've never let myself do this with anyone.  A werewolf spends most of his or her time trying to blot out their heightened senses, ignoring them, shoving them down until they can handle the world at large.
 
   I've never let myself experience the wholeness of my heightened abilities with anyone because I figured it'd just be too much for me to handle.  I've never talked about it with the other werewolves in my life, but we've certainly talked before about how we shove down our senses as much as possible to make life (when we're, you know, not in the wilderness in our wolf forms) bearable.  Life in the world with all its people, all its scents and sounds and sensations, was never intended for werewolves.  Everything is too much, all of the time.  I'm used to numbing myself as much as possible.
 
   But here and now, there's Loren.  And I find my chest, where I always feel the tightness of trying not to feel...loosening.  I feel all of the tension in me, the usual, normal tension of a werewolf trying to survive in the “big city,” easing.  
 
   I feel everything that I am opening up, expanding.  
 
   Releasing.
 
   So, yes, I inhale deeply, letting my senses run wild, like they always want to do.  I let go of my hold on them, let go of my hold on myself, and I can feel the wolf deep inside of me let back her head...and howl.  
 
   I breathe out into the darkness, feeling the wildness rise inside of me, filling every inch of me as Loren presses her mouth to my center, tasting me, touching me, drawing out of me such exquisite pleasure that my body can't contain it.  There are explosions behind my eyes, like supernovas, and explosions racing through every cell of my body as I feel the wave of the orgasm building and cresting and ready to drive its way through me.  
 
   I open my eyes then, right before it hits.  I open my eyes, and I look down at Loren.  And she's looking right up at me, her eyes dark with desire, but there's a brightness, right in the depths of them, a brightness that fills me with something bright, too, as the orgasm moves through me.  I let out a cry in the dark, my fingers tightening in her hair as I come, as I realize, shuddering with delight, my entire body pulsing with it, that I felt something much bigger than an orgasm as it hit me, as I looked down into those beautiful green eyes.  
 
   God.  I had no idea what it felt like.  What it was.  But I would know it anywhere.  I felt it, bright and whole and true in my heart, and I can't deny it.  Not anymore.
 
   Because it was love.
 
    
 
   ---
 
    
 
   After other sexual shenanigans, we're both lying in bed together, utterly spent.  (I mean, I could probably go for another round or two...but I've got to try to at least act human).  We're both wrapped up in each other, and when I look at Loren, gazing into her eyes like one of those cheesy romantic comedies where the lead stares at the love interest's eyes and goes all goo-goo over them...I realize that's exactly what I'm doing.
 
   God, I've got it bad.  I'm falling in love with her, head over heels in love with her, the kind of love that I kind of wondered if it was possible for me to feel.
 
   And you know what?
 
   It feels good.
 
   Loren's thinking of something else, however, because she's giving me a mischievous little look before turning the bedroom light on beside her.  The sheet that was pulled on top of both of us falls away, revealing her gorgeous breasts, and I enjoy the view as Loren leans over the side of the bed and pulls something out from beneath it.  I reach out, running my fingernails over her ass, and Loren glances over her shoulder, chuckling.  But she turns back at this moment, sitting up in bed, setting a...sheaf of papers onto her lap.  
 
   I blink and stare at the stack of paper.  “What's that?” I ask her, genuinely curious.  I thought she might pull out a sexy toy or something; I really could have never predicted a stack of printed pages.  
 
   Loren clears her throat, dramatically tossing her curls over her shoulder and lifting her chin.  She says, in the worst mockery of a British accent ever, “My manuscript.”
 
   I sit up on my elbows.  “That's the book you've been writing?”  
 
   Loren's shoulders start to sink, and when she glances at me, there's worry in her eyes, and she's nibbling at her lower lip.  “Yeah.  I've never shared it with anyone before.  I probably shouldn't—”  She stops abruptly, shakes her head and gathers the papers up in her hands, turning to shove them down beneath her bed again.  
 
   “Hey,” I tell her gently, reaching out and curling my fingers over her wrist.  “I...I'd be totally honored to hear your story.”  I'm surprised at how serious I sound, but I really mean it.  
 
   Loren takes a deep breath, gazing at me from beneath her long lashes.  “Seriously?” she murmurs, her voice hardly audible.
 
   I sit up a little higher on my elbows, and I reach for her face, drawing it down to me with soft fingers.  I kiss her deeply, for a long time, with a thoroughness that would make you think we hadn't just had sex for hours.  “Seriously.”  
 
   Loren takes another deep breath, glancing down at the pile of pages on her lap.  “I'm really nervous,” she tells me, flicking her glance to me, but I reach out and squeeze her hand, shaking my head.  
 
   “Don't be.  You...you don't have to read it to me if you don't want to,” I tell her quickly, holding her gaze.  “But I would really love it if you did.”
 
   Loren's smile is soft as she glances at me then.  And she nods, once.  She picks up the first page off the pile, and she glances from me, back to the page, to me again.  “Okay,” she tells me, clearing her throat.  “Here goes nothing.”
 
   And then she starts to read.  
 
   From the very first line, I'm kind of awestruck by Loren's skillful writing style.  But, let's be honest, I'm even more floored by the subject matter.  Because the main character of Loren's novel?  Yeah.  She's a werewolf.
 
   The main character's name is Jo, and she's clever, funny...and, wow, she's very, very gay.  And, yes, totally a werewolf.  I've never encountered a character like this before.  I mean, all of the werewolves in the few werewolf stories I know are about typically tragic figures.  Hell, even the werewolf in A Lesbian Werewolf in London had her episodes of angst about “who she really was.”  But Jo is a sexy optimist—with a serious crush on her human best friend, a gorgeous woman she can't help but fall in love with.  
 
   After four pages, Loren stops, taking a drink of water from the glass on her nightstand.  She leans back against the headrest of her bed, gesturing down to the pile of pages on her lap helplessly.  “Okay,” she tells me with a wince, closing her eyes and seemingly bracing herself.  “What'd you think?”  
 
   I can't help it.  I push myself up from the bed, and I pull her to me, kissing her deeply.  Her mouth is surprised and stiff against my own for just a heartbeat, but then she laughs against me, wrapping her arms around me and kissing me back.  I gently push a few of her blonde curls away from her face, tucking them behind her ear as I shake my head with a big grin when we finally break apart.  
 
   “Does that mean you liked it?” Loren laughs; she sounds excited, and I can tell that she is.  Her eyes are wide, and her breath is coming faster.  
 
   “It was perfect,” I whisper to her, but then I'm kissing her again, tracing a path of kisses down her neck, down her midsection, as I start to taste her.  
 
   Loren is perfect, I realize, as I kiss her skin, realizing that I can't get enough of her.  
 
   She moans, throwing her head back, and she lets the manuscript flutter to the floor.  
 
   I'm proud of her, I realize, as I taste her again and again, honoring every inch of her body, memorizing it like a favorite passage from a book, running my hands lovingly over ever curve, learning her like language.  
 
   Loren is everything I ever wanted.  And I'm in love with her.  
 
   How did this become my life?  
 
   I realize, as she whispers my name in the dark, wrapping her fingers in my hair, that I have never felt such immense gratitude.  Gratitude that rips me open, filling me, making me whole.  
 
   But with the gratitude comes something else, something darker and deeper that races through my bones and blood.
 
   Fear that something this wonderful could fall apart.  
 
   Fear that I could lose Loren.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7:  Winging It
 
    
 
   We spend every night that week together at her place (Rob was right—mine really isn't ready for anyone besides the pizza delivery guy to see.  And, you know, Rob.), and that “love” feeling is starting to grow.  Every time I think about it, I decide that I need to do a whole hell of a lot less thinking and a whole lot more feeling.  So that's exactly what I do.  I enjoy her company; I enjoy just being with Loren, and that's enough for me.  But, as much time as we spend at her apartment, we don't technically go on any other dates.    
 
   Because we're waiting for Saturday.  Saturday morning, to be precise.  
 
   Our next date's all on me: I'm going to take Loren on a hike.  
 
   I spend all of Friday anxious to see her, going over and over the list of stuff I think I should bring for tomorrow morning.  Loren's supposed to stop by Sports Mountain this afternoon to get outfitted with some hiking shoes, and that means she's going to see me at work for the first time.
 
   This is all stuff I've never done before with a girl.  I don't think any of my dates ever saw my workplace, unless that was where I picked her up.  And I guess I'm super anxious, because I want to get all of this right.
 
   I haven't ever been a girlfriend before, but I guess that's what I am right now.  And it's equal parts totally unnerving and terrifying...and equal parts absolutely wonderful.
 
   I'm trying to concentrate on the “absolutely wonderful” part right about now and ignore my worries that somehow, some way I'm going to mess this up (don't even get me started on her finding out about the werewolf thing).
 
   Around four—when Loren said she'd be stopping in—I start to head toward the front door to meet her, and that's when I spot Loren's golden hair.  I'd already scented her; I'd know her scent anywhere, and I'm able to pick it out of an entire room of people.  My heart rises in my chest.  I just saw her a few hours ago when I woke up to her in my arms, but seeing her again?  God...  It makes me so happy, it fills me with this lightness...  It's honestly the greatest feeling in the world.  
 
   I start to jog across the floor, bee-lining toward Loren, but when I finally reach her, I realize that Dan is already giving her the customer spiel.  Loren is laughing at something he just said, and Dan actually flexes his right bicep for her.  Heaven knows why.  To impress her?  To prove what whey protein powder can accomplish?
 
   “Seriously?” I ask him with a chuckle and a shake of my head.  “Don't worry, buddy—I got this one, I promise.”
 
   Dan stops in mid-flex, and then he draws a calculating gaze between the two of us, one of his brows rising knowingly.  “Oh-h-h-h,” he says, drawing out the word for a solid minute.  “You're the hot date!” he tells Loren then, with an enormous grin.
 
   Loren laughs, shaking her head.  “I'm what?”
 
   “The hot date Becca went out with on Sunday night.”  He gives me an approving nod and a wink.  “I'll leave you lovebirds alone.”  He's about to turn and go, but he thinks better of it and glances back at me, his grin even wider, as if that was possible.  “And, hey, if you two need privacy, Peter and I usually duck behind the football mountain right over there for a makeout session.”  He jerks his thumb toward the football mountain (which, as you might expect in a store called Sports Mountain, is an actual mountain.  Made of footballs.  They don't have a lot of imagination around here) and gives me another wink before ducking my solid punch that I'd been aiming at his enormous bicep.  
 
   I'm laughing as I take Loren's hand, and then I'm pulling her behind the wall of footballs, because why the hell not?  I kiss her deeply, my hand at the back of her neck, reveling in the soft warmth of her skin, my fingers caressing the beautiful blonde curls at the nape of her neck.  “Welcome to my world,” I tell her when we finally come up for air.  I gesture backward, like I'm showing her a kingdom and not a sporting goods store.  “It smells like sweat and rubber,” I tell her truthfully, “but, hey, I used to work in the fish market, so this is—believe it or not—an improvement.”  
 
   Loren tugs at my collar; I'm wearing the standard Sports Mountain uniform, a black-and-white checked polo with Sports Mountain scrawled across it in red embroidery and khaki pants.  And then the best thing ever happens to that damn uniform as Loren glances up at me and impishly unbuttons the top button of my shirt.
 
   My blood is racing, but I try to keep it all casual (ha!), as I expertly draw a football out of the mountain of footballs.  “Can I interest you in a football, ma'am?” I ask her, holding it out and giving her what I'm hoping is a charming smile.
 
   Loren returns my smile with a sly one of her own as she takes the football.  “I only play indoor sports,” she says, raising an eyebrow and fluttering her eyelashes to give me an indication of which indoor sport she's referring to.  “One-on-one,” she purrs.  And then she shakes her head with a sigh, tossing the football back to me.  “But since you're determined to do this hiking thing...”  She folds her arms in front of her, wearing the expression of a woman who really, really doesn't enjoy the great outdoors.
 
   It look a lot of convincing to get her to agree to go on this hike in the first place. 
 
   “We'll have fun,” I tell her, gathering her into my arms and squeezing her gently.  “I promise.  Come hell or mosquitoes, you're going to enjoy yourself—I'll make sure,” I tell her with a little growl of my own.  
 
   Loren sighs against me and then glances up with a softer smile.  “I know, I know.  I'm kidding.  I'm really excited about Saturday.  I used to hike all the time when I lived in Colorado, but since I moved east, I've gotten...lazy.”  She makes a face, wrinkling her nose so cutely that all of my insides melt instantaneously (and that can't be good for my internal organs).  “Maybe some fancy new footwear will snap me out of my sluggishness,” Loren says, straightening and wiggling her way out of my arms as she starts to make a beeline for the shoes.  “Do you have anything in pink?” she tosses back over her shoulder.
 
   I glance past her at an entire wall of pink athletic footwear and chuckle.  “Actually...”
 
   A few moments later, Loren is seated on one of the footwear benches while I'm slipping a hot pink hiking boot onto her foot.  I do this all the time for customers—it's one of the things we're known for here at Sports Mountain: our stunning customer service and good, old-fashioned way of doing things (seriously, when was the last time a store attendant put a shoe on your foot?  But Sports Mountain does stuff like that, and, hey, we're still in business, so that's got to mean we're doing something right).  
 
   However, when I normally do this for customers, my hands don't tend to linger on customers' calves.  But that's exactly what I'm doing now with Loren, my fingers drifting over her soft, smooth skin and eliciting a shiver from my shoe-ee.  
 
   “What do you think, Cinderella?” I ask her when I'm done lacing.  I smile at Loren as she glances down at the shoe, turning it this way and that and considering it with a wide grin.
 
   “Well, this certainly beats a glass slipper.  I think you've got yourself a sale,” she says.  She bounces up onto her feet and starts parading down the aisle, checking how the shoes feel on her feet; she even does some pirouettes for good measure.  “Seriously, it fits like a glove—that's magic!”
 
   I watch her walk, swaying her hips a little for my benefit, and as I feel my heart rising into my throat, as I feel everything inside of me melt again, I realize I'm thinking it, as cheesy as it sounds:  No, you're magic.
 
   But, sadly, the spell is broken by Loren glancing down at her wristwatch.  “Oh, God,” she mutters, making a face, “I'm late.  Dammit.  I've got to get back to the store.”   She sits back down on the bench and unlaces the pink hiking boots quickly, toeing her flats back on and standing up all in a rush, hitching her purse strap up higher on her shoulder.  I put the hiking boots back in their box and hand them to her as she leans down and brushes her mouth against my cheek.  
 
   “Thank you for helping me,” she breathes into my ear, and I grin up at her, handing up the box, our fingers touching.  “See you tomorrow?”  
 
   “Bright and early,” I promise.  Then I reach up, grabbing her hand.  I'm still down on one knee on the floor at this point, positioned in front of the bench, and when I bring the back of her hand to my lips, it elicits a little gasp from Loren.  I glance up at her, and instantly, I can't stop grinning.  Her face is red, her eyes bright.  
 
   “Better than Cinderella,” she repeats, almost as if to herself, as she crouches down in front of me.  She sets the shoe box on the bench, and then she's gathering my face in her hands, bringing me to her.  When we kiss, I drink her in, the strawberry of her lip balm, the warmth of her skin, the softness of her mouth, her spirit.  She is so good, and I am so deeply and completely in love with her.
 
   “See you soon,” she whispers when we break apart, and she kisses my nose quickly before snatching up the box of shoes and practically running toward the front of the store.  I watch her jog away, crouching there for just a moment.  
 
   And that's when Dan comes around the corner.  His cell phone is out in his hand, and for a minute, I think he's checking Facebook or something, but nope.  He holds up the phone, and I can hear the snap of the phone taking a picture.  
 
   “What'd you do that for?” I grumble, rising to my feet and dusting the knees of my khaki pants off.  
 
   Dan grins hugely at me.  “Because I had to capture this moment for posterity.  Becca, the sworn free agent, is in love.”  He bats his eyes at me, and I'm sighing already, crossing my arms in front of my chest.  
 
   “Dude, seriously, I'm not in love,” I start, even though saying that feels drastically wrong.  “We've only been on two dates,” I tell him, which is the truth.  I shouldn't be falling for this woman so quickly.  But...
 
   “Well,” Dan says, brows up as he gives me an imperious glance, “you're well on your way.  Come on—just look at your face!”  He thumbs up the photo on his phone and hands it to me.  
 
   I glance down at the phone, completely startled.  I'm crouching there in the photo on my heels, and my face is still turned toward the direction that Loren took.  I've never seen myself with such a soft, dreamy expression on my face.  I look so damn happy that I almost don't recognize myself.  I look happy, yes.  But I also look so...calm.  So content.  And that just isn't normal for me.   
 
   I frown as I hand the phone back to Dan, and immediately he frowns, too.  “Hey, what's wrong?” he asks me.  
 
   I glance up at him as I shake my head, searching for the right words.  “I...I just don't have any idea what I'm doing, Dan,” I tell him quietly.  “I'm so afraid of messing this up.  I...I don't have any idea what I'm doing,” I repeat, as if repeating it will denote the seriousness of this situation.
 
   Dan reaches out and pats my shoulder hard.  His eyes glint.  “Do you think anyone does, Becca?”
 
   I stare at him.
 
   “Hey,” he tells me, shaking his head, “even the greatest baseball players alive are winging it half the time, hoping they'll get lucky and hit the sweet spot.  That's life, Becca.  Sliding into home base even if you don't think you have a snowball's chance in hell of making it in time.”  
 
   I rock back on my heels, stick my hands in my pockets.  “Hmm.  Sounds reckless.”  
 
   “Yeah!” he says, a big grin breaking over his face now.  “The best things happen when you're reckless.  Do you think Pete and I would be together now if I hadn't thrown caution to the wind? I didn't know if Pete was gay when I asked him out. He could've clobbered me...  But, instead, he said, 'How's six o'clock work for you?'” 
 
   “I don't know, Dan...”  I rub my hand over my face, sigh.  “I've never done this.” 
 
   “'This'?”  
 
   “Dating,” I tell him miserably.  “I've just never...tried.”  
 
   “Listen, Becca, is this woman worth the risk to you?” he asks me gently.
 
   There's not a second of hesitation.  “Yeah,” I nod. 
 
   “Then what are you afraid of?”  He spreads his arms wide.  “Steal the base!  Go for the home run!”
 
   As I glance up at my friend, smiling because I can't help it (Dan's enthusiasm is pretty damn adorable), I sigh a little.  I can't tell him about the fact that my problem is much bigger than “I've never dated anyone before.”  Because there's this enormous issue of being a werewolf.  I can't tell him my werewolf concerns, obviously, so I just keep smiling weakly at Dan, and then I shrug.  “We're hiking up to Willow Springs tomorrow morning. I've...”  I work my jaw.  “I've never gone hiking with a date before. That's a good first step, right?”  
 
   Dan reaches out, and again, he pounds down on my shoulder with a friendly hand.  “I'm proud of you. Before you know it, you'll be ready to experience a double-date with Pete and me!”  
 
   I laugh.  “What, at a Red Sox game?”  Dan is pretty much the biggest Red Sox fan in the entire universe (give or take).  
 
   Dan makes the sign of the cross and lifts his hands up in prayer to the sky.  “Praise to the Sox, blessed be thy name!”  
 
   Overhead, the speakers rumble to life.  “Becca, please return to the stockroom.”  We were supposed to get in a shipment of Crocs today, and it sounds like it just arrived.  
 
   “Thanks for the talk, Dan,” I tell him, walking backward down the aisle toward the stockroom.  
 
   He salutes me.  “Anytime.  Remember—just slide it on home.”  
 
   “Sure,” I tell him.  “I'll try.”
 
    
 
   ---
 
    
 
   I canceled on my mother's standing dinner plans with me three weeks in a row.  Though there is absolutely no part of me that wants to hear how much of a disappointment I am as a daughter (considering I've got a big day planned tomorrow), to cancel again would be pretty rotten.  
 
   So I show up to Pappa Joe's Italian Restaurant, braced to have a miserable time.  
 
   My mother is, of course, already there, even though I arrived at the restaurant a full half hour early in order to get there first.  That's the thing with my mother.  It's utterly impossible to get anywhere first when she's involved.  
 
   Ma's seated at a table right in the center of the restaurant.  She's leaning back in her chair, her ankles crossed neatly to the side, and there are quite a few guys in the restaurant eyeing her legs.  Her jet-black hair is done up in a high bun on her head, and she's wearing the hell out of little black dress, because that's what my mother does.  She looks younger than her age, which we could chalk up to the fact that she's a werewolf, or because I'm fairly certain she's immortal and will be meddling in my life long, long after I'm dead.  
 
   As I make my way through the restaurant toward her, my mother stands, giving me a frosty smile as she steps forward, folding me into a tight-angled hug.  My mother is pretty muscular (again, we can chalk that up to werewolfism), but she still manages to jab me with her elbows when she hugs me.  She sits back down, folding her legs beneath the table again and angling one brow up.  
 
   “I've already ordered the fettuccine alfredo for both of us, dear,” she tells me, her voice coming out in an almost-growl.  It's pitched low enough that the people surrounding us in the restaurant can't hear anything but the growl of it, and several people turn to look but then go back to their meals when they see my mother's eyes.  
 
   There's a strength to my mother, it's true.  She looks like she could be a world leader if she wanted to be.  
 
   But when she gets that look in her eyes—it's kind of terrifying.  
 
   Good thing I've never been afraid of her.  
 
   “Oh,” I murmur, shrugging out of my leather jacket and setting it on the chair behind me.  I lean back, too, and cross my legs.  “I was craving spaghetti,” I tell her, but my mother cuts me off, holding up a well-manicured hand.
 
   “Spaghetti, so boring.  You always order spaghetti,” she says, her eyes glittering darkly. 
 
   “Because it's my favorite—” 
 
   “Trust me,” she says, shaking her head dismissively, “you'll love this.”  As usual, there is no room left for argument.  “So,” she says, reaching forward and picking up her glass of red wine, “how have you been?”  
 
   Well, Mom, I have a girlfriend for the first time in my life, and it's going pretty spectacularly.  I think I'm falling in love with her, and that terrifies the crap out of me.  I have no idea how to act in a relationship, and I have no idea how to tell her what I really am.  But I'm so happy.  I thought I was happy before, and I was—but I guess I never knew what happiness could grow to be.  Mom, I'm in love.  
 
   But my mother and I just don't have the type of relationship where I pour my heart out to her.  I can already imagine all of the things she'd say to that.  How I should end up with a werewolf woman so that I can keep the pack “all in the family.”  I can already hear her long sigh, about how I couldn't possibly know if I was in love or not after two dates.
 
   I'm just not in the mood for arguing.
 
   I take a deep breath.  “Okay,” I tell her.  
 
   My mother tilts her head sharply, her eyes narrowing.  “That's it?  Just okay?” she asks me, her tone wheedling.  “How's the job at Sports-o-rama treating you?” She takes another sip of her wine.  
 
   The question is meant to rile me, but I don't rise to the bait.  “It's Sports Mountain, Ma, and it's fine,” I tell her, spreading my hands with a little shrug.  “Easy.  Undemanding...”  Unlike you, I add, a little sullenly, in my head.  Somehow, as juvenile as it is, my mother has always brought out the defiant teenager in me, even though it's been quite a while since I was a teen living beneath my mother's roof.
 
   “Good, good,” my mother says quickly, waving her hand.  “Well, not good.  You know I wish you'd apply to your cousin's law firm.  You could work your way up—” 
 
   I wanted this evening to be nice and easy, and I promised myself that I wouldn't get defensive, but this is kind of too much.  “Ma, you know that I'm not interested in law at all, and—” 
 
   “What's interest got to do with it?” she asks, drawing out the words in a growl, her lips up over her teeth in what would be perceived as a sneer by anyone watching us.  But I know that my mother is getting aggravated with me, and this is a pretty wolfish way to show it.  “You could wear a snazzy suit, buy a snazzy apartment,” she tells me, setting her empty wine stem back onto the table.  “Get out of that dump you're living in.”  
 
   I stay silent, though I'm starting to inwardly seethe.  
 
   “And what's this?” she asks, leaning forward and touching a finger to the arm of my Sports Mountain polo shirt.  “This is how you dress for dinner with your mother?”  
 
   “I didn't have time to change after work,” I tell her, picking every word as carefully as I can, but they all come out through clenched teeth.  “And what's wrong with my shirt, anyway?”  
 
   “It's common,” my mother says instantly, burning her gaze into mine.  “Cheap.  Your outward appearance is a reflection of who you are inside.”  The way she says this last bit indicates that who I am inside is the spiritual equivalent of a crappy polo shirt.  But I shake my head.  
 
   “All my outward appearance says is that I'm a person who's wearing a uniform shirt for work.”  
 
   “No, you're a person who doesn't care enough about the impression you give other people,” she tells me, like that was obvious and I should have already known it about myself.  “Becca, how are you going to become a respected pack leader if you don't dress and act the part?” she says then, her voice a growling whisper, one brow up.  The look of disappointment on her face is demoralizing.  
 
   Great.  We went five whole minutes without bringing pack leader up.
 
   “God, not this again,” I tell her with a groan, sinking down in my chair a little more.  I reach forward, picking up my own wine stem, and I take a pretty long swig of the wine.  It's good—really good—because my mother only drinks the best.  
 
   “Becca,” my mother tells me, in a tone that brooks no argument as she leans forward, “I love you.  And I want you to succeed.  I want you to make the family proud.”
 
   That last word is practically snarled.  
 
   Because I, very obviously, haven't made the family proud yet.
 
   The food arrives, and—just like my mother said—it's two heaping bowls of  fettuccine alfredo with garlic bread on the side.  But I stare down at my bowl, and even though I was starving a few minutes ago, I realize that I just lost my appetite.  
 
   My mother doesn't seem to notice and begins to eat hungrily.  Ma is a very polished, put-together-looking woman, but her wolfishness is apparent—to me, anyway—when she eats.  She hardly chews, shoveling forkful after forkful into her mouth neatly and quickly.  Within a few minutes, her plate is clean.  She daintily pats her mouth with a napkin while I stare at her, doing my best not to glower.  And failing.
 
   “Look,” she says then, her eyes glittering darkly, “I know you think I push you too hard, but when you're leader, you'll—” 
 
   “That's the problem, Mom,” I tell her, my voice starting to shake from all of the anger and sadness I'm squelching.  “I don't even know if I want to be pack leader.”
 
   My mother says nothing, only stares daggers into me.
 
   “And I sure as hell don't want to fight you in order to earn the title,” I tell her then, my voice low and growling.  No one can hear what we're saying, which is important.  No one but my mother can hear me.  And she needs to hear me.  But she doesn't. 
 
   “We've been over this,” she says simply, her tone absolute.  “It's tradition.  The incoming leader always battles the outgoing leader in a physical match.  It has always been done this way, and since I have no issues with it—” 
 
   “But I do have issues with it,” I tell her, stabbing my finger into the tabletop as I lean forward, dropping my voice even more as I snarl at her: “I don't want to go all gladiator on my own mother.  It's completely messed up!”  
 
   My mother sits up straighter in the chair, and when she speaks to me now, her lips are drawn up and over her teeth.  “Have some respect,” she snarls right back.  “You're talking about a millennia-old—”  
 
   “I know,” I tell her tiredly.  “A millennia-old tradition.  I got it.  But sometimes traditions need to be updated.”  I sit back in my chair and just look at her.  “We both know that gay marriage wasn't legal until a little while ago, and you fully supported that change.  So why can't you budge on this?”  
 
   My mother shakes her head firmly.  “This is simply not up for discussion.”  And, just like that, the discussion is over, because my mother wants it to be.  She waves to the waiter for the bill, and when he comes over, she hands him her credit card.  Then she picks her light spring pea coat up from the chair behind her and stands as the waiter scuttles away to run her card through.  “It's time for you to take some responsibility, Becca,” my mother says, every word as strong as iron.  “I've been too lenient on you.  I let you choose your own way, and look where it's gotten you.”  
 
   I'm standing, too, my hands balled into fists.  Our voices are low, but it's kind of obvious that we're having an argument, and pretty much everyone in the restaurant is looking our way now.  I hate making a scene, but my mother's never quite seemed to mind it.  Still, I can't let this go.  “Where has it gotten me, Ma?” I growl to her. 
 
   My mother glances at me in surprise.  “Exactly nowhere, Becca,” she says simply.  “I mean, look at you.  You're earning minimum wage at a retail job.  You live in a hovel.  You aren't even dating anyone—”  
 
   And because I'm stupid and hotheaded and utterly ridiculous, this is the bait I rise to.  
 
   “I am dating someone,” I say defensively, and then, just as quickly, I regret it.  
 
   My mother, sliding leather gloves onto her hands, stops what she's doing and stares at me, her eyes wide.  “You are?”  And then, before I can reply, her eyes narrow.  “Well, why didn't you tell me?”  
 
   I sag a little tiredly.  “I didn't think it was relevant,” I tell her.  
 
   “Of course it's relevant,” my mother says with a snarl, but then she schools her features, tugging down on the front of her coat with her gloved hands.  “I'm your mother,” she tries then, and her voice has softened considerably.  “Who else are you going to share something like that with?”  
 
   
  
 

I refrain from commenting.  
 
   My mother, still in her coat and gloves, sits back down in her seat, folding her hands on her lap.  “So,” she says, her tone wheedling, “what's she like?”  
 
   I am one hundred percent not going to give her any details, but as I lift my chin, as I sit down, too, I start with, “She's...”  And then, despite my stubborn intentions, I find myself softening, blushing just a little.  “She's awesome,” I tell my mother then, my voice warm for the first time in this entire conversation.  “Really awesome.”
 
   And my mother, also for the first time in this conversation, softens, too.  She reaches across the table and takes my hand, squeezing it.  “Oh, honey, I'm so happy,” she says, and somehow, I know she means it.  
 
   We disagree on pretty much everything about my life.  But, at the end of the day, my mother has always wanted me to find someone, and to be happy with her.  Which is a start.
 
   But then Ma says the worst possible thing she could say in this moment.
 
   Without skipping a beat, and with a big smile stretching across her face, my mother gushes,  “When can I meet her?”  
 
   The blood drains out of my face in a matter of seconds.  “What?” I manage. 
 
   My mother shakes her head, taking her phone out of her purse and pulling off a leather glove.  She brings up her calendar.  “How about next week?” she asks, thumbing through the dates.  “I've already got a dinner party planned for Friday night, but—” 
 
   “No, Mom,” I manage, and then a bit more emphatically, “No.  I mean, we've only just started dating—”  
 
   But my mother, as usual, is not listening.  “But now that I'm thinking about it, that dinner party is perfect!  Because then the whole family will be there to meet her, too,” she tells me blithely, still staring down at the phone.  
 
   “Mom, this isn't happening—” I splutter, but my mother steamrolls right on top of me. 
 
   “Does she have any allergies?” she asks quickly, glancing up at me.  “Don't worry, I'll make sure to have plenty of options, and your aunt Grace will bring her custard pie!  You know how heavenly that pie is.”  
 
   The waiter trots back over with the receipt and my mother's credit card, and Ma writes in a generous tip, signing the receipt with a flourish.  She stands up, then, and slings her huge purse daintily over her shoulder.  “Don't worry about bringing wine.  I've just restocked the cabinet,” she says, waving her hand dismissively.  “See the two of you at seven, then.  And, Becca, wear something nice,” she finishes, because my mother had to get in that one last jab.  She reaches down, brushing her lips against my cheek, and then she grins down at me, showing her teeth.  Every bit the wolf.  
 
   I'm left alone in the restaurant, and right at this moment, I kind of feel as if I've just been punched in the gut.  Repeatedly.  
 
   My mother wants me to bring Loren to a dinner party with my entire family.  My whole werewolf family.
 
   The...pack.
 
   The waiter ducks back over to me, glancing down at my untouched plate.  
 
   “Ma'am, would you like a doggy bag?” he asks me.  
 
   I glance up at him, and then I'm laughing weakly—and kind of crazily.
 
   Doggy bag.  How apropos.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8:  Still a Little Wild
 
    
 
   Of course, after that dinner with my mother (and her pronouncement of dinner next week with my brand-new girlfriend), I can't catch a wink of sleep.  So when I show up at Loren's door, bright and early on Saturday morning, just as I promised, the very first thing she says is:
 
   “Wow, and I thought I needed coffee.”  She grabs the collar of my shirt and draws me gently into her apartment, kissing me just as gently.  Her mouth is minty from her toothpaste, and she's already decked out in jeans and a t-shirt that reads “I like big books, and I cannot lie.”  I chuckle a little, wrapping my arms around her waist.  
 
   “I just didn't get much sleep last night,” I tell her, which is the truth.  I draw her in for another kiss, and then I pick up the strap of the worn backpack that's sitting by the door.  “Is this what you're taking?” I ask her, and she nods happily.  
 
   “I think I've got everything packed that we might need,” she says, and she gives me an impish look as she slides her arm through mine, leaning against me to steal another kiss.  “But can we stop at a coffee shop along the way?”
 
   “I don't think either of us could survive this hike without it,” I promise her with a chuckle.  
 
   It doesn't take long, after picking up coffee, to get out of the city, and then we're making our way northwest toward Willow Springs.  
 
   It's been awhile sink I hiked on this particular trail, but I wanted it to be the first one I showed Loren.  I have a lot of history with this beautiful bit of land, and I wanted to share that with her.  
 
   When we reach the parking lot for the hiking trail, Loren puts her car into park, and then we toss our backpacks onto our shoulders, shutting the car doors firmly behind us.  I inhale deeply, letting the beautiful richness of the earth and loam and moss and trees and just-beginning buds of leaves fill me.  
 
   There's something so deeply soothing about being in nature.  I know that humans feel it, too, are drawn to hiking, to being in the woods and on the mountains, because it fulfills some deep, animal pleasure inside of them.  But for a werewolf, it's a little different.  When we get to the wild places that are still left on this world, there's something that opens up inside of us.  Most of the time, in the day-to-day world, we have to push down our inner wolves.  But here, she rises up, wholly wild and expectant, and ready to run.  
 
   Today, though, I rein her back a little, glancing sidelong at Loren.  I'm not going to transform into a wolf today, and I'm not going to be fully wild.  Normally, this would be deeply depressing to me.  I haven't been my wolf-self in over a month, and it's starting to eat away at me, like there's an itch just under my skin that I have to scratch but can't quite reach.  
 
   But it doesn't bother me like it usually would, because when I look at Loren, when I see the happiness on her face as she glances up at the tall pine trees, towering all around us, I can't help but smile.  Sure, I need to transform soon, and I can't put it off much longer.  But today isn't about my wolf-self.  It's not about me at all. 
 
   It's about us.
 
   We set off down the pine needle-covered trail, companionably walking side by side.  We stop fairly soon to adjust Loren's backpack on her shoulders when we reach a rocky outcropping.  Already, we're rising out of the trees.  
 
   Loren takes a bottle of water out of her backpack and drinks a deep swig before handing the bottle to me.  I accept it gratefully, lifting my head and swallowing the water.  It's such a beautiful day, almost warm with the sun shining down so brightly on the both of us, filtering through the pine branches to reach us down below.  
 
   Willow Springs isn't really a mountain so much as a big hill.  It's not a very long hike up to the “summit” (if you can even call it that) and the spring that Willow Springs is named after.  
 
   As I glance around at the trail, the trail that—since I was a kid—hasn't ever really changed, I'm overcome by a wave of nostalgia.  Me and Rob used to race one another to the top of the “mountain” when we were kids—in both our human and (when we were fairly certain no one else was on the trail) our wolf forms.  Rob pretty much always won, unless he purposely let me win (speed's never really been my thing, and though Rob would never forgive me if I told you, he's got longer legs than me).  The thing is, he let me win pretty often, because even as a kid, Rob was a sweetheart.  
 
   I grimace a little as I put the cap back on the bottle of water.  I haven't had a chance to talk to Rob about what happened last night, and I'm assuming that the dinner next Friday is going to have some tense moments, not just because me and Ma are fighting but because Rob's mom, Sonia, and mine just don't get along that often.  
 
   All of this is, of course, because of my mother, not Sonia.  My mom thinks Rob is too soft (ha!) and a bad influence on me, because from the earliest of ages, Rob really didn't have any interest in the pack.  From childhood, Rob knew he wanted to open a gym, and even though it's a gym that's aimed at werewolves, that wasn't enough for the Alpha, AKA dear old Mom.  
 
   But the thing is, it doesn't matter if Rob is obsessed with being a werewolf (hell knows that I'm certainly not).  He kept me sane through my confusing, growing-up-as-a-werewolf teenager years, and he's kept me sane ever since.  He's the best friend I could ever hope for, and his being family just makes it even better.
 
   I glance down at the rocky outcropping we're leaning against, and I trace my finger over the inscription there.  Me and Rob carved it into the rock years ago—close to two decades now, actually.  
 
   It reads Becca & Rob were here, and directly beneath it is a crude outline of a howling wolf.  
 
   I smile softly to myself as my finger traces that terrible rendition of a wolf, drawn by two kids who, at the time, felt invincible.  
 
   Loren companionably bumps my shoulder with hers and leans against me again, glancing at me with a soft smile.  “What are you thinking about?” she asks.  Then the smile fades away.  “You look a little sad.”  
 
   “No, not sad,” I tell her, taking a deep breath.  “I was just...thinking about my family.  My...”  I make a face, sigh again.  “My mom.”
 
   Loren frowns softly.  “You two don't get along?”  
 
   I have to laugh at that.  “That's one way to put it,” I tell her, chuckling wryly.  I shrug, shake out my shoulders a little, and get up to stretch.  “Do you have a good relationship with your mother?” I ask her lightly.  I assumed she'd say yes, but something dark comes over Loren's face just then, and she leans forward a little, glancing down at the ground.  
 
   “No.”  Loren says the word so softly that if my hearing wasn't great, I wouldn't have heard it at all.  I glance at Loren, and then I'm crouching down in front of her.  Some of her golden hair has escaped her ponytail band and is now brushing against her face as she stares down at the ground.  She glances up at me, and her green eyes are shimmering a little with unshed tears.  
 
   Loren takes a deep breath.  “My parents kicked me out when they found out I was gay,” she says then.  
 
   I reach out to take her hands, practically speechless.  Yes, I grew up in a pack that never, ever turns its back on one of our own...but I also grew up gay, and I understood that—if I hadn't had the pack—my teenaged years, and how I was perceived by my family, might have been very, very different.  
 
   “Oh, my God...” I murmur.  “How old were you?”  
 
   Loren takes a deep breath.  “Seventeen.”  
 
   I don't know what to say, so I just follow my gut.  “That's horrible,” I tell her, squeezing her hands tightly.  I hold her gaze as she glances at me, one tear falling down her right cheek.  “I'm so sorry,” I say, but then Loren reaches up and wipes the tear away, giving me a small smile.  
 
   “Thanks,” she says, leaning forward and brushing her lips against my cheek.  “But I'm not sorry.”  I glance at her in surprise as she shakes her head.  “They were really bad people.  I'm better off without them, honestly.  After I left home, I met the friends I consider my real family.”  She holds my gaze, her own eyes bright and unwavering now.  “I finally figured out what that word—family—actually means.” 
 
   I sit back on my heels, still holding her right hand tightly.  “I'm still working on that definition myself,” I confess to her.  “What does family mean to you?”
 
   Loren thinks about this for a long moment, looking out toward the trees.  “They're the people who love you and support you—no matter what,” she says then.  “Pretty simple.”  
 
   I stand now, frowning.  “I know...  I know my mother loves me,” I tell her, surprised to find myself even talking about this with her.  I've never talked about my relationship with my mother with anyone but Rob.  “But as far as supporting me...”  I trail off, my stomach churning.
 
   Loren glances up at me, her mouth pressed into a flat line.  “Not so much?”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “Is it the gay thing?” asks Loren with a little grimace.
 
   “No, no,” I tell her quickly.  “No, she's always been great about that.”
 
   “What is it, then?” Loren murmurs.
 
   I clear my throat, pivoting and turning to look at the woods, my hands balled into fists as I rock back on my heels.  “She just...has very strong opinions about what I should be doing with my life.”  
 
   “Opinions you disagree with, I take it?”  
 
   “Vehemently,” I mutter, glancing back at her.  “And the rest of my family backs her up,” I growl a little.  “Well, except for my cousin Rob.”  
 
   Loren shakes her head, leaning back on the rock and propping herself up on her wrists.  “Sounds like a pack of wolves.”
 
   I stare at her, startled.  “What?” 
 
   “Your family.  All of them ganging up on you like that.  Hey...”  She takes my hand, and she threads her fingers through my own.  “Is there anything I can do to help you feel...better?”  There's a bit of a suggestive twinkle in her eye. 
 
   I smile as I draw her closer.  “I could probably think of a thing or two...”  
 
   We kiss for a long moment.  All around us, the earth is starting to wake up.  It's still, technically, winter.  Spring is going to start in a few days, and there's still some snow on the ground, but all around us, there are birds singing their hearts out, the trees are starting to unfurl buds that will eventually becomes leaves...and spring is coming.  Here and now, I kiss Loren, and I hold her close, and I revel in this moment.  The earth is waking, I'm holding a woman I'm falling in love with: things are pretty good.
 
   But next week is coming.  And I've got to talk to Loren about it.
 
   So I break away from the kiss and sigh, tilting my forehead against Loren's.  Here goes.  There's no time like the present.  
 
   “Loren,” I say, drawing out her name as I cover her hands in her lap with my own, “you can definitely say no,” I say quickly, pretty much hoping that she will say no, “but my mother invited you to her dinner party on Saturday night...”  I search her face as her eyes widen.  “I told her that I didn't think it was a good idea—” I mumble, but Loren squeezes my hands.  
 
   “You want me to meet your family?” she murmurs, her voice soft, hopeful...happy.
 
   “No,” I tell her, which is the absolute truth, but I say it a little too forcefully, and when I see the hurt look on Loren's face, I realize exactly what that sounded like, and then I'm spluttering.  “No, I mean...  I don't want to inflict my family on you,” I tell her, searching for the right words.  “They're, um, well, for lack of a better word...  They are totally weird.  And pushy,” I mutter, rolling my eyes heavenward.  “And nosy.  And...astonishingly messy eaters.  And—” 
 
   “Okay,” says Loren, drawing out the word, “but I could run interference for you!” she says cheerfully, sitting up a little straighter on the rock.  “Be your cheerleader!  Perform...other sports metaphors,” she says, with a crooked grin.  
 
   “That's sweet,” I tell her with a grimace, “but my family just isn't...  I mean, they aren't even...”  I settle back on my heels again and spread my hands.  “Honestly?  I'm kind of  afraid they'd eat you alive.”
 
   That's perfectly true.  
 
   Literally.  
 
   But Loren's grinning as she leans forward, wrapping her arms around me.  “I can handle myself,” she says, radiating confidence.  “And...I really like you, Becca,” she murmurs, holding my gaze.
 
   I soften as I look into her earnest green eyes, her face so damn...hopeful.  “I like you, too,” I say.
 
   Loren takes a deep breath, squaring her shoulders.  “If we're going to be part of one another's lives, and if your family is a large part of your life...”  
 
   I slump a little.  “Yeah, well, too large.”  
 
   Loren watches me for a long moment.  “I think I should accept the invitation,” she says then slowly, carefully.  “If that's okay with you.”  
 
   I nod, but then I'm standing, nervous energy making me want to transform into a wolf right here and now and run hundreds of miles, all the way up through Canada into Alaska.  “God,” I mutter, raking my fingers through my hair as I shake my head.  “I feel like I need to issue about fifty apologies in advance,” I moan.  “My uncle Kyle will probably hit on you.  My cousin Jimmy might try to sit on your lap—”  
 
   “I don't mind kids,” Loren says with a  big smile.
 
   “He's twenty-nine.”  
 
   “...oh.”  
 
   “And whatever you do,” I tell her, crouching down in front of her again and gripping her shoulders, “don't eat Aunt Grace's custard pie.”    
 
   Loren blinks.  “I'm...kind of afraid to ask why.”  
 
   “Yeah,” I moan again, “don't ask.  Loren, are you sure you want to come, especially after I told you what a wrecking ball my family is?”
 
   I'm inwardly crossing my fingers and hoping against hope that she's currently reconsidering—but she isn't.  She smiles softly, cupping my face with her beautiful, warm hands.  “I want to be there for you,” she says, holding my gaze.  “Don't worry, Becca,” she whispers, and then she's leaning forward, kissing me softly for a long moment, and then a little deeper.  She leans back then, her lips wet, as she grins at me.  “Who knows?  It might be fun!” 
 
   I snort, swallowing another unhappy moan.  My family's idea of fun is transforming into wolves and chasing the stray cats in the neighborhood.  Being a cat lover, Loren would most definitely disapprove.  
 
   “Now, come on,” Loren tells me, tugging on my hands as she gets up.  She lets go of me and stretches overhead as I stand up beside her.  Then Loren gestures ahead of us, up the trail, with a dazzling smile.  “Show me the top of this mountain!”
 
   Side by side, together, we traverse the path I've run over a thousand times since I was a kid.  Loren holds tightly to the straps of her backpack as we reach the top of the trail, and when we stop, Loren gasps, staring down at what surrounds us.
 
   “It's a fairyland,” she breathes.  
 
   And I'm inclined to agree with her.
 
   Before us is the spring that gives Willow Springs its name.  The spring itself is a large, too-blue pond with a series of small tinkling waterfalls, surrounded by mossy rocks, draped by low-hanging vines from the willow trees, which are just beginning to turn green, a portent of what's to come.  The sun is sparkling on the water.  
 
   I take Loren's hand and tug her gently, guiding her up and over the rocks to the edge of the pond.  As we stand there, looking down at the water, the sky begins to lightly snow, little flakes drifting down and disappearing into the spring.
 
   “Rob and I used to pretend that this place was magical, like...Narnia or something,” I chuckle, draping an arm around Loren's shoulders and holding her close.  “I'd play a knight, and he'd be the dragon I had to slay.  It always became a bloody battle—like, literally.  I scraped my knees a million times slaying that damn dragon.”
 
   Loren laughs.  “Kids' games are always so violent.”  
 
   “Well...wildness is kind of encouraged in my family,” I tell her with a roll of my eyes, but Loren shakes her head.  
 
   “It was the opposite in mine.  'A lady never raises her voice.'  I wasn't even allowed to wear skirts that showed my ankles.”  
 
   I let go of her shoulders and sink down into a kneel in front of her.  “I'm glad you—and your ankles—no longer have to abide by such antiquated rules,” I tell her with a low growl.  I draw up Loren's right pant leg, bringing her foot onto my knee.  And then I lean down, brushing my mouth against the skin of her leg, eliciting a little shiver from her.  For a long moment, I stay still, breathing in and out evenly as my kisses grow more heated.  I'm just kissing her leg, but Loren's fingers are tight in my hair, starting to indicate that she wants a little bit more.  I guess my surprise kiss on her ankle was the only spark she needed to ignite something else...
 
   Loren kneels down now, too, beside me.  Though the snow is starting to fall more thickly, the big, fat flakes twisting down to the ground as if they're in a fairy waltz, the ground here is dry for the most part, something that Loren is definitely using to her advantage.  She pushes me over and crawls on top of me, kissing the hell out of me.  
 
   “I'm glad you're still a little wild,” she tells me then, her voice low and husky, and I chuckle as I wrap my arms around her waist.  
 
   “Only a little wild?  I feel offended,” I tell her with a growl.
 
   “Well...why don't you show me how wild you can be?” she says, lifting a brow with an I dare you sort of look.  
 
   I laugh, and in a few short seconds, I've flipped her over so that she's beneath me, and I'm straddling her now.  
 
   “Aren't you cold?” I ask her quietly, starting to pepper her neck with kisses, tugging down the front of her coat a little to make room for my mouth, but she shakes her head, her breath coming fast.  
 
   “I'm never cold when I'm with you,” she tells me as my fingers trace up beneath the hem of her jacket to touch her stomach.  She hisses out between us.  “See?” she tells me with an impish grin, “you're always so hot, like you have a fever or something.”
 
   I'm about to respond to that when I hear a twig breaking in the clearing before us, a little ahead and to the left of the pool.  Loren and I both look up at the same moment, and there, through the falling snow, we see them.
 
   A small herd of deer is stepping, one by one, into the forest clearing at the summit of the hill.  They're all does, most of them full grown, but stepping out from between two big pine trees is a single yearling, her dapples long gone, but her innocence is still noticeable in the way she trots among the others, like nothing bad or frightening has ever touched her.  She pauses between two of the does, lifting her nose to the wind to scent the air of the clearing, like her relatives.  But Loren and I are both upwind of the little herd, and as long as we stay perfectly still, we'll continue to bear witness to this beauty.  
 
   Yes, I've hunted deer before, and killed them.  I'm a wolf, and the need to hunt is as deeply coded inside of me as the ability to scent things better than my human counterparts.  We are all animals, human and werewolf alike, but—for better or for worse—I am more connected to the animal side than others.  I see the hunt for what it is: the dance of life, of give and take, light and dark, living and dying.  
 
   Here and now, I am not hungry; I don't have to hunt to survive.  The deer and Loren and I exist in this time out of time, and this space out of space.  The snow falls between us, and we exist here in this loveliness together.  
 
   Loren's breath comes out in a soft fog between us as she stares at the deer moving, majestic and glorious, toward the pool to get a drink of water.  One by one, the does bend their heads, keeping their wide, brown eyes trained on us—they're not stupid—but drinking all the same.  The closest doe is about eight feet away, close enough to make out the mottled hairs on her body, the delicate hooves that crunch through the snow, her quivering nose as she takes a deep drink of the water.  
 
   Loren gazes at the does, and she breathes out again.  And in a hushed, reverent whisper, she says, “I've never seen anything so beautiful.”
 
   I glance down at her, at her intelligent, wonder-filled eyes, her open mouth, her face shining.  My heart expands.  
 
   “Neither have I,” I whisper back.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9:  The Calm Before the Storm
 
    
 
   Rob glances at me across the only available table at Seven Crows Bar (for a Tuesday, the place is pretty hopping) with his brows raised, and he's just about to say something when I lift a finger.  And then I take my wonderful, refreshing, enormous glass of beer, lift it to my lips and drink the entire thing down in a few gulps.  
 
   Rob just laughs.  
 
   “Okay,” I tell him, setting the glass back down onto the table with a satisfying clunk.  “Now you can ask me twenty questions.”
 
   “I intended to do no such thing,” says Rob, adding a dramatic expression of hurt to his tone, but his eyes are twinkling merrily.  “I was only gonna ask what you've been chowing down on lately, Becks.  'Cause you lifted, like, twice as much as normal today.”  He lifts up his own beer and downs it pretty much the way I just downed mine, thumping the glass on the table and picking up the glass right behind that one—another tall beer.  Werewolves, when we order drinks, tend to order multiples...for ourselves.  I'd blame our werewolf metabolism entirely, but that's not one hundred percent true.  
 
   I just really needed to get hammered tonight, and Rob's right there with me.
 
   “You noticed that, huh?” I tell him with a mischievous grin. 
 
   “C'mon, Popeye,” he laughs, reaching forward and taking hold of my right bicep.  He gives it a squeeze as I tense it, and then he's letting out a low whistle.  “You gotta tell me your secret.  And don't,” he mutters, lifting a finger, “say spinach.  'Cause I hate spinach.” 
 
   “Spinach is good for you,” I tease him as he shudders.  When we were kids, and spinach was present at nearly every family dinner—werewolves eat mostly meat, but my mother got on a “healthy” kick for awhile, and that involved lots and lots of spinach—and Rob was expected to eat his most hated vegetable, he came up with some pretty clever ways to dispose of the spinach, none of which involved shoveling it into his mouth.
 
   “Hey, I stand by my previously stated motto that I'm a wolf, not a rabbit,” he tells me with a shrug, taking a drink from his second beer.  “But, seriously, what's going on?”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, cupping my fingers around my second glass of beer, feeling the familiar, cold condensation against my fingers as I sigh.  “I...I don't know, Rob.”  I clear my throat.  “I guess I've just been happier lately, and when I'm happy, I feel stronger.  More motivated.  I can bench-press more,” I tell him with a little grin. 
 
   But Rob's not buying that for a moment.  “Right,” he says, almost dismissively, as he watches me like a hawk for a heartbeat or two.  Then he says, “It's because of Loren, isn't it?”
 
   I glance down at my beer, already knowing that I'm grinning like a fool.  “Yeah,” I tell him simply.  The truth.  “Things are getting kind of serious between us.” 
 
   He blinks.  “Then why do you look like you just choked on a goldfish?”
 
   I probably do just look like I choked on a goldfish, because at that moment, I remember why I asked him here after our workout.  
 
   I remember what's in store for me—and Loren—on Friday night.  
 
   Okay.  I take a deep breath, and then I choke out, “Just so you know, my mother invited Loren to the Friday family dinner party.  And Loren has agreed to come.”
 
   Rob was taking a long sip of beer when I started speaking, but he's currently spraying it out in an elaborate spit-take.  I duck, and, thankfully, as crowded as the bar is, the beer doesn't end up on any of the patrons but douses our tabletop, instead.  
 
   “What?” Rob splutters, then laughs a little, almost nervously, as he wipes his mouth off with the back of his hand.  “You're kidding,” he says, like he's calling my bluff.  Then he examines me a little closer, leaning forward, the blood draining from his face.  “Are you kidding?”
 
   I bite my lip and take another sip of beer.  And then I shake my head.
 
   “Nope.  Not kidding,” I manage.  “Really, really wish I was.”
 
   “So, let me get this straight,” says Rob, leaning forward and dropping his voice to an intense whisper, a vein beginning to throb on the side of his forehead.  “You're bringing your girlfriend to meet the pack?”
 
   Anxiety folds over me in a nice, panicky wave.  “Well, when you put it like that,” I mutter, setting my beer on the table and licking my lips with anxiety.  “You don't think I should?”
 
   Rob, for the first time in his life, seems to have absolutely no idea what to say.  If the circumstances weren't so crazy—or dire—I'd probably chuckle about his reaction.  Right now, his cheeks are bright purple; he splutters, trying to find words, or remember how to speak them.  
 
   “Just...  Well...  Whoa,” he breathes hoarsely, sitting back in his chair.  “I'm just...a little shocked here, Becks.  Gimme a second.”  Then he wipes up the table with a handful of napkins before staring at me again, his mouth still hanging open.  His eyes darken and narrow.  “Wait a second.  Was this Mama Sophia's idea?  
 
   “Yeah.  My mom comes up with some pretty good ones, doesn't she?” I tell him with a grimace.  “And it wasn't so much an invitation as an order.  But I told Loren that it was up to her, that she didn't have to go...”  I groan and lean forward, slowly hitting my forehead on the tabletop.  “And she wants to go, Rob.  God, I'm trying not to be stressed about this, but I am so stressed out about this.  I mean, seriously, only five million things could go wrong!  What if she sees somebody transform?  What if she sees someone eat?  Our table manners are atrocious.  What if—” 
 
   “Hey, hey,” Rob says in the most soothing, everything-is-going-to-be-okay(-probably) voice that he can manage as he reaches across the table to squeeze my shoulder.  “Calm down, Becks.”  I'm already done with my second beer, and I hadn't thought to grab a third, but Rob did for himself, and he pushes it forward toward me now.  “You need this more than me,” he says, and I lift it to my mouth, taking an enormous, grateful drink.
 
   “Listen,” he says carefully, “if this thing between you and Loren is getting intense, I mean...  Let's be real.  You're gonna have to come clean with her sooner rather than later.  You're going to have to tell her—” 
 
   “That I'm a werewolf,” I whisper miserably, and then I go back to knocking my head on the tabletop with dull thunks.  
 
   “Look at it this way: if she sees a person turn into a wolf at the dinner party, you won't have to deal with any of that 'But werewolves aren't real' stuff.  She'll have the proof right in front of her eyes!  Problem solved.”
 
   “Yeah,” I mutter, “until she passes out from fear.”  
 
   “Hey, now, give the woman some credit,” Rob tells me with a raised brow.  “She's probably tougher than you think.”  
 
   “I know she is,” I concede.  “I just hate this, Rob.  I hate it so much.  I hate keeping a secret.  I hate living two lives—”  
 
   “All the more reason for you to come out,” Rob reminds me gently.  
 
   I shake my head.  “Easier said than done.”  I chug the rest of the beer and then gaze at my best friend miserably.  “I just really, really wish you could be there.  For moral support.”
 
   Rob reaches across the table and squeezes my hand with a grimace.  “Pretty sure your mom would drag me to the curb by my collar.  With her teeth.  And then eat me for the main course.”
 
   “Yeah,” I sigh, “I guess she's not your biggest fan.”  
 
   The last time my mother invited Rob to a dinner party was about a year ago.  If you ask me, that's pretty awkward, especially since Sonia, Rob's mother (and Ma's sister) comes to every dinner party and every function involving the pack.  Hell, my mother and Sonia talk to each other every day, and every day, the both of them are involved in pack affairs, because Sonia is Sophia's second.  The second, in a werewolf pack, is almost as powerful as the Alpha, but must take all orders from the Alpha.  It's a terrible, tense relationship, because Sonia and Ma have never agreed on anything.  And, obviously, Sonia really doesn't agree with having her son's name left off the invitation lists for all pack functions.  
 
   But Rob has never minded it.  The only reason he hasn't been kicked out of the pack entirely is because of me.  
 
   But the reason he's not invited to pack functions is also because of me.  It happened about a year ago when I told my mother, for the first time, that I didn't want to be pack leader.  And instead of blaming me for it, she blamed Rob, saying he put the idea in my head.  
 
   So it's a double-edged sword.  And really unfair.  
 
   But my mother has never claimed to be fair.
 
   “Hey, Rob,” I tell him, clearing my throat.  “What if...  What if you did come with us to the dinner?”
 
   Rob's already laughing.  “You're joking,” he says dismissively.  But then he stares at me, because I'm not laughing; I'm just watching him.  “You're joking?” he asks again, uncertain.
 
   “No, no—think about it,” I wheedle, leaning forward across the table and dropping my voice lower.  “You haven't been there in a year, and that's terrible.  But if you came, it'd be like this glowing, neon-sign message to my mother that she can't order everyone around forever.  And consider the fact that, since there'd be a guest there,” I tell him, raising a brow, “my dear mother couldn't say a single damn impolite thing to you.  She could just...turn red, for all I care.  
 
   “So it brings you back into the pack,” I tell him in a hushed whisper, “and on top of that, you could help me prevent Loren from seeing something that would traumatize her.  We could work together.”
 
   “Becks, I love you,” says Rob, concern etching lines in his forehead, “but your mother doesn't want me in the pack.  And I'm okay with that.”
 
   “But I'm not,” I tell him, growling.  
 
   And that's the thing—I'm not.  It was stupid from day one, and from day one, I should have stood up to my mother.  The thing is, I tried.  I told her that if she didn't welcome Rob in the pack, then I wouldn't come to her functions, either.  And for about six months, that's exactly what I did.  But my mother has the ability to wear people down, and she eventually wore me down, too.  Rob always stated that he didn't like attending events with the pack, that he wasn't bothered by the unofficial ban at all, and I believe him.  But it's the damn principle of the thing.  
 
   And, for whatever reason, being with Loren makes me feel a little braver.  
 
   This is the first time in a long time that I'm going to be standing up to my mother.  
 
   “This is crazy,” Rob tells me helpfully.  
 
   “Maybe,” I say, shrugging slightly.
 
   “We might not make it out alive,” laughs Rob, only partly joking.
 
   “Well...  My mother wants me to be more like an Alpha, right?” I regard him with raised brows, eyes flashing.  “Okay.  That's exactly what she's going to get.”
 
   Rob nods his head, impressed.  “I've never seen you like this, Becks.”
 
   I sit back in my chair, bring the beer to my lips.  “What can I say?” I tell him, taking a sip.  “Loren's brought out...”  I trail off.
 
   “The wolf in you?” he finishes helpfully, and I can't help but grin.  “Listen.  It'll be stressful and super uncomfortable,” says Rob then, but he's smiling back at me, “but at the same time, it'll be fun to hang out with Loren outside of a bookstore.  And who knows?  Maybe Aunt Grace's custard pie has gotten even better.”
 
   I'm laughing now.  “No, it hasn't,” I promise him.  “It's still just as terribly gross as you remember it.”
 
   He reaches for my hand.  “Hey.  If you really love Loren,” he begins, his tone low, serious—though I can see a smile beginning to crack over his face, “do not let her eat that pie.”
 
   “I solemnly swear that I will protect her from that abomination,” I tell him with a wink.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10:  The Den of Wolves
 
    
 
   So, it's Friday evening.  
 
   It's the night of the dinner party.
 
   This...might just end up being the worst night of my life.  
 
   I fully expect it to be the worst night of my life.  I'm not a pessimistic person, generally, but I have no idea how I'll be able to pull this off without any hitches.  
 
   Still, I've got to try.
 
   Because Rob is awesome, he picks me up at my apartment in his beat-up old Escalade, and then he drives us both to Loren's apartment surprisingly ahead of schedule.  
 
   “Wait in the car?” I ask him; then I glance at him while biting my lip.  “She doesn't know you're coming with us yet.”
 
   He nods, slipping his phone out of his back pocket and turning the car off.  “Just make sure to tell her before she walks down to the car,” he reminds me with a brow raised.  “And don't make out too much before you come back, okay?  We're on a schedule here!”
 
   I laugh gratefully and draw him into a big bear hug (or, you know, wolf hug).  “Thank you for coming with me.”
 
   “Thank you for coming with me,” he repeats, giving me a small smile.  “I know it's not easy for you to stand up to your mother.  She's the Alpha, for one,” he says, holding up a finger when I begin to protest, “and we're all designed to obey the Alpha.  It's in our blood.  I understand,” he says, glancing sidelong at me.  “But, two, she's your mother.  And she's not been the easiest of mothers to deal with.”
 
   “Rob, I know we've talked about it before,” I murmur to him, feeling a lump form in my throat, “but I just...  I just wanted to ask you again.  Did you feel betrayed?” I cough a little.  “I mean, when I started to go back to the pack get-togethers?”
 
   “No,” he says immediately.  He thinks over his next words for a long moment, then gives me a sidelong glance.  “Sophia has a hold over you,” he tells me with a sigh.  “She has a hold over all of us.  That's why the pack works.  Without the Alpha...what are we?  Our deepest instinct is to obey her in order to keep the pack together.  I understand.”
 
   I offer him another tight hug before exiting the car, but on my way up the sidewalk toward Loren's apartment building, I turn what he said over and over in my heart.  Without the Alpha...what are we?  
 
   I know it must have been the hardest thing in the world for Rob to hear that the Alpha didn't want him showing up at the family dinner parties, especially when that Alpha was his aunt.  The entire thing is so frustrating and so stupid.  
 
   But my mother has indicated, more than once, that when I'm Alpha, I'm free to allow Rob “back into the fold” (so to speak), because I'll be able to do whatever I want.  That amount of responsibility has always terrified me: I would be responsible for the well being of the entire pack  My whole family.  And that's the reason I've always known I wouldn't make a good Alpha.  My mother makes decisions quickly, and it never seems as if she second-guesses herself or regrets her decrees.  
 
   Who knows...  Maybe my mother, seeing that I made a stand for Rob tonight, will think I've done something an Alpha would do.  That I'm trying to challenge her.  For all I know, my mother orchestrated this whole situation in order to compel me to challenge her—for Rob's sake.  That could be why she disallowed him from the family gatherings, because she wanted to force me assert my power.  
 
   But my mother doesn't have that much malice and cunning in her.
 
   Does she?
 
   I try not to think about that as I knock at Loren's door.  I've got enough on my plate tonight, and I'm worried about too many possibilities and repercussions already.  I don't need to think that my mother's orchestrated everything so that I'll fight her.  
 
   I push my worries from my mind, and I take a deep breath, listening to Loren move around in her apartment, aiming for the front door.  And when she opens it, she doesn't waste a second.  With a big smile on her face, she reaches out and grabs me by my collar, drawing me into her place to wrap her soft arms around me and kiss me.  When she takes a step back, she laughs, picking up a tissue box from her entryway table.  
 
   “I guess I have to reapply my lipstick,” she tells me with a wink, her voice a purr as she hands me a tissue.  I glance in her hallway mirror, and then I'm chuckling (but my nervousness comes through, my voice sounding unnaturally high), as I take the tissue and wipe all the lipstick off of the side of my mouth...and my cheek...and my neck.
 
   I follow her toward her bathroom, where she pops the cap off of her lipstick, leaning over the sink toward the mirror.  She reapplies the lipstick carefully, running the ruby red over her full mouth, and as I watch her, a thrill races through me.  She's all dressed up in a white satin button-down shirt and pinstriped pencil skirt that shows off every curve; just looking at her makes my mouth run dry.  She pops the cap back onto the lipstick and turns to look at me.  She's leaning against the sink in a sexy way, but her wide eyes betray how nervous she is.  God, she's nervous, too?
 
   I seriously have no idea how I'm going to survive tonight if we're both this damn anxious about the dinner party.
 
   “Do I look all right?” she asks me, glancing down at herself as she smooths the palms of her hands on her thighs.  “Too bookworm-ish?” she jokes.  
 
   I step forward, threading my arm around her waist as I pull her to me.  Now it's my turn to kiss her neck—but only because she just put on lipstick, and I don't want to smear it.  I close my eyes and inhale her sweet perfume as I nuzzle her skin with my nose, feeling the soft caress of her golden curls against my skin.  “Just bookworm-ish enough,” I promise her, wrapping her in an even tighter embrace, reveling in the feel of her curves against mine, the satin of her shirt against my hands.  Electricity pulses between us.  “You look beautiful,” I whisper in her ear. 
 
   But Loren pulls away from me a little, glancing up at me with a furrow running across her brow, as she curls her fingers around my upper arms.  “But am I overdressed?  Underdressed?” she asks, uncertain.
 
   I glance down at myself.  I'm wearing a long-sleeved black shirt and dark jeans—hardly the version of “well-dressed” that my mother encourages—but I know that she's going to be impressed with Loren's outfit.  “Well...” I murmur to her, my mouth curving into a sly smile as I slip a finger beneath Loren's soft blouse collar.  “A little...overdressed for my liking...” I tell her, as she chuckles against me, folding into my embrace easily.  I kiss her neck again, inhaling all that is Loren, and I sigh.  “But my mom will think you look great.”  
 
   “Promise?” Loren murmurs.  “I...I really want to impress her.  She's your mother, after all.  This is serious stuff.  Promise me you think she'll like my appearance?”
 
   I step back, hold up my hand, two fingers pointed into the air, and I say without thinking, “Wolf's honor.”
 
   The second those words slip past my lips, I'm practically choking, in a vain attempt to draw them back in.  My eyes widen, my breath hitches in my throat, and my heart has a small attack as I realize exactly what I've just said.  Out loud.  
 
   I guess it's because I'm so comfortable around Loren.  I've never been this comfortable around anyone who wasn't family, and we say that sort of thing (and even cornier wolf jokes than that) around each other all the time.   So it just came out of my mouth, purely out of habit.  
 
   Loren stares at me quizzically, her head to the side.  “Wolf's...honor?  I've never heard of that before.  What is it?  Is that, like, a Girl Scouts thing?”
 
   I latch onto the notion like a dying man holding tightly to a life preserver.  Or, you know, another drowning guy.  “Yeah, totally,” I squeak.  “You know, because wolves are really...loyal to each other.”  Wow, smooth, Becks, I tell myself, internally kicking my own butt.  
 
   Loren nods slowly, but her eyes are narrowed as she watches me for a long moment, and I know she's not totally convinced.  Until she says,  “Yeah.  That...makes sense.  Sort of.”  Then she smiles at me—her big, beautiful, perfectly genuine smile.  “I like it!”
 
   I dodged that silver bullet by the skin of my teeth.  I try not to sigh too deeply with relief, my shoulders slumping, and then I put on a bright, shiny smile.  “So, are you ready to go?” I ask quickly.  “No time like the present!  My mother likes her guests to arrive on time.  Early, even.  If you could have arrived yesterday afternoon, she probably would have preferred that,” I tell her, picking up her coat from the entryway and holding it out for her to shrug into.  
 
   Loren threads her hands through the arms of the coat and gives me a sigh of her own as I lift the coat up onto her shoulders.  “I'm as ready as I'll ever be.”  She doesn't sound too thrilled.  
 
   “Don't worry,” I murmur to her, stepping close behind her.  Her hair is up in that gorgeous bun, and it leaves the delicate curve of her neck completely bare for me to caress with my mouth, and kiss—which is exactly what I do.  “They'll love you,” I growl to her, and it's a promise.  I really think they will.  It's how you'll feel about them that I'm worried about... I think miserably.
 
   “One last thing,” I tell her, as I hold her front door open for her.  Loren raises her brow at me and gives me a soft, sly smile; I can't help but grin at her.  “So, we're driving to my mother's house...with Rob,” I tell her.  
 
   “Rob?  Your cousin Rob?  Your best friend Rob?” she asks me, and then an even wider smile spreads across her face.  “Oh, that's awesome!  I've been wanting to spend a bit more time with him.  He's your best friend, and so important to you!  It'll be my pleasure to chat with him,” she says.  
 
   “Good,” I tell her, internally sighing with relief.  I didn't think she'd be unhappy to drive to the dinner party with Rob, but it was kind of inconsiderate of me to spring it on her—but I wasn't certain he'd be coming with us until last night.  “Great, even!” I tell her with an equally big grin.  “He's pretty excited to see you, too!”
 
   When we make our way down her front walkway and walk arm-in-arm to Rob's car, Rob springs out of the driver's side as if he were sitting on a tack, loping around the side of the car to meet Loren with a wide smile.  
 
   “Loren!” he says, holding out his hand, looking from me to Loren, back to me again, as if doing a double-take.  “Long time, no see!”
 
   “Rob,” she says with a chuckle, and she pumps his hand up and down just as enthusiastically.  “Yeah, it's been awhile!  I hear that it's because of you that Becca came to pick me up in the first place,” she says a little slyly, and to my utter delight, this makes Rob blush.  
 
   “Well, yeah,” he says, rubbing the back of his neck and laughing a little.  “Heh, heh.”  Then he winks at us.  “So, you can thank me for your awesome relationship.”
 
   “Okay, relationship expert,” I snort, pushing his shoulder lightly as he grins at me, “we'd better get going.  You know how my mom likes punctuality.”
 
   Rob pales a little.  “Yeah, punctuality,” he mutters, raising his brows.  Loren and I both fold ourselves into Rob's little backseat, and then he pulls out into traffic, heading toward my mother's house.
 
   Ma lives in a pretty wealthy neighborhood on the outskirts of Boston, where the houses are huge and widely spaced, with plenty of privacy.  The Swift house—or, you know, estate, as Ma likes to call it—is situated on thirty wooded acres.  The house itself is old brick, three stories, black shutters, gated driveway, impeccably maintained lawn.  You know, the whole nine yards.  When I was a kid, I remember reading “The Three Little Pigs” in school (Ma would never have let me read it if she'd known; it kind of demonizes wolves) and realizing that we lived in the strongest house—the brick one.  Now, as we drive up to the gate in front of that house, I stare at it with a sigh, thinking about wolves that huff and puff and blow houses down.  
 
   Ever since I read that fairy tale, Ma has always struck me as the type of wolf who really would eat three little pigs.
 
   Don't get me wrong—Ma has her soft side.  Sometimes.  But she never married and has always called herself a lone wolf.  Has always been really, really hard on me, trying to mold me to take her place.  It's not her fault.  From what I've heard, my grandmother treated her the same way when she was growing up.  I never met my grandmother, and my mother has always been pretty evasive about what happened to her.  Sometimes I kind of wonder if, when my mother fought her for control of the pack, she killed her.
 
   Yeah, I had a totally normal childhood...  
 
   Please don't let this be a disaster, I think to myself over and over again, like a mantra, as I open up the side door of  Rob's car and hop out.  I have to punch in the security code at the gate (even though Ma was having a dinner party tonight, she would never leave the gate open.  That's just now how she does things.  She'd say something like, “Pack security,” and I'd then point out that we're a pack of werewolves, and no one messes with a pack of werewolves, but she'd still give me a withering look), and then I hop back into the car as the wrought iron starts to swing open.  
 
   As I fold my long legs in front of me in the car, a wave of anxiety comes over me in a rush.  I stare up at my mother's well-lit house and take a deep breath in order to try to calm my sudden panic.  I think Rob is having the same difficulties as me (half-considering making a u-turn and getting the hell out of Dodge), but then he tightens his fingers on the wheel and puts his foot gently on the gas pedal, glancing back at me with wide eyes.
 
   There's no turning back now.  
 
   A sort of “this is definitely going to be the worst night ever” gloom descends over me.  But when I glance over at Loren, I see her staring up at the house, too, her eyes wide, her mouth open a little, as if she's in awe.  
 
   “I've never been to a dinner party in such a fancy house...” she murmurs.  Then she licks her lips, looking at me nervously.  “Maybe I should have brushed up on my etiquette.”  
 
   Rob and I both erupt into laughter at that moment (I can't help but laugh when I think about how all of my cousins eat, and I'm fairly certain Rob's thinking the same thing).  “Your etiquette is fine,” I promise her, as Rob pulls up behind the last car in the line along the edge of the driveway.  “My relatives may have money, but they aren't posh.  Like, at all.”
 
   Rob snorts his agreement but wisely adds nothing else to my declaration.
 
   Loren casts me a sidelong glance to indicate that she doesn't quite believe me.  
 
   “Come on,” I say, reaching across the space between us to scoop up her hand and give it a squeeze.  “Let's get this over with.”
 
   My mother's butler Roderick (yeah, his name is really Roderick.  Werewolves sometimes name their kids weird things; what can I say?) greets us at the wide double front door, opening it up for us and flashing me a big grin—and then immediately wiping the grin from his face when he notices Rob.  
 
   “Loren, this is Rod,” I say, indicating the salt-and-pepper-haired gentlemen with a wave of my hand, smiling weakly.  “He's an old friend,” I tell her.  
 
   “Miss Becca,” he chides me, taking off my coat before reaching for Loren's, who's already pulled hers off, and piling them in his arms, “what's he doing here?”
 
   “Nice to see you, too, old buddy,” Rob mutters.
 
   “It's not that I don't like seeing you, Rob,” Rod murmurs, and I can tell that he genuinely means it, especially when he steps forward and curls his fingers around Rob's right shoulder with a compassionate smile.  “But I know someone,” he says, his voice falling to a whisper, “who won't be happy to see you, I'm afraid.”
 
   “I wonder who,” says Rob in a deadpan voice.
 
   “And, anyway,” Rod sighs, flustered, “you're late, Becca, and your mother is about to become fury incarnate,” he mutters softly, pointing us toward the sitting room.  
 
   When I glance at Loren, she's as pale as a ghost.  “Late?” she whispers to me, as I thread her arm through mine and start to pull her toward the sitting room with a little salute in Rod's direction.  Rob follows along behind us, his shoulders hunched forward, his hands deep in his pockets.  “I thought we were perfectly on time?” Loren splutters.
 
   “We are,” I tell her with a shake of my head.  “Don't worry—if my mother's pissed that I'm not early...  Well, I'll deal with her.”
 
   But Loren doesn't look thoroughly convinced (and, hell, neither does Rob) as I pull open the sitting room doors and venture inside.  When Loren goes through first, I exchange a meaningful glance with Rob, and then we step through the doors together.  
 
   My mother's sitting room (which, by the way, who the hell has a sitting room anymore?  My mother, that's who) is shockingly red—bright red walls the color of blood, a sumptuous reddish wood floor, red tapestry sofas straight out of the Victorian era—and the big red marble fireplace at the far edge of the room is blazing, the flames dancing about inside the grate as tall as a person.  About twenty or so adults and kids are lounging on the sofas, leaning against the fireplace or the walls when we enter the room, and every single one of them looks up when Loren and Rob and I walk in.  I pull the doors shut softly behind us, and I lift a brow in my mother's direction.  Waiting.
 
   Ma is sitting, her back poker straight, her long fingernails gripping the arms of her overstuffed Victorian armchair (also the color of blood; it's been reupholstered to be just as bright-colored as it was on the day the Victorian carpenter carved the wolf-pawed feet of the chair), her eyes...
 
   Well, if her eyes possessed the ability to shoot laser beams, I'm fairly certain I'd be one dead werewolf right about now.
 
   My relatives, who were all talking, have become completely silent, and when I tear my gaze away from my mother (it looks like waves of fury are emanating from her, but that might just be the heat from the fireplace) to look at the others, I'm surprised to take how wide their eyes are.
 
   They're not looking at Rob, as I expected.
 
   They're looking at me.
 
   By the way, Sonia—Rob's mom—is here, just like she always is.  And, just like she always is when she's around my mother, she has a very sour look on her face.  Sonia and Sophia are sisters, and they look very much alike, right down to their facial structures, their high cheekbones, and their long, wolfish noses.  But Sonia's eyes have always been a little softer and a little kinder than my mom's.  
 
   She's staring at Rob right now with wet eyes, and her sour expression vanishes as a few tears slip over her cheeks.  
 
   I feel weird as I follow the paths of those tears.  We all knew that it was unfair for Rob to be barred from the family gatherings, but I don't think I had any real idea how much Ma's edict bothered my aunt.  
 
   When I glance at Rob, he's staring in astonishment at his mother.  
 
   Yeah, I don't think Rob had any idea it bothered her this much, either.  
 
   Loren, by the way, has no idea that Rob's been disallowed from coming to family gatherings.  She has no idea why my mother is staring at me as if looks could kill, and she certainly has no idea why the rest of my relatives are watching the scene in horror.  
 
   So, even though all of this is pretty damn overwhelming, I shove my hands deep into the pockets of my pants, and then I swagger toward my mother.
 
   “Hey, Ma!” I tell her, my voice falsely bright and cheerful.  “What's for dinner?”
 
   The air in the room, in that moment, is heavy and dense, and it seems that every single one of my relatives is holding their breath, waiting for something.  Perhaps they're waiting for lightning to strike.  There certainly seems to be something crackling between my mother to me, and it's pretty damn unpleasant.  But as I rock back onto my heels, giving her a cheeky, wide grin...for some reason, the spell is broken.  
 
   My mother rises, and as she rises, her face completely changes.  One moment, she's the Alpha wolf, looking like she wants to tear me limb from limb (this is, perhaps, an exaggeration, but only a slight one), and the next, she's all sunshine and unicorns, her smile as sincere and warm as the ones women wear in yogurt commercials.
 
   As my mother comes toward us, her heels clicking on the wooden floor, I wonder why she decided to change her mind.  Her mood went from World War III to Happyland, all in the blink of an eye.  Why?  But then I glance beside me at Loren, and I realize that it...worked.  My pie-in-the-sky hope was that my mother wouldn't be able to unleash her true fury because we had a guest.  
 
   And that's exactly what happened.
 
   When my mother finally reaches me, her arms are extended, and her smile is genuine as she embraces me tightly—but my mother isn't looking at me, and, shockingly, she isn't even looking at Rob.  
 
   Nope.  She's staring at Loren.  
 
   “So,” Ma intones, stepping back and holding me out at arms' length—again, still not looking at me.  “This must be your lovely date...” she says, finally flicking a gaze from me, back to Loren.  For half a second, her smile wavers when she glimpses Rob standing behind me, but then she affixes the smile a little more firmly onto her face.  
 
   I gulp a little.  Her incisors are showing right now.
 
   That's probably not a good sign.  
 
   “I'm Loren,” Loren says smoothly, wearing her sweetest smile as she holds out her hand to my mother. “It's so nice to meet you.”  
 
   My mother lets go of my shoulders, and she takes Loren's hand, shaking it gently as she returns Loren's smile.  
 
   Behind me, I can feel Rob relaxing just a teeny, tiny bit.  At least, his shoulders aren't up around his ears anymore.  So much of how the pack interacts is expressed through body language, just like actual wolves, and through our other senses, like hearing and scent.  I can smell that Rob has relaxed, and I can smell that my mother's fury hasn't completely evaporated but is, thankfully, being held in check for Loren's benefit.  
 
   The other thing I notice, as I watch my mother and my girlfriend shake hands, is that Ma is very interested in Loren.  Her nostrils flare just a little as she takes in Loren's scent, deciphering little things about her in an instant.  For example, my mother surely knows right now that Loren either works in a bookstore or a library, because Loren always smells faintly of books.  
 
   Thankfully, there's nothing dissatisfied in Ma's being as she curls her fingers over Loren's hand with a bright smile.
 
   “I'm Sophia, Becca's mother,” my mother tells her, her smile deepening, “and I'm delighted to have you here.”
 
   I know, in that moment, that my mother is telling the truth.  
 
   Well, at least that crisis has been averted.  Ma likes Loren.
 
   Now we just have to dodge the “You brought Rob here explicitly against my orders; are you undermining my authority?” bullet.
 
   “I hope you like duck,” my mother finishes with a flourish, and she watches Loren, her head tilted to the side a little, her eyes bright and shrewd, not missing a thing.
 
   “Oh,” Loren says, her eyes flicking to mine, “I've never had it before—“  
 
   From behind my mother, someone calls out, “It's fresh off the pond!” and then there's quite a bit of laughter as all of the blood drains from my face.  I'm fairly certain that it was Charlie who just said that.  He's my cousin, is roughly seventeen, and thinks the world revolves around him.  My mother has started implying that if I don't step up and try to become Alpha, in a few years he might want to try for the job.  
 
   I remember Charlie gnawing on his little brother's leg once when he was seven years old because he was hungry.  It was not a joke.
 
   I...really don't think he'd make a good Alpha.  The thought kind of terrifies me.
 
   My mother turns, and with a single look, she shushes the entire room, including Charlie, who was laughing hardest of all.  But then, when she turns back to look at me, the same flashing, terrifying gaze is still on her face when she catches my eye.
 
   “Here,” she says smoothly, looping an arm around Loren's shoulders and steering her toward the fireplace, “why don't you have a seat by the fire?”  Ma glances at me again, her eyes flashing with the heat of a thousand suns.  The kind of heat that could torch planets.  “I've got to go check on the souffles.  Becca, will you join me for a moment?”
 
   Oh, boy.  Here it comes.  
 
   Rob gives me a “don't leave me!” sort of look (the exact same look that Loren is giving me, actually), but I offer them both an apologetic smile.  Then I push forward at the small of Rob's back, practically shoving him toward Loren.
 
   “It'll be fine,” I tell him in a hushed whisper.  “Just steer them clear of being werewolves for, like, five minutes.  And go give your mom a hug.”
 
   “Are you kidding?  That duck joke was the tip of the iceberg,” Rob mutters to me, but then my mother breezes past after depositing Loren onto a plush couch, and her arm hooks mine.  Then I'm all but dragged toward the kitchen, just as I see Rob make a bee-line toward his mom, arms extended.  
 
   “I'll be right back,” I mouth to Loren before I'm pulled through the swinging doors and out into the hallway.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11:  The Goat
 
    
 
   My mother doesn't say a single thing until we're in the kitchen itself.  But the minute we enter the large, state-of-the-art, restaurant-quality kitchen (it's even more ironic when you realize exactly how little cooking a werewolf actually does.  We love most of our food raw), my mother rounds on me, her eyes sparking.  If I didn't know better, I'd wonder if the ground was quaking beneath my feet.
 
   “Really, Becca?” she says, her lips drawn up and over her teeth, her voice rumbling in a deadly growl, “you brought Rob here?  In front of all the others?”
 
   “What does that have to do with—” I start, but my mother takes a step toward me, and I stop talking, gritting my teeth.
 
   “You deliberately undermine my authority in front of the others in the pack,” she hisses, the growl continuing deep in the back of her throat.  “And if you undermine my authority, one by one, they start to think they all can.”
 
   Suddenly, I'm pretty pissed.  I just brought my cousin, who didn't do a damn thing to incur my mother's wrath, to a family dinner party. I didn't go out and kill someone.  I didn't do anything wrong.
 
   I brought Rob, a member of the the pack, to a dinner party.
 
   This is ridiculous.  
 
   “This is ridiculous,” I tell her, the second I think it.  “And you know it.”
 
   She pauses, still and silent, which kind of surprises me.  
 
   “Our family loves you.  It's not so cutthroat as you make it out to be,” I tell her, spreading my hands.  “No one's trying to usurp you, even if you think they are.  We're not like that, Ma, and we never have been.  You need to stop thinking of this as some kind of dictatorship.”
 
   My mother actually splutters for a moment before her eyes narrow, and her teeth are bared again.  “In a pack, everything is about control,” she murmurs to me.
 
   “It isn't,” I tell her then, emphatic.  “I've never known another werewolf pack,” I say, lowering my voice into its own growl, “but I've watched nature documentaries, okay?  I know how wolves work, and we're mostly wolves.  And it's not as dire as you claim.  There's not some constant fight for supremacy.  It'd be ridiculous if there was.  Most of the time, wolves are just trying to hunt down enough food to eat.  I know you take your job seriously,” I tell her, lowering my voice further, “and I know that you care about the pack.  But I brought Rob to a dinner party.  That's it.  He never deserved your being mad at him, never deserved to be banished.  You're a smart woman, Ma.  You know what I'm saying is true.”
 
   There's a flicker in my mother's eyes, but I can't read her expression, can't tell what she's thinking as she stares me down.  For a long moment, neither of us says anything.  We're simply facing off in the kitchen, my hands clenched into fists at my sides, my shoulders curved forward, the same stance I take when I'm about to turn into a wolf and start fighting.  My mother is a mirror of me, poised in the same position.  
 
   But neither of us turns into a wolf, and neither of us starts fighting.  After another long moment of silence, my mother straightens her shoulders, straightens her back and opens her hands, smoothing her palms against her thighs and taking a deep breath.  
 
   “He shouldn't have come here,” she says, but she's no longer growling and no longer looking like as if she wants to tear out my throat.  
 
   So that's an improvement.  
 
   “But he's here,” I tell her with a shrug.  
 
   Ma takes another deep breath, and it looks as if she's internally counting to ten.  And then she stares at me again, her eyes glittering.
 
   “You didn't tell me she was a human,” my mother mutters pointedly.  
 
   I lean against the wall beside the door and shrug my shoulders.  “Well, what difference does it make?” I ask her.  
 
   Ma smooths the front of her dress again, a nice black affair, and schools her features.  “You know I'm not opposed to interspecies relationships,” she says, in a tone that indicates that she is opposed to them, “but I can't guarantee discretion from the rest of your family.”
 
   “Yeah,” I growl, gritting my teeth.  “I know.  That's why I didn't want to bring her here.”
 
   My mother ignores this and continues: “Your uncle Fergus had been planning to organize a fox hunt after dinner—”  
 
   “Then we'll leave after dinner,” I reply curtly.  
 
   “No, no,” my mother says, keeping her eyes trained on me.  She sniffs.  “I'll just have him postpone it.”  She softens just a little bit more as she puts an arm around my shoulders now, giving me a little squeeze.  “You really like this woman,” she murmurs to me.  “I can tell.  Your sweat glands are on overdrive around her—”
 
   “Mom, don't smell my sweat,” I sigh, “please.”  
 
   For a long moment, Ma says nothing but trains her eyes on me.  She's the Alpha, and that comes with a lot of responsibility, yes, but one of the things my mother has always told me about being Alpha is that it means she can always tell what her pack members are feeling—happy or sad, disgruntled or loyal.  And she can tell, right now, that I'm happy.
 
   “I'm happy for you, Becca,” she tells me, and I think she means it.  “There's no need to get defensive.  All I've ever wanted is your happiness.” 
 
   But I know that's not true, not even a little bit.  And after our confrontation, I really don't have any patience left to tolerate such a blatant lie.  “You mean, as long as it coincides with your happiness,” I murmur, holding her gaze.  
 
   My mother takes a step back from me, as if she's just been slapped, and she sets her mouth in a thin, hard line.  “Becca, I've been strict, I know.  I was strict about the Rob thing.”  She lifts her chin.  “But it was only to prepare you to lead,” she says, smoothing her features and speaking softly to me.  “You have all of the qualities you need to lead the pack—”  
 
   “Ma.”  I'm tired as I stare at my mother, as I hear the same old words pour out of her mouth.  I'm tired, but I have to say it, just like I always say it.  And I speak now, my voice hushed, pained.  “And if I don't want to lead the pack?”  
 
   She shakes her head, takes a deep breath.  “It isn't a matter of wanting. It's about being there for your family.”  She takes a step forward, and she's curling her fingers around my arm.  She looks genuinely sorry as she looks at me now, and it makes my blood run cold.  
 
   I don't think I've ever seen her look sorry in her life.
 
   “When you're Alpha, you'll understand,” she croons to me.  “You must always do what needs to be done to ensure that the family stays safe and sound.  That's what an Alpha does.  You'll see.”
 
   “No, I won't—” I start, but then there's an outbreak of loud laughter from the sitting room.  The kind of laughter that my raucous family is fond of making when something's just gone terribly, horribly wrong.
 
   Well, that can't be good.
 
   “We'll talk about this later,” I tell my mother pointedly, and then I'm turning and racing through the kitchen door, back down the hall and into the sitting room, expecting to find dead animal bodies or, I don't know, Loren standing in the middle of a pack of wolves.  
 
   But no.  
 
   There is an animal in the room, true.  
 
   But it isn't a wolf.
 
   Gotta admit: the sight of a live goat standing in your mother's sitting room is kind of an odd way to start out a dinner party.
 
   “Ah, I see you've met Angela,” I groan, placing my hands on my hips.  I watch helplessly as my younger cousins start to herd Angela toward the back French doors and out onto the veranda.  
 
   I haven't mentioned Angela yet?  Well, let me tell you a little bit about that crazy goat.  
 
   My mother isn't zoned for agriculture (hell, her house is still technically part of Boston), but she gives a little money to the right people, and a blind eye is turned to her chicken coop, the ducks on her pond (who have their own little house) and Angela.  My mother loves goat milk, so when I was a teenager, she built a bigger shed and bought Angela.  Angela was supposed to provide my mother milk, but it became quickly apparent that it was impossible for her to become pregnant (goats and cows gotta continuously have babies, or they can't make milk—who knew?), so my mother—never one to waste an opportunity, or a goat, organized a “goat hunt” for the family.  
 
   But here's the thing about Angela.  She's a fighter.  And practically evil.  Because, when an entire pack of werewolves descended upon her in my mother's snowy woods...Angela fought back.  
 
   She literally beat off an entire pack of werewolves.  And when we transformed back into our humans selves and stared at her in genuine shock, she calmly went back to being Angela, the normal, super-nice, “I'm going to eat everything around me” goat.  
 
   My mother had laughed that day.  I still remember it.  She'd laughed, and laughed, then said that Angela had earned her right to be an honorary part of our pack, since she was already so damn bloodthirsty.  You know, for a goat.
 
   So that's who's in the sitting room right now, planting her little cloven hooves squarely on the big red rug in front of the fireplace, lowering her head and staring at my younger cousins with slit pupils, practically daring them to come after her.  
 
   Loren is watching the goat with surprise, but she's also smiling a little, which is a good sign.  Rob sits beside her on the couch, and he looks more comfortable now, even resting his ankle on his knee, leaning back against the couch with a lazy smile on his face.  
 
   My younger cousins just aren't that familiar with Angela.  They know that my mother keeps her as a pet, but they don't know her history, and they have no idea that, if Angela gets pissed enough, she transforms into Hulk-goat.  
 
   “Guys, be nice to Angela,” I tell them, placing my hands on my hips and raising a brow.  The closest cousin to me, Victor, is only five, and when he turns to look at me, giving me a wide smile, I can see that his two front teeth have fallen out.  
 
   “Aw, Becks, I haven't transformed all day and—” he grumbles, and immediately Rob is sitting up a little straighter, putting an arm around Loren and introducing her to...
 
   Oh, crap.  
 
   He's introducing her to my cousin Jimmy.  
 
   I can't blame Rob.  He had to take evasive action, and Jimmy was the closest relation to the couch, but dammit.  I grab Victor by the scruff of the neck like a misbehaving dog and drag him away from Angela, who, if I didn't know better (and I might), appears as if she's preparing to blow fire out of her nostrils.  
 
   “Victor, seriously, leave the goat alone,” I tell him, then snap my fingers at Angela.  
 
   The angry goat blinks.  And just like that, she slips out of her “I was about to kill you mode” and blinks sleepily at me.  
 
   “Come on, pretty girl,” I croon to her, hooking my fingers into the collar around her neck.  “Let's go get you some hay.”
 
   “Who let the goat in?” my mother roars, and I wheel around, surprised to see Ma standing in the doorway, looking every bit like the She-Hulk (seriously, my mother and Angela actually have a lot in common).  
 
   Instantly, my littler cousins scatter, running around and squealing like the puppies they are, and I'm tugging on Angela's collar, trying to get her out of the room...
 
   And that's when my cousin Jimmy tries to sit on Loren's lap.
 
   I don't know when or why he first started to do it, but he just does it now all the time, to random women.  I asked him once if that had ever gotten him a date or gotten him laid, and he looked at me in surprise and said, “No,” as if he'd never actually thought about it.  Jimmy's handsome but not the brightest bulb in the shed.  All of the stuff that might have gone to his brain went to his muscles, instead.  
 
   “Jimmy!  Hell, no!” I mutter, dropping Angela's collar and sprinting across the sitting room to grab my cousin by the ear and shove him off of Loren's lap.  Loren glances up at me, startled, like she thought I was joking when I'd told her that Jimmy was probably going to try to snuggle up with her.
 
   “Hey, I was only having some fun,” Jimmy whines, standing up.  When Jimmy stands, he's an entire foot taller than me, and he has about a hundred pounds more muscle than me, but he's never intimidated me in the slightest.  I stand there, glowering at him, as he holds up his hands in a conciliatory expression.  “You know I don't mean any harm by it, Becks,” he says, wheedling.  
 
   Of course, Jimmy's father, my uncle Kyle, takes that moment to step up in front of  Loren and gaze down at her with—I kid you not—a mouthwatering grin.  
 
   You know the cartoon wolves who whistle and stamp their feet when a pretty girl walks by?  Yeah.  Kyle is the living, breathing embodiment of them.  
 
   “Don't even, Kyle,” I snap, and Kyle glances at me with a mock indignant expression.  
 
   “What?” he says, practically pouting.  “I was just going to tell your friend that she looks good enough to eat.”  I literally put my face in my hands and groan as Kyle grins down at Loren.  “Because you do, darling,” he says, and Loren blinks again.  
 
   “Um,” is what she says, and now she's frowning deeply.  
 
   “Sorry, Loren,” I groan, giving Kyle enough side-eye to encourage him to take a step back.  He also waves his hands in the air, just like Jimmy did.  Like father, like son.  “He's a dirty old man,” I mutter, rolling my eyes.  
 
   “And proud of it!” Kyle calls.  
 
   “Rob?” I tell my cousin sweetly, then crouch down beside him.  “I've got to get Angela out of here before she kills a couple of kids,” I mutter, as we both watch the little boys and girls approaching Angela again.  Seriously, if we were out in the wilderness, and they were actually puppies, they wouldn't survive until summer.  Survival of the fittest, my ass.  “Can you make sure that no one says or does anything wolfish...or, you know, slimy...until I get back?”
 
   “I seriously can't guarantee that—” Rob starts, and then, with equally horrified expressions, we watch as Victor steps a little too close to Angela, who was so near to the open French doors—and freedom.
 
   Angela loses it.
 
   One moment, the black goat is standing there, blinking her slitted eyes and trying to keep all of the kids, who are circling her like a pack of wolves would surround a wounded prey animal, in her sights...  And the next moment, she's fed up.  
 
   Angela lowers her head and charges at Victor.  
 
   Female goats have horns, too.  Not big ones, necessarily, but they don't need to be big.  Goat heads are hard, and when a goat is rushing at you at the approximate speed of light, you don't need enormous horns to lay waste to a pack of kids.  
 
   Which is exactly what Angela intends to do now.
 
   Victor goes flying and falls to the ground with a resounding thunk, but Angela's not even close to being done.  She turns and immediately aims her hard head and little horns at Emily, another one of my little cousins.  Emily tries to smoothly sidestep Angela as she comes rushing at her, but Angela is too quick for her—and Emily's only seven.  She hasn't quite mastered the art of the smooth sidestep yet.  Angela barrels into Emily, and Emily goes flying, too, hitting the wall of the sitting room so hard that the painting hung on that wall falls to the floor, and when Emily's body follows suit, I can see that there's a crack in the wall where she hit.  
 
   Immediately, I'm on my feet, but not before Angela picks another target of the little werewolf puppy pack.  This time, it's Connor.  
 
   “Aw, crap,” I mutter, trying to sprint across the room in enough time to get my ridiculously stubborn cousin out of the way.  
 
   But I'm not fast enough.
 
   Victor's bad (not necessarily a bad kid, but he doesn't listen worth a damn, never has, and I'm assuming never will), but he's got nothing on his one-year-older brother, Connor.  Remember the movie The Omen, and that kid Damien?  
 
   Yeah, Connor makes Damien look like a glittery baby unicorn.  
 
   Connor's kind of rotten.  Connor and Victor are both brothers to my cousin Jimmy and are therefore my uncle Kyle's kids.  Kyle has this idea that telling a kid when they're being bad hurts their development.  He wants to encourage them to think for themselves.  I can get behind that, sure.  But when your kids are being bad just because they want to be...you gotta draw a line.  
 
   Like, for example, that time that Connor set fire to his parents' house because he wanted to see “how fast it could burn.”
 
   Now, when Connor looks at Angela barreling toward him, he gets this evil little glint in his brown eyes, the kind of glint he probably had when he was striking the match and getting all excited to watch his house go up in smoke (seriously, they could make a horror movie about this kid).  And then Connor is lowering his head, just like the goat did, and he's charging at her.  
 
   This reminds me of one of those moments on nature documentaries when you see the Rocky Mountain goats getting ready to spar, but the thing is, we are not in the Rockies, only one of these two running creatures is a goat, and there is no way that this is going to end well.
 
   And it doesn't.
 
   Connor's head, being a boy's head (and not, you know, a goat's head), isn't nearly as tough or solid as Angela's, so when his skull connects with the goat's, he—of course—goes flying.  He hits the wall where Emily hit it a few moments before, and when he tumbles down to the ground this time, I can see a fist-sized hole in the wall.  
 
   Here's the thing: if Connor were a normal kid, he'd probably be dead right now.  I mean, I wouldn't be surprised if they could hear the sound of that goat and that boy colliding on the space station.  
 
   Loren gasps, and she's on her feet, her hand at her mouth, looking like she just witnessed a car accident.  
 
   But Connor is, obviously, not a normal kid.  He's pure evil, for one.  And he's also a werewolf.  
 
   “Ow,” he mutters, sitting up and rubbing at a spot on his head.  “Stupid goat,” he mutters, and then he gets up, dusting off the seat of his jeans.  “I want to eat her.”
 
   “No, you don't,” I say, reaching him just in time to grab him by the nape of the neck.  “Seriously, do not change,” I tell him, lowering my voice and murmuring it into his ear.  “Do you understand?  And tell the other kids, too.  Tonight is a no-change night.  Got it?”
 
   Connor looks up at me with narrowed eyes, his little lips drawn over his teeth while he growls at me.  “You're not the Alpha,” he tells me imperiously.  “I only take orders from Auntie Sophia.”
 
   I shake him just a little, like a pissed-off wolf-mom would shake her bad puppy.  (I'm not his mom, but any older person in the pack is entitled to do this, and it has the same effect and meaning).  “You take orders from people who know better than you,” I mutter, letting him go.  He springs away from me, giving me sullen, angry eyes while he rubs the back of his neck.  
 
   He gave me no guarantee that he won't change...but then, who ever has a guarantee of anything?
 
   “C'mon, Angela,” I tell the goat, chirping to her and hooking my finger.  The goat trots happily over to me, and again I grab her by the collar and gently lead her out through the French doors and back toward her little paddock and shed.  I glance back over my shoulder at the dinner party.  Everyone seems to have gone back to (somewhat) normal, laughing and talking, the kids playing on the outskirts of the room, still in kid form, not werewolf form.  
 
   Angela's gate is askew and unhooked.  It has a really hard-to-open latch, because Angela is a goat genius and has gotten out of her pen enough times that it became increasingly clear that the latch had to not only be childproof but also genius-proof.  
 
   “How in the world did that happen?” I mutter, slapping Angela's rump gently so that she trots into her pen, looking the picture of innocence.  I shut the gate, and then I stare at the latch for a long moment.  
 
   There is absolutely, positively no way that a goat could have opened this.  I mean, seriously, it requires two hands to open it, each one doing something different while you push the latch together.  It's an elaborate toddler latch, the kind that you put on stuff that you don't want kids up until age ten getting into.  There is no way that a goat, with one mouth (the only way she could attempt to open the latch, what with her cloven hooves and all) could possibly have opened it.
 
   Maybe one of the kids came out here and opened it.  They're just bratty enough to do that, drawing the goat out of her pen to make mischief.  Yeah, that must have been what happened.  But as I turn around to make my way back to the dinner party, I see a glint of mischief in Angela's eyes.  
 
   I shrug and walk back to the house.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12:  Hungry like the Wolf
 
    
 
   By the time I make it back through the French doors, everyone is standing, because my mother's come into the sitting room.  
 
   “Dinner is served,” she says with a pointy-toothed smile.  
 
   I take a deep breath.  Okay, we've survived the pre-dinner shenanigans.  Loren and I are one step closer to going home without incident.  Or...we had incidents, but nothing truly devastating.  Children being hurtled through the air by a goat, stabbing holes in walls with their bodies, and escaping the violence unscathed is all perfectly acceptable.  Right?  
 
   As we enter the dining room and I sink into the chair next to the one Loren chose, Rob taking the seat on my other side, I look around the room and realize that I don't see any of my young, rowdy cousins.  
 
   I glance at the kid table at the far edge of the dining room.  Empty, not a kid to be seen.  
 
   That doesn't bode well.
 
   Everyone sits down and starts to chat while my mother rings the little bell beside her plate.  No one stops talking, but the far door at the edge of the gilded dining room (this room has always been a too fancy for me.  It's embarrassingly ornate: gold trim on everything, including the napkins—and large mirrors on all four walls make the space seem bigger than it is...and very disorienting.), the doors open, and Roderick pushes the first serving cart into the room, laden with silver-domed dishes.  
 
   It's the first course, and while most people might have a first course of soup or salad, that's not really how we operate in my family.  So Rod sets down a plate of duck in orange sauce in front of each of us.  With the orange sauce, my family actually considers this dish to be a salad; I can even hear a few people mumbling their complaints about “rabbit food” down at the far end of the table.  
 
   The kids are still absent, which is making me more anxious.  
 
   As everyone starts to chow down on the duck, I'm highly, highly aware of how exactly my wolfish family is eating.  Across from us, uncle Kyle is scarfing down his duck like an animal, picking pieces off of the duck's breast with his bare hands and shoveling them into his mouth.  He's making a mess of himself, but then so is everyone else.  
 
   Thankfully, impossibly, Loren doesn't seem to notice the gross, messy way that almost everyone—except for Rob, because Rob is awesome—is devouring their food.  Or, you know, maybe she's just too polite to reveal that she notices it.  
 
   She tries the duck herself, chewing thoughtfully on the little forkful of meat she put in her mouth, and then she glances up to the head of the table, eyes bright and wide.  
 
   “Sophia, this is so good!  Did you make it yourself?”
 
   Sophia smiles.  She loves having her food complimented.  “I'm so pleased that you like it.”  And then, steamrolling right into a change of subject before Loren can say anything else, she narrows her eyes.  “Becca didn't tell me anything about you, I'm afraid.  For all I knew, you were a vegetarian.”
 
   Jimmy glances up with a wide smile, shoveling another handful of duck into his mouth.  “Vegetarians are my favorite food group!” he says around the duck.  
 
   Everyone except Rob, Loren and me starts to laugh—way more uproariously than that joke deserved.  Loren glances sidelong at me, looking confused, and I shake my head a little, massaging my temples as I take a deep breath.  
 
   “Did you hear about that new vampire movie coming out?” pipes up Jimmy then.  
 
   Oh, God, no.  No.  
 
   See, most people don't want politics discussed at family gatherings.  
 
   For werewolves?  It's vampires.  Vampires, and our extreme opinions of them.  Kind of similar to politics, but even more divisive, if you'd believe it.  
 
   I don't know how the feud started, but vampires and werewolves have been at one another's throats for centuries.  No one knows how it started, and some more enlightened vampires and werewolves realize that this ridiculous, seemingly baseless, conflict should cease to exist.  
 
   But then there are those among us, like my uncle Kyle, who think vampires are evil and should all die.  For...no particular reason.  Mostly just because he hates them.  He calls them “blood suckers” in a derogatory tone of voice—because Kyle is prolific but unoriginal when it comes to slurs.  
 
   “Damn blood suckers,” he says, tossing one of the duck bones he was gnawing back onto his plate.  He picks up his cloth napkin and rubs his greasy fingers on it.  “Why in the world do they get more screen time than us?”
 
   Loren glances up, her brow furrowed, and because the table isn't quite as wide as a Downton Abbey table, I manage to kick my uncle's shin lightly.  
 
   He glances at me in surprise, but then I immediately start talking.  And because I'm panicked, this is the only thing I can think of to talk about: “Spring is coming, huh?” I say brightly, banging an open hand down onto the table.  “My goodness, March goes in like a lion and out like a lamb—am I right?”
 
   Inwardly banging my head on a concrete wall in mortification, I'm also relieved that Kyle takes the bait.  
 
   “Eh, it's going to be a cold spring, you mark my words,” he says, shaking his head.  “Have you been smelling the wind?  There's frost in it.  I can feel it in my paws most mornings.”
 
   Oh, my God.  My mother was supposed to tell them.  She was supposed to tell them to be on their best behavior, and they must realize that there's a human in their midst...  
 
   But then, Kyle's never really been the most observant of wolves.  
 
   “Paws?” asks Loren, setting her fork down.  
 
   Kyle blinks and stares at Loren, as if he completely forgot she was in the room.  “Um,” he says, glancing at me with wide eyes.  I glare at him.  “No.  Not paws,” he says, and I can practically see the wheels, very slowly, turning in his brain.  “Um.  My nose.”
 
   “Oh,” says Loren, and now I can see her struggling with the fact that “paws” and “nose” don't rhyme in the slightest and there is no way that he could have been trying to say “nose.”  But she drops it.  
 
   And I sag back against my chair.  
 
   I can survive this.  I can survive this, I tell myself over and over again.  If I think it enough times, it might become the truth.
 
   Since the only bits of duck still left on the table are bones (and a few of my relatives, like Kyle, are chewing on those), the next course is brought out.  Only Loren and I still have food on our plates as Rod comes around, depositing the next course in front of us.  
 
   I groan inwardly.  This is what my mother has always, ironically, called her special salad recipe, but it's not that.  There isn't a vegetable in sight, actually, as I gaze down at my bowl in front of me, filled to the brim with shredded turkey, chicken, pork, and beef crumbles, topped with a savory sauce and bacon bits.  
 
   I notice Loren turn slightly green at the sight of the mound of (barely cooked) meat, but because she's a brave woman, she actually picks up her fork and takes a small bite.  
 
   My mother leans forward in her seat now, narrowing her eyes and setting Loren in her sights.  Okay, here it comes: twenty questions.  
 
   “So, Loren,” my mother says smoothly, “tell me about yourself.”
 
   Loren seems all too glad to put her fork down beside her bowl.  She swallows, then takes a sip of water, smiling at my mother.  “Oh, well, I moved here from Colorado a while ago,” she says, leaning forward on her elbows, “and I've been working in a bookstore ever since.”  
 
   “A bookstore?”  If my mother were saying the word vampire, she wouldn't have been able to sound more disgusted, as if she just swallowed a gulp of sour milk.  “Is that it, then?  Your end goal?”  
 
   “Mom—” I growl to her.
 
   “No,” Loren says, smiling at me now as she reaches down and squeezes my hand.  “It's all right.  I...I've always wanted to write, honestly, and I'm working on a novel.  It's still in its early stages, but—”  
 
   My mother's scowling face has transformed, now wearing the jubilant grin of a kid at Christmas.  “Ah, a novelist!” she practically chirps.  “How ambitious!”  She turns a steely gaze on me.  “You know, my daughter could learn a few things from you.  She's stuck in that Sportsmania place—”  
 
   “Sports Mountain,” I correct her for only the millionth time.  
 
   “—and claims she's content.  Can you believe that?”  She snorts; then her tone becomes wheedling.  “Maybe you could convince her to strive for something, to aim higher.”  My mother's eyes are glittering as she pins Loren down in a stare.  
 
   Ma is Alpha because she's powerful, and that's something a werewolf can pick up on in a second, but even an average human (and Loren is most certainly not an average human) would notice her strength right now.  My mother is leaning forward just a little in her seat—hardly anything to notice, but visible if you know what to look for—and her eyes are flashing with a spark of power.   
 
   “Are you the persuasive type, Loren?” my mother asks, her voice low and cool but commanding.  
 
   “Oh, I don't know...” says Loren, shifting uncomfortable in her seat, but my mother talks over her.
 
   “I think you are,” Ma says smoothly, and then she waves her hand in Loren's direction.  “Look at you, so cute and sweet.”  She folds her hands in her lap, her eyes still glittering as she smiles wanly.  “Just like Snow White.  You could charm little wild animals, couldn't you?”  My mother leans forward more, dropping her voice.  “Hell, you could probably charm a werewolf.”  
 
   For a solid second, everyone pauses in what they're doing.  All eyes are on Loren and me as I sit there, in denial that my mother really just said that.  She couldn't possibly have said that.  She doesn't make mistakes, and I'm sure she remembered exactly what she'd promised me...
 
   So did Ma just use the word werewolf...on purpose?
 
   “Mother,” I hiss, stricken, but everyone around us just laughs or coughs into their hands.  I glance at Rob, who's staring at me with wide eyes.  He shrugs, just a little, one brow up.  Play it cool, he's telling me.  Water off a duck's back.    
 
   My mother shrugs, rolling her shoulders elegantly.  “What?  She's pretty.  That's all I'm saying.  And smart.  You need someone smart in your life, Becca.”  
 
   And that's when the night really begins to unravel.  Because my mother stares right past me, and at Rob.  
 
   “That cousin of yours...” she hisses.  
 
   Aunt Sonia, who sat down next to Rob, visibly stiffens.  I can feel her anger almost instantly.  There's a palpable electricity in the air, but it isn't only coming from her.  
 
   Because I'm pissed, too.  
 
   This was supposed to be a nice (ha!  As nice as it could be, under the circumstances) dinner party.  I brought Rob not to show my mother up but because it was time to end the stupid banishment.
 
   Something needed to change.
 
   “Don't start,” I tell my mother, and I'm surprised to hear my voice come out in a more forceful growl than I'd intended.  
 
   The room quiets, and the atmosphere shifts.  Everyone is perking up their ears, paying attention to the dynamic between my mother and me.  Aunt Sonia is pissed, yes, but when I stare at my mother, there's something about the way she lifts her lip, something about the way she leans forward.  Like she's challenging me, egging me on to become angrier.  
 
   “My sister was far too soft on him when he was growing up,” my mother says, her voice as quiet as a whisper, but the raw power behind it making the air crackle and pulse, “and now he's—”
 
   Just as my aunt Sonia stiffens and is about to snarl (I can feel her tension along my side like a storm brewing), a crew of wild-looking little boys barrels into the room, tossing something squawking between them.  
 
   In the confusion, the tension dissipates, replaced by something else entirely.  Because all of those wild-looking little boys are my cousins, and I realize, with a sinking sensation, that the thing they're tossing back and forth is one of the chickens my mother keeps in the coop out back, beside Angela's pen.
 
   My mother's chickens, since their lives literally depend on it, are very, very fast on their feet, and this chicken is no exception.  She's a pretty bird with bright orange plumage along her breast, and a really fluffy head.  She's probably one of Ma's expensive hens, the ones she gets for their special eggs (I don't know much about chickens, and when I tried one of the eggs from these rare hens, I really didn't notice a taste difference).  As the chicken goes sailing over our head, flapping her poor wings miserably, I try to grab her, but the panicked bird is just a little bit faster than I am.    
 
   “Is that...” says Loren, paling, but I'm already on my feet, my hands balled into fists at my sides.
 
   “Guys, take the bird back outside!” I command them, but Victor is already staring at me with puppy-dog eyes, clasping his hands in front of him.  
 
   “But Grandma said, if we were good, we would get to play chicken ball in the house!” he whines plaintively.
 
   I'm not having any of it.
 
   Admittedly, I can't be certain, since I did, you know, grow up as a werewolf, but I've never seen a single sitcom episode about normal, all-American families during which the kids play chicken ball at a dinner party.
 
   That explains the horrified expression on Loren's face.  
 
   “Victor,” I growl, “outside!”
 
   “Aw, man!” the kid mutters, and I can feel Connor's eyes boring into the back of my skull, but the kids do start to obey me, trying to round up the chicken.  Still, the chicken is just too fast and flappy, and when Victor attempts to throw himself on the hen, she escapes, fluttering onto the table.  
 
   The chicken squawks as if the hounds of hell are at her tail feathers (that's...not entirely wrong, actually) and scampers across the table, stepping onto everyone's plates and fluttering around the vases full of flowers positioned in the center of the table.  
 
   The situation is made worse by the adults standing and swatting at the bird or trying to catch her, too, but this hen is determined to remain free.  Uncle Kyle makes a slow grab at her, and the hen overturns a wineglass in her mad rush to evade him—and then she suddenly makes up her mind.  
 
   She darts across from Kyle, toward Loren.  
 
   And the hen folds her wings and dives into my girlfriend's lap.  
 
   I'm fairly certain that everyone, including Loren, thinks the chicken is about to get up and dart away, but much to our surprise...the hen stays in her lap.  She actually settles down there, and just as surprised as the rest of us, Loren places her hands around the bird's ample body, her fingers gentle as she holds the trembling bird.  
 
   “See?” my mother murmurs indulgently, sitting back in her chair and crossing her legs beneath the table.  “What did I tell you?  Just like Snow White.”
 
   I glare at Ma as she motions for Rod to come over and start cleaning up the mess on the table.  Several of the guests are standing up now, cursing the stains on their clothes and trying to blot out some of them with napkins dipped in water glasses, but I've got to be honest: some of my family are still contentedly chowing down on their meat, chicken footprints notwithstanding.
 
   “Let's...get that hen to safety,” I murmur, standing and taking the chicken gently from Loren's lap.  The bird does not want to leave her, her little claws pricking into Loren's skirt, but I finally disentangle them and firmly hold the hen under my arm.  “Loren, want to take a walk?” I ask her, jerking my chin toward the door leading out of the dining room.
 
   Loren sets her napkin on the table and stands, nodding firmly.  “Yeah,” she murmurs, glancing at the chicken in my arms.  “I could use some air...”
 
   I turn to go and clasp a hand over Rob's shoulder, leaning down toward his ear.  “You gonna be okay?  She was just starting in on you before all this happened—”
 
   “Yeah, don't worry about me,” says Rob with a big grin.  “Mama Bear over here has my back.”
 
   Sonia is sitting in her chair, her arms crossed in front of her, a very pissed expression on her face.  
 
   But, still, I don't want it to come down to all-out war in here.  “I'll just be a minute,” I tell him, but he shakes his head.  
 
   “Don't worry,” he repeats, because he's Rob, one of the best people I've ever met.  
 
   “Okay,” I tell him with a small smile, and then I'm ushering Loren out of the dining room, down the hall and out into my mother's beautiful twilit backyard.  We make our way toward the chicken coop, but we don't say much of anything until I deposit the hen into the coop itself, making sure that the door is latched securely.  I lean against the little building, and then I groan, staring up at the first star that's starting to edge its way past the dark purple clouds overhead.  
 
   “I'm so sorry—” I begin, completely unable to look at Loren, but she stops me, placing a gentle hand on my arm.  
 
   “Don't worry about it,” she says, leaning against the coop, too, as we look to my mother's backyard, a little bit of fog rolling out from beneath the trees.  It's atmospheric and beautiful, and it seems to make Loren happy to watch the fog move across the ground, slow and steady.  She laughs a little then, bumping her shoulder against mine.  “In retrospect,” she says, casting me a sidelong glance, “this experience been unexpectedly hilarious so far.”
 
   I tap the top of the coop with my fingers.  “And kind of humiliating.”  I shake my head, feeling my stomach tighten.  “I promise—I'm related to everyone in there, but I have nothing in common with them.  Or...not much.”
 
   “Come on,” says Loren, reaching out and taking my hand, threading our fingers together.  My heart starts to beat a little faster.  She leans close, placing her head on my shoulder as she sighs.  “They aren't so bad,” she says, and she sounds like she means it.  “I think—” she begins.  
 
   But she stops talking.  We both stop talking.  
 
   Because loud and long and clear, and very, very close by...comes a wolf's howl.  
 
   I stiffen, my entire body filled with panic as I glance at Loren's face.  Her brow is furrowed, and she looks confused.  I can identify each of my relatives by his or her howl, just as I can identify them by their voices, and the person who just howled?  
 
   Yeah, totally Uncle Kyle.  I guess my light kick under the table wasn't enough to remind him to try and act human for a night.  But then, he's uncle Kyle, and Kyle has always, always done what he wants.  
 
   I sigh miserably.  This night is just unraveling.  Maybe there's no way to escape the fact that Loren will find out sooner or later exactly what I am, what my family is.  What all of us are.  
 
   Werewolves.  
 
   Maybe...maybe this is just how it was meant to happen.  
 
   But I wanted to be the one to tell her, in those few, scary moments when I considered what it would be like if Loren actually knew.  I've only thought about it twice.  The first time I considered what it might be like to tell her that I am a werewolf, I became so nervous that I almost hyperventilated.  The second time didn't go much better.  
 
   Because she might disappear from my life, no longer want any part of me.  She might wish, adamantly and wholeheartedly, that she'd never even met me.  
 
   And I can't bear that.  I can't bear the idea that what I am could be repugnant to her.
 
   Right now, I have no idea how she'd react to the truth.  It's a Schrodinger's cat situation.  She might react beautifully; she might react terribly.  But who knows?  I don't want to open the box.  I don't want to find out.  
 
   Not yet.  
 
   Loren watches me, her eyes shining, as the mournful howl dies out into silence.  “Did you hear that?” she whispers.  Her heart is beating so much faster, and the blood is rushing right beneath her skin, making her cheeks redden.  As I look down at her, I realize...she's excited.  
 
   I mean, that makes sense.  She loves wolves.  
 
   “Um,” I say, swallowing.  I have no idea how to answer her, so I opt for ridiculousness:  “Hear what?”  She lifts her brows even higher as I fully commit to my fib.  “No,” I say, stretching out the word, “I didn't hear anything.  Come on!” I tell her with false brightness, “we should go back in—”
 
   And that's when Uncle Kyle howls again.  The howl is loud, much louder now, as if he's getting closer.  I lift my nose, but we're downwind from the direction that the howl came from, around the corner of my mother's mansion, and I can't tell if Kyle's actually aiming for us or—
 
   “That!” Loren says, bouncing up and down in place as she grins at me.  “It's a wolf!  I'm sure of it!  At least, I think I am.  I mean, I've never heard one in the wild, but...”  She blinks at me.  “Is there...  Is the zoo nearby?  With, like, an offshoot branch or something?
 
   “It could be a dog,” I tell her quickly, but she really doesn't look convinced.  
 
   “Wolves couldn't travel here from Canada,” she says, her brow furrowed even more now as she stares at me.  “Could they?
 
   “Um...probably.  Yeah.  We should go in.”  
 
   But Loren is looking out toward the backyard again, the backyard that is becoming increasingly foggy, the whiteness stealing across the darkness and giving my mother's backyard a very haunting look.  
 
   “Wait!” Loren whispers, grabbing my arm and digging her nails into it as she gasps.  “Look!”
 
   Shit.  
 
   I feel myself cringing inwardly as the silhouettes of two wolves bound across the lawn, aiming for the woods.”  It's Kyle and Jimmy, of course, because they always love to take an after-dinner run (why they do this, I'll never know.  If I transform and run after eating, I'm almost guaranteed to get the worst stitch in my side—but to each his own), and they're going for it, even though we have a human guest.  Maybe they didn't realize that we were taking the chicken back to her coop, but they might have been more considerate...
 
   And my mother might have stopped them.  But she didn't.  
 
   As we watch the two big, dark forms move through the fog, the fog unfurling away from them like spirals, I think about my mother.  I think about the fact that she most certainly could have asked Jimmy and Kyle to wait to run until after we left.  
 
   And how she failed to do so.
 
   There's something going on.  I can feel it.  
 
   My mother is plotting, and whenever my mother is plotting...it's never good.  
 
   My stomach tightens as the wolves disappear into the darkness beneath the trees, and Loren gasps again, turning to me, her face full of wonder, her eyes wide and tear-filled.  “That was so beautiful!” she murmurs.  
 
   I can't help it.  My first reaction is confusion.  “Beautiful?” I ask her.  
 
   Loren wraps her arms around me and holds me close.  She's actually shaking, her entire body shaking.  “Didn't you think so?  Two wolves, racing into the dark...  They were so majestic.  So free.”
 
   I would never feel inspired to call my uncle Kyle “majestic,” but then...I guess Loren is kind of right.  I've always thought that our wolf forms are beautiful, every single one of us.  But I never imagined that anyone, besides a werewolf, would see the beauty in our forms.  
 
   I smile down at her a little, and then I wrap my arms around her, too.  “Yeah...beautiful,” I repeat, but then I'm pulling away from her, threading my fingers through hers and tugging her back toward the house.  “It's kind of getting cold out here—don't you think?” I ask her.  “We should go back inside.  They'll be wondering where we are.”
 
   Loren glances towards the woods and allows herself to be reluctantly led toward the house.  
 
   When we get inside, and as we start to make our way back toward the dining room (I'm assuming most everyone is still there), I realize that it would be within the bounds of manners at this point to leave.  I'm already rehearsing the speech in my head that I'm going to give my mother about it being late, about having to go, when Loren turns to me in the hallway outside the dining room.  She glances up at me with a soft smile, and I can't help but smile in return—though I'm pretty sure my smile is of the nervous variety.  
 
   “Hey,” she tells me gently, wrapping her arms around my waist and leaning against me.  “No worrying about anything, all right?  Please don't worry,” she repeats, a little softer. “It's okay.  I promise.  Everything is okay.”
 
   Feeling Loren's warmth against me, all of my agitation with my family starts to melt away.  Loren has the ability to tame the savage beast inside of me, her softness and gentleness making me want to do better, be better.  
 
   Okay.  I can do this.  Maybe just ten more minutes...
 
   But when we enter the dining room again, my mother glances back over her shoulder at our arrival and smiles, waving Rod on to start putting new plates in front of the remaining guests.  Kyle and Jimmy are, of course, no longer here, but all of the kids have gathered around the smaller table.  
 
   “We waited for you, darling,” Ma says with a smug smile.  
 
   Somehow, we survive through two more courses—rabbit stew and medium-rare slabs of steak—before the dessert arrives.  With Uncle Kyle out of the picture—he and Jimmy still haven't returned from their run—the rest of my relatives are being calmer, pleasant, more human-like, which I appreciate.  
 
   After the steak, I'm full and a bit relaxed, so when Rod places dessert in front of Loren, I fail to notice exactly what's on that plate (though my nose is already twitching; I smell something bad—and familiar).  But when Rod gives me my own plate, I stare at it in horror, then quickly turn to my girlfriend; she's just about to put a forkful into her mouth.  
 
   “No, Loren, don't—” I begin.
 
   And then she takes her first bite.  
 
   An expression of complete revulsion crosses her face. 
 
   Loren discreetly picks up the cloth napkin from her lap, and she spits into it, her nose wrinkled, her eyes tightly shut.  “Oh, my God, what is this?” she murmurs to me, dropping the napkin beside her plate. 
 
   I grimace and stare down at my own plate.  “Aunt Grace's legendary custard pie.”
 
   Loren blinks.  “Custard?  It tastes like...”  She covers her mouth as she regards her plate, and then she becomes very, very pale.  
 
   I'm already glaring at Ma, and then the rest of the table, as my relatives titter and chuckle over Loren's reaction.  That's when I realize they had been watching her closely.  They wanted her to eat the disgusting raw-meat-and-custard pie.  
 
   I draw in a deep breath and count to ten as everyone starts to dig into their own gory-looking pie slices.  Beside me, Rob mutters under his breath, “Sorry, Becks.  I had no idea.”  
 
   “I know you didn't,” I moan to him.  How could he?  He's not like them, and neither am I.  
 
   “Are you all right?” I ask Loren, leaning over and taking her elbow in my hand.  I squeeze her arm to soothe her. 
 
   “I...think so,” she says, taking a deep breath and glancing at me with still-wide eyes.  “I was expecting something sweet, and instead...”  She lowers her voice even more.  “Becca, is that...in the pie...”
 
   I sigh.  “Blood.  Yeah.”  
 
   “Oh, my God,” Loren whispers, putting her hand over her mouth.
 
   “It's...a traditional recipe from the old country,” I say quickly, hoping that is explanation enough.  I raise a brow and glance in Aunt Grace's direction.  “Or so Aunt Grace claims.”
 
   My Aunt Grace isn't really my aunt.  She's my great, great aunt, my mother's mother's aunt, and by all rights, the old lady probably should have been dead about fifty years ago.  Sometimes, werewolves live longer than humans, if they're really healthy, but it's rare.  Aunt Grace is the only woman to have done it since my family emigrated from Europe.  
 
   And, if you asked her, she'd say she could attribute her old age to her custard pie. 
 
   Aunt Grace, who was half-asleep in her chair, her head nodding forward and her chin pillowed on her chest, raises her head now, snorting.  “Wha—?  Did someone say something about my pies?”
 
   “It's...very unique,” says Loren with a soft smile.  
 
   “I brought that recipe with me from Germany,” she says with a frown, “and I raised all of my pups on it.  Put hair on their chests.”
 
   Loren glances sidelong at me.  “Pups?”  
 
   “Uh...that's what she calls her kids.  And I don't think either of us needs to grow hair on our chests, so...”
 
   “If you wanna run with the wolves, missy, you gotta have hair on your chest,” Aunt Grace explains, as if that's the most obvious thing in the world, and why don't I know that?  But I'm already standing up.  
 
   Dinner is over.  There's no way that Loren is eating that pie, and I'm certainly not going to eat it, so according to all social mores, my obligation is now complete.  I brought Loren to the dinner party, and it was close to a complete and total failure, but at least we can leave now, preventing anything worse from happening.  
 
   “Thanks for the food, guys, but we've got to go—” I start, and Loren is standing, too, surprised that I leapt to my feet.  
 
   “Go?” asks my mother, leaning back in her chair and shaking her head.  Her eyes are piercing as she stares at me.  “Already?”  
 
   She's spoken only two words, but they were broadcast with the command of someone who rules worlds. 
 
   “Mom,” I tell her meaningfully, in a muted version of her tone, “I think it would be best if we cut out now, before—”  
 
   “You can't go yet!” says my mother, picking up her wine stem and swirling it in her hand with a much-too-big smile.  “You'd miss the entertainment!”
 
   I have a sinking feeling as I mutter weakly, “Entertainment?”  
 
   “Didn't I tell you, dear?  The boys and girls,” she says, nodding to the kids table, “are going to put on Peter Pan for us.”
 
   Peter...Pan?  What the hell?  The kids have never been interested in theater in their lives.  They're rough and tumble, would much rather go to a football game than a theater performance.  But my mother says, “They've been working on the play for weeks.  You wouldn't want to miss that, would you?”
 
   The thing is, I do want to miss it, because now that the initial shock of them wanting to put on a theater performance has come and gone, my eyes are narrowed, and I see right through it.  They probably want to put on a version of Peter Pan that involves eating chickens, or something else that's super gross and wild, and I really don't want Loren to see whatever monstrosity they've got in mind.  Seriously, that may sound harsh, but I've seen my kid cousins recreate Harry Potter when they're playing.  In their version, Harry Potter, played by one of my mother's frightened chickens, dies a grisly death at the hands of werewolf Dumbledore.  
 
   But I also don't want Loren to think badly of me.  What exactly would it look like to her if we rushed out right when some little kids were about to put on a play?
 
   It'd look bad.  
 
   So I sit back down at my seat, and we suffer through the rest of the meal, which involves all of my relatives eating the bloody custard pie and Loren trying not to look too closely at anyone's forks, mouths or plates.  There's even an embarrassing contest of burps led by Uncle Kyle, who's come back from his after-dinner run.  
 
   But Rob bumps into my shoulder beside me, and when I glance at him, he gives me an encouraging grin.  
 
   “Thanks,” he murmurs.
 
   “For what?” I ask him dolefully, shaking my head and chuckling just a little, though it sounds forced, even to me.  
 
   He shrugs and glances down at his untouched plate a little uncomfortably.  “I own a gym, you know?  I'm a tough guy.  But I didn't know how much I needed you to stand up for me, too.”
 
   I watch him, surprised.  
 
   His voice is very low; even with the enhanced hearing of my pack members, only I can hear Rob as he leans a little closer, shaking his head again.  “Thank you, Becks.  I'm glad I came tonight.”
 
   “I should have done this sooner,” I tell him fiercely.  “I'm so sorry I didn't.”
 
   “It doesn't matter about the past,” he says, eyes glittering.  “Right here and now, it took a hell of a lot of courage to stand up to your mother.  I mean, she makes everyone do what she says.  You're incredible.  So, I mean, it meant a lot, okay?”  He smiles at me now.  “I owe you one.”
 
   “You don't owe me anything,” I tell him, but as I glance sidelong at my cousin, my best friend who's been with me through thick and thin, the one person who I've been able to go to with all of my angst, the same person who told me to go ask Loren out on a date...I feel overwhelmed with love for the guy.  I'm so grateful for him.
 
   But as I look around at the other people gathered here in the room, being, in turns, gross and funny, ridiculous and crazy, well-meaning and wolfish, I realize that I love everyone here, too.  I mean, I already knew that: they're family, and no matter how much they drive you bonkers or push your buttons, you're supposed to love your family.  
 
   But I've been so focused on trying to get my mom to stop pushing me about how “someday” I'll be Alpha...that I kind of forgot to pay attention to the little moments.  
 
   Yeah, Loren was completely appalled by Aunt Grace's custard pie, and a chicken ran to her for comfort (she actually didn't seem to mind that last one all that much...).  But she's also laughing at a joke Jimmy is telling her (thankfully, not an off-color one), and she's been an amazing sport about everything.
 
   I wish we were already gone, because that would be safer.  I don't trust those kids as far as Angela can throw them (which is, admittedly, pretty far), and there's no guarantee that Uncle Kyle won't transform into a wolf at the height of the play—just for kicks.  I'm still tense about all of that stuff; don't get me wrong.  Add in the fact that my mother keeps giving me these shrewd, hooded looks, and I really wish we'd blown this popsicle stand when we had the chance.  
 
   But I'm here with Loren, and she's meeting my family.  As tense and embarrassing and frustrating as that all is...this is a momentous step.  
 
   And for just a second, everything before me stands frozen in time.  Loren is laughing, Rob is grinning and talking in a low voice to his mother, and everyone surrounding me exists in varying states of happy or annoyed or angry or asleep (Aunt Grace on that last one).  
 
   And I love them.  All of them.  
 
   I introduced them to Loren.  And, unexpectedly, she seems to like them, too.
 
   For this one, small moment...all is right with the world.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13:  Family and the Fight
 
    
 
   One by one, the adults start to rise, patting their bellies or stretching or continuing to converse with one another loudly, with emphatic arm motions (a werewolf never argues quietly).  I glance down at the kids' table, and I'm surprised to see that all of them have already cleared out.  They're probably preparing for the play.  
 
   My mother rises smoothly from the head of the table, and she begins heading toward the sitting room once more, inclining her head and waving her hand.  “Come on, ladies and gentlemen,” she says, her mouth still wearing that sly grin.  “Let's take our seats for the show.”
 
   When we get back into the sitting room, everything looks the same, aside from the fact that a few of my boy cousins are engaged in a tumbling match, literally rolling around together, just beyond the French doors.  They probably assume that no one can see them, since they're off to the side.  
 
   I guess they're going to use the French doors to open up to their “stage,” which is the outdoor patio, while the audience is seated inside in the living room.  It's a clever setup.
 
   Roderick begins to lug some of the chairs and reposition them to face the French doors, and several of my uncles and aunts start to do the same, though my mother just stands there and watches, doesn't offer to lift a finger.  
 
   Rob and I help, too, and in short order, all of the couches and plush chairs are lined up three rows deep, situated in front of the French doors and pointed outside.  Everyone grabs a seat, and when I glance around for Loren, I see her standing beside Rob, unsure of where to go.  That's when I pull her into one of the overstuffed chairs with me, seating her on my lap.  
 
   “Can you see?” I ask her companionably, leaning forward and brushing a kiss on her warm cheek.  She nods, then loops her arm around my neck; despite the dinner that really could have gone a whole hell of a lot better, Loren still seems to be in good spirits, which makes me happy.  And together we lean back, ready for the show.  
 
   My mother, sitting in the front row, nods to Rod, who steps in front of the French doors and throws them open dramatically.  
 
   And that's when the play begins.  
 
   Emily and Victor step out.  Emily's wearing...what appears to be toilet paper looped around her person.  All right, then.  And Victor is wearing a colander on his head, holding up a stick.  
 
   “I'm a lost boy!” he shouts helpfully, then whacks the stick on Emily's arm.  “And this is Wendy!”
 
   “You hit me, you jerk!” she shouts at the top of her lungs, and before anyone can stop her, she's launching herself on top of Victor, wailing on him with her little fists.  This is a little bit different from how I remember the beginning of Peter Pan, but then, it's been a long time since I saw the Disney movie or read the book.  Man, I loved that book when I was a kid.  Who didn't want to be a lost boy—or girl?  
 
   Connor runs out onto the stage.  Since he's wearing a green baseball shirt and green jeans, I'm assuming that he's Peter Pan himself, but when he tries to drag his lost boy out from under fair Wendy...he doesn't succeed.  
 
   “Emily, stop, you're ruining everything!” Victor yells, but then Connor pushes Emily's shoulder—which makes her even angrier.  
 
   She picks up the stick from where it was lying on the ground, and she whacks Connor along the side of his head.  It makes a resounding thump, with the kind of force that would usually result in a trip to the hospital.  
 
   But werewolves are more resilient than that.  And Connor isn't even dazed.  
 
   “This is getting kind of...violent.  Should anyone stop them?” Loren whispers to me with wide eyes.  
 
   I shrug, shaking my head.  “That's just how they are.  For all we know, this is in the script,” I tell her, raising a brow.  
 
   She laughs, but when she looks back up at the stage, her brows furrow.  I've already dodged a couple (okay, a lot) of bullets tonight, including the times when the kids banged into the wall and left craters behind, which are visible from where we're sitting, so I don't want to push my luck.  I make an internal vow that if the fighting goes on past my count to ten, I'm going to intervene.  
 
   One...
 
   “I hate you!  You're such a jerk!” shouts Emily.  Jerk is apparently her new favorite word.  She's on her feet now, brandishing the stick in the air like a club.  “I was gonna be Peter Pan!  Peter Pan is always a girl!” she's yelling again, but Connor steps up, his little hands curled into fists.  
 
   Four...
 
   “Peter Pan is not a girl; he's a boy, and I'm Peter Pan,” says Connor, not shouting those words at all but delivering them in the soft but deadly voice of someone who's about to snap.  “And it's my play, and you ruined it!”
 
   “Aw, yeah?” says Emily, throwing down the stick.  It thuds to the ground with all the force of a baby werewolf.
 
   Eight...
 
   Victor, still sprawled between them, curled in a ball, glances up worriedly at the audience as Emily and Connor both start to lean forward, their shoulders pushing inward, their lips drawn over their teeth, their hands curling into fists...
 
   Oh, shit.  
 
   Emily and Connor change into wolves.  
 
   So, adult werewolves have grace and speed when they change, but kids...well, they're kids.  They don't know how to do anything gracefully yet, and when Emily and Connor become their wolf selves, it's this kind of weird, blurry, air-bendy thing, watching their bodies morph and change.  It's not instant, and it's more than a little weird as their noses lengthen, as they bend forward so that their fingers can shorten to the digits of a wolf, tails erupting from the bottoms of their jeans...
 
   And then there, standing with Victor between them, are two wolf puppies.
 
   They're a little older than what you might think of as a “puppy” in this form: their legs are elongated, their muzzles longer, too.  They look super gangly and utterly adorable, but then that adorableness disappears as Emily snarls, her lips up over her sharp, puppy teeth, and she throws herself onto Connor.  
 
   The two pups tumble together as Loren literally falls off of my lap, out of the chair and onto the hard ground.  She struggles onto her knees, peering up over the chair, and stares at the scene before her, flabbergasted.
 
   “What,” she whispers, and then she says it again, staring up at me.  
 
   But Emily and Connor are really going to town at this point, snarling and nipping and growling, and I'm kind of worried that Emily's about to open one of Connor's veins.  All of the adults, of course, think this is Super Hilarious (they always encouraged me, when I was a kid, and all of my cousins who were close in age to me, to wrestle together and try to out-fight one another), and they're laughing as Emily and Connor roll around on the brick patio outside the French doors.  But when the rolling becomes a little erratic, and Connor snarls, shoving Emily off of him, he manages to shove her...
 
   Right through one of the French doors.  
 
   I stare at my girlfriend, whose eyes are currently as round as the moon, and I make a decision.  
 
   I pat Loren's shoulder gently, and then I'm on my feet, sprinting toward Emily, who's finally landed on the hardwood floor inside the house, surrounded by broken glass.  The chairs were far enough back that none of the adults were in any danger of getting sprayed with pieces of the windows.  
 
   “Em, are you okay?” I ask her, kneeling down beside her, taking care not to kneel on the glass.  But, instantly, I can tell that she's not all right.  The scent of blood fills my nose, and when Emily gets up, shaking broken glass out of her fur, she winces, holding up her front right paw.  I take her muzzle gently in my hands, turning it.  Shit, her cheek is bleeding, too.  But the cut in her paw is gushing blood.  
 
   “Poor girl,” I tell her sympathetically, glancing up at everyone.  “Rod, can I get some bandages?”
 
   “I'll fix her up,” says Rod companionably, appearing at my elbow.  And he looks sadly at me, gathering Emily into his arms, lifting the pup up as if she weighs nothing at all.  “You're wanted for something else, Becca,” he says then, his voice low.  “Good luck.”
 
   When I turn back toward the room, all of the adults are now standing in front of their chairs.  And they're all staring at me, stone-faced.  
 
   “What?” I murmur, clearing my throat.  
 
   This is...odd.  
 
   But then my eyes sift through the crowd, looking for Loren...and that's when I realize she's not where I left her.  
 
   God, did she leave?  Was it all too much?  Well, of course it was too much.  Did she flee out into the night, terrified by the sight of violent kids becoming violent wolves?  I wouldn't blame her.  I just wish I could have explained...
 
   But even as I think these thoughts, I realize that it isn't the case.  Because I can see Loren now, as the adults move to the side, forming a sort of aisle down the middle, taking their chairs with them.  
 
   And in the very center of the room, I see her now, my mother.  Standing right beside Loren.  
 
   Loren looks very, very uncomfortable.  My mother has an arm draped around her shoulders, drawing Loren to her in an awkward sort of hug.  But Ma isn't looking at Loren at all; she's staring at me.  
 
   “I'm sorry it had to come to this, Becca,” she says then with a light shrug.  “But it's time.”
 
   “What, time to go?” I ask, my voice in a low growl.  I have no idea what's going on, but there's something about the way my mother just said those words...as if there were a threat implied in them.
 
   “Sweetheart,” my mother sighs, like she just said the most obvious thing in the world, and I just didn't get it, “today's the day.  Today's the day you challenge me and assume your rightful place as head of this pack.”
 
   The hair is standing up on the back of my neck.  With humans, that normally means the human is creeped out by something.  But when it happens to a werewolf, it means the werewolf is pissed about something.
 
   My hackles are rising.  
 
   “Mom,” I say, my voice level and even, “if I've told you once, I've told you a thousand times—I'm not fighting you.  Ever.  Now, I've got a lot of explaining to do to my girlfriend.  That is, if she still even wants to be my girlfriend after she's learned exactly what we are.”  I glance at Loren, my heart pounding hard within me, hoping against hope.
 
   “...we?” asks Loren weakly, gazing at me with a very furrowed brow.  
 
   I take a step forward.  I'm going to make my way down this path that my relatives so thoughtfully made for me, and I'm going to take my girlfriend in my arms, and I'm going to get her out of here.  Not because the air in the room has turned positively hostile (and it has, the atmosphere thick with tension), but because I have to come clean now.  I know I should have told her before this moment, but it never seemed like the right time.  The cat is out of the bag...  And I'm going to tell her the truth.
 
   I'm going to tell her everything.
 
   But when I take that first step, my mother tightens her arm around Loren's shoulders, shaking her head.  
 
   “I'm sorry, Becca,” she says clearly, “but you will fight me.  That's why I invited you here today.  With Loren.  She was required because I've done everything else I can think of to get you to commit to your duty.  And now, you've forced my hand.”
 
   I stand there, my hands curled into fists, realization dawning in waves.  
 
   That's why I invited you here today.
 
   With Loren.  
 
   My mother didn't ask us to the family dinner so that she could meet my girlfriend.  She asked us to come here because she saw how much I cared about Loren.  She realized that she could use Loren to get me to do anything she wanted.  
 
   Which, you know, is something you'd expect of an archvillain, someone evil.
 
   Not your own mother.
 
   “Ma, you're joking,” I tell her, shaking my head, voice firm.  But the look on my mother's face indicates that, no, this isn't a joke.  Not at all.
 
   She snarls at me now, and she squeezes Loren's arm.  Loren winces, but she doesn't make a sound.  Her face is flushed, and her nostrils are flared, and even though we're twenty feet apart, if not more, I can scent her fear.
 
   Loren's terrified.  
 
   “Ma,” I begin fiercely, “if this is what you were planning, why didn't you have someone grab her right away, when you took me into the kitchen?”
 
   She sniffs, shaking her head.  “This isn't some dire hostage situation, dear.  We're going to have our nice little fight, and then we're all going to share some after-dinner coffee.  We had to eat dinner first, of course.”
 
   “Of course,” I mutter.  
 
   This whole situation is no big deal to my mother, I realize.  She has been trying to get me to commit to fighting her for as long as I've been alive, and I have refused for as long as I've been alive.  And when she discovered that there was someone I loved—very much—she leapt at the chance to take advantage of that.  I realize, standing here, bristling as I stare at my mother, that none of this is personal to her.  My mother gets what she wants.  She's pack leader.  She's Alpha.  
 
   She knew that, by using Loren, she'd get me to do what she wants.
 
   And she's right.  
 
   “Just...let her sit down,” I say helplessly, indicating the closest sofa to my mother.  “And let's...”  I take a deep breath, rub my damp palms along the thighs of my jeans.  “Let's get this over with.”
 
   Even as I hear myself say those words, everything inside of me is screaming out at me to flee the situation.  To get out of this, to take Loren away.  I don't know if my mother would stoop to hurting Loren...but she's my mother, and I've witnessed her do many things I didn't agree with.  Could I really put violence past her?  
 
   Regardless, I have to fight her.  For Loren's sake.  
 
   I draw in a deep breath.  I never paid all that much attention when my mother was teaching me and my cousins about the Alpha rite.  I mean, it's kind of ingrained in us; we all know the rules.  In order to become Alpha of a pack, you have to fight the current Alpha and win.  Pretty straightforward.  
 
   But when my mother fought my grandmother...I think she killed my grandmother.  She's never really talked about it; I don't know if my grandmother died from injuries sustained in the fight or because my mother actually ended her life with teeth and claws.  I guess that's something I should have asked about, but I never saw a reason to.  I guess I didn't want to know.  
 
   So, what I'm wondering is this: is this a fight to the death?  
 
   That'd be ludicrous, right?  This is the age of McD's and cell phone selfies and ordering something on Amazon one day and getting it the next.  There is no way that something so archaic and stupid could be what my mother wants.  
 
   After all, she wants me to win.  She doesn't want to die.  
 
   My mother lets Loren go, and Loren sags down, sitting on the edge of the sofa and staring at me with haunted eyes.  I glance around at the people on either side of me, searching for Rob's familiar face, and that's when I realize how deep this rabbit hole goes.
 
   Because Uncle Kyle has Rob's arms pinned back.  Sonia is standing beside Rob, gritting her teeth, but so far, she isn't restrained.  She's my mother's second; she wouldn't jeopardize her place in the pack to help her son.  At least, I assume she wouldn't.  To go against my mother in this situation, unless it's an Alpha fight challenge, would mean immediate expulsion from the pack.  And, for a werewolf, the pack is so much more than family.  It's...everything.  
 
   “Come on, dear,” says my mother in her no-nonsense tone.  She walks past me, her high heels clicking on the wood floor and occasionally crunching on a bit of broken glass, obliterating it.  “Let's go do this outside.”  
 
   I glance back at Loren, but my cousin Jimmy has her elbow in his hand, and he's helping her to her feet.  So I guess she's coming with us to watch this spectacle.  Great.  As if my nerves were shattered enough, wondering if my mother intends this to be a to-the-death fight...but now I have to attack my mother in front of the woman I love, the woman who, after all of this, will probably get a restraining order against me and never want to see my face again.
 
   Uncle Kyle comes alongside me, and Rob—cooperating with my uncle—gives me a forlorn look. 
 
   “I could take Kyle in a second; no offense, uncle,” he tells Kyle over his shoulder.
 
   “None taken!” Kyle says brightly.
 
   “But I can't take on everyone,” says Rob, lowering his voice and glancing at me, his face full of worry.  “So...what's going to happen here?”
 
   “Oh, I don't know,” I mutter. “I'm assuming some bloodshed.  Possible death.”
 
   Rob was about to joke, but when I deliver that last part, he goes pale.  “You don't think—”
 
   I shrug.  “No idea.  But if it comes down to it—”
 
   I don't finish my sentence, because my mother has reached a spot that, I guess, she finds acceptable for this wolf duel.  She turns around, and then she toes herself out of her high-heeled shoes, tossing them behind her onto the lawn.  
 
   One of her motion sensor lights has been activated by us marching on the grass, and it shines down on us from up high on the house, illuminating the backyard like it's a night game of soccer.  
 
   “So, my dear,” she says brightly, spreading her hands, “are you ready?”
 
   Our relatives have formed a wide circle around us, and I glance at them, sniffing the air.  It's hard to tell exactly what they're thinking, because everyone's so muddled, but it's interesting...  I think they're all pretty sympathetic to me.  Or, at the very least, they're uncomfortable about this.  
 
   Good.  That's important.  
 
   I take a deep breath, squaring my shoulders.  
 
   Okay.  Time to call her bluff.
 
   “Ma,” I tell her, using my most soothing voice and holding my hands out in front of me, palms up, “you can't be serious, right?  I don't want to be pack leader.  I've never wanted to be pack leader.  I just want to be happy.  You're a great pack leader.  No one needs to take over for you, not for a long time.  You're in your prime.”
 
   My mother stares at me across the expanse between us.  She's lowered her chin, and her eyes are glittering as she looks up at me through dark lashes.  
 
   “Good luck, dear,” is all she says, ignoring everything I tried to tell her.  
 
   And then, my mother transforms.  
 
   Most often, werewolves get out of their clothes, because, well, who likes buying a new wardrobe every few months?  When you transform from your human form into your wolf form and you're still wearing your clothes, the clothing shreds into rags.  Our wolf bodies, as werewolves, are much bigger than normal wolf bodies, and there's no way the fabric can hold up to so much pressure.  
 
   My mother was wearing a pretty expensive dress, but she didn't even think about it.  Her entire body rolled forward, like she was about to do an elaborate swan dive, and then she simply became a wolf.  A big, black wolf who's staring at me with dark, glittering eyes, her lips up over her teeth, her fangs long and glistening in the too-bright beams from the floodlights.   
 
   Across from me, my mother snarls a warning.  
 
   I need to transform.  Or she's going to come at me in my human form.  
 
   She's not going to wait.  
 
   I hold up a hand, and then I'm growling as I unbutton my shirt quickly, shrugging out of it and tossing it onto the grass.  My bra follows, and then I'm out of my pants and panties, tossing them onto the lawn.  
 
   For werewolves, the naked human form of a fellow werewolf just doesn't hold the same titillation as it does for humans.  We don't think of it the same way, just because we have to transform around each other so often.  And think about it: wolves are pretty much always naked.  
 
   But Loren seems to be a little shocked that I just tossed off all my clothing, because she actually tears her gaze away from my mother's wolf form to stare at me, instead, her eyes growing even wider, her mouth open as she breathes out.  
 
   Loren's going to see me transform.  
 
   I didn't want it to happen this way.  I wanted to tell her someday, maybe.  Eventually.  I mean, the very thought terrified the hell out of me, but I knew it was going to have to occur if we were going to stay together.  There's no way that I could ever keep such a big part of myself hidden from her.  
 
   And there's no way that I would want to, either.  
 
   It's messed up, the way that I'm having to reveal such an enormous part of myself to her now, around so many other people, but at least it's happening.  No matter what else goes down tonight, she's going to know the true me.
 
   For better or for worse.  
 
   I take a deep breath.  I lift my nose to the sky, and, overhead, there's a big, beautiful full moon nestled among a bank of clouds.  Of course.  
 
   I can't help but smile as I transform, as the human parts of me fade away into nothingness, replaced, instead, by all that is animal.  
 
   Turning into a wolf is like diving into warm water.  First, there's the feeling of softness that surrounds you, soft warmth, as your body is cocooned in your fur.  It's not painful, as your thighs shorten, as your knees invert; it's all smooth, the way your bones start to grow or shorten, your muscles changing inside of you.  You're mostly made of water, anyway, and water is movable.  My nose lengthens, my teeth grow, my fingers shorten, grow thick claws, as I fold forward.  I dive into the wolf, and it's like I was always the wolf, like there's no part of me that was ever human.  
 
   It's been a long time since I became my wolf self.  Too long, maybe.  As I stand there now on all fours, beneath that beautiful full moon, surrounded by my pack, I...remember.  That's the best word I have for it.  I lift my snout to the air, I breathe in the cold night air, and the wildness moves me through so profoundly that I'm lifted up by it, filled by it.  
 
   I am it.  I am, in that moment, all wild.
 
   My mother is pleased as she takes two long strides forward.  She lowers her head, her hackles up, her feet treading with purpose, but I can also tell that she's glad I'm here, glad that we're finally doing this.  
 
   But as happy as I am to be the wolf again...I'm not happy that I'm about to fight my mother.  I don't want to.  My entire life has been spent trying to convince my mother that this is a barbaric, archaic tradition that has absolutely no place in the modern world.  And she would always remind me that it's the wild animal inside of us that commands it.  We are, all of us, wolves, and the only way that a wolf will listen to another wolf, will obey another wolf, is if that wolf is its Alpha.  
 
   As my mother and I circle each other, I try to get my bearings, try to keep Loren in my sights at all times, or—if I can't see her—at least scent her.  Rob, too.  
 
   Everyone around me is on high alert.  There are, thankfully, none of the kids around.  
 
   Because, I realize, my hackles rising even further, a growl escaping from deep in my throat...things are about to get ugly.
 
   And that's when my mother strikes.  
 
   One moment, she's standing on all four paws, about ten feet away from me, her eyes trained on me; the next, she's leaping through the air, her front two paws extended, her mouth open and her teeth glittering in the bright floodlight.  I wasn't expecting it, even though I was tensed for the eventuality of an attack, but I still manage to bound out of the way, turning at the last moment to avoid her claws scratching my right shoulder.  
 
   I turn quickly, but my mother is quick, too, and since she's so close, she's already at my throat, snapping her jaws in the small space between us.  
 
   I don't want to fight her.  I don't want to fight her, but I have little choice.  
 
   My mother is relentless.  Look at the lengths she went to to ensure that this would happen!  She basically kidnapped my girlfriend.  
 
   I take a breath, brace myself, and lunge.  
 
   I propel myself off the grass with my back feet, my front paws tucked under my shoulders.  I'm going to have to use my teeth.  
 
   And I do.  I snap right by her face, and my teeth connect with something soft and furry.  I grind my jaws down, and I turn my head, ripping.  
 
   It was the tip of her ear that I caught between fang and tooth.  When I rip, a small tear happens, and her ear begins to bleed.  
 
   And when I say “small,” I mean it.  The cut itself is perhaps a quarter of an inch—it was the very tip that I snagged in my teeth—but this is technically “first blood.”
 
   And the werewolves surrounding us, our family, lift their noses to the air, scenting that blood.  They know that I drew it, and they know that my mother hasn't gotten a drop of mine yet.  
 
   I'm not getting cocky.  Also, the taste of my mother's blood in my mouth makes me second-guess what the hell I'm doing.  But, still, I try to keep my focus, try to keep every bit of my attention on my mother.
 
   But it's hard.  Especially since Loren is on the outskirts of this, Loren who had no idea until today that werewolves were real, and here she is now, getting her taste of real werewolves.  Real werewolves who are going after each other's throats.  
 
   That can't be the type of werewolf she was thinking of when she started writing her novel.  
 
   Speaking of throats, my mother aims herself for mine now.  She's fast, cutting through the air with her sleekness, and she's suddenly there, body slamming me with her right shoulder so that I fall to the ground on my left side.  My mother is standing over me, lifting her head, ready to tear into my throat.  
 
   But I roll out of the way.  Somehow, I will my aching body to move, and then my mother descends, grabbing a mouthful of...grass.
 
   A small snicker comes out of my cousin Jimmy's mouth before he can stop himself, and my mother, snarling, turns toward him, setting him in her sights.  But she's got bigger fish to fry.  
 
   I body-check her now, and because she was looking toward Jimmy, she didn't see me coming.  It's obvious, but I'm learning that it's not good to be distracted in a fight.  
 
   Because I slammed against her so hard, we both go rolling end over end, and when we stop moving, we're up on our paws instantly, both of us raking our claws over each other's shoulders, standing up on our back legs now and snapping at each other's faces so viciously, and with such strength, that it's all I can hear, our jaws clanging together, our teeth scraping, our fangs sharpening against fangs.  It's this stalemate moment that can't last forever, and when I push against her with my paws, she finally gets me.  
 
   I'm moving too quickly for her teeth to really sink in anywhere but the side of my face.  And they do.  Her incisors press into the skin on my right cheek, and suddenly pain is blossoming in my head as she bites down.  It's not enough to do any severe damage, I think, as I bound away from her, shaking my head like a dog who just got hit on the nose with a rolled-up newspaper...but, my God, does it smart.  
 
   My mother throws back her head and howls, a single, mournful note that—to the outside observer—would simply be the beautiful melody of a lone wolf.  But I can hear her, can hear what she's saying, and I crouch down, snarling.  
 
   It's a howl of victory.  
 
   There's a lot of instinct that goes into making of a werewolf.  We are, for the most part, pure instinct, the wolf within us making up our heart and spirit, the human making up the body that we use the most.  But the wolf is the closest thing on the surface inside of us: the thrill of the hunt, the need to run, to scent the air, to pound the earth with our paws, everlasting and dominant inside of us.  
 
   And when I hear my mother howl that smug, ecstatic howl...something inside of me, well, snaps.
 
   All of my life, my mother has pushed me to be something more than I was.  I saw what she was like when she ruled our pack, and I wanted no part of that.  I wanted no part of bullying people into doing what I wanted.  
 
   But as I listen to that howl, I wonder...is that how a pack is supposed to be led?  Is that the best way of getting anyone to do what you want: bullying them?  
 
   I never knew my grandmother, but the few times that my mother spoke about her, the look of derision on her face, the sneer, would always give me pause.  She always told me that my grandmother was weak, that she didn't make a good Alpha.  But I have no proof of that.  My mother said that she was kind to her pack, but when she used the word kind, she snarled it, like an insult.  To my mother, kindness—and happiness—were the same things as weakness.  
 
   Maybe that's why I could never be the type of daughter she wanted.  Because I was too happy with my lot in life.  I was content, and my mother couldn't understand it.  She was always pushing me to want more, and the only thing I wanted...  Well, I've already got that.  
 
   I've found love.  
 
   Now I have everything.  
 
   I stand there, looking at my mother, and I realize that she has neither love nor happiness.  She's always reveled in her schemes and plans.  And I suppose she must have felt some form of happiness when she realized that she could use Loren against me, could use Loren in order to force me to fight.  Yeah, when she planned this charade, it must have given her a lot of joy.
 
   But what other joys does my mother have?  The rest of the pack fears her.  They've always feared her.  My mother really is a lone wolf, but not in the way she intended.  
 
   She thinks she's alone by choice.  But I think she's just lonely.  
 
   And, in that, I'm already more powerful than my mother.  Because my family may be zany and ridiculous, but I still love them, and I know they love me.  We're a pack.  We help each other  We're there for each other.  
 
   I stand, huffing air in and out as my mother howls, and realization moves through me from the very tip of my tail to the end of my nose, realization that comes in a wave so powerful that I'm made breathless by it.  
 
   I finally figured out what that word—family—actually means, Loren had told me.  They're the people who love you and support you—no matter what.  Pretty simple.  
 
   I'm surrounded by family.  By family that has, for far too long, been under the rule of someone who thought “love” and “power” were the same thing.  
 
   But they aren't.
 
   I lower my head, and as my mother turns toward me, ready to leap at me, ready to bite into my neck with her enormous fangs...I use every last bit of strength moving through me—and I barrel into my mother.  
 
   Again, we roll end over end, but this time, my force was too much, too powerful.  And when the dust settles, when our bodies stop moving...it's done.
 
   My mother's neck is in my mouth.  I hover my teeth over the skin and fur, and I take a deep breath.  
 
   The fight's over.  
 
   I...won.
 
   Ma realizes it at the exact same moment that I realize my move actually worked.  We're both stiff: me standing over her, neck bent at an awkward angle to maintain light pressure around her neck with my jaws, and her lying on her side in the grass, tense, waiting for me to make my next move.  
 
   Waiting, I'm assuming, for my jaws to tighten and close.  
 
   But that's not how life has to work.  That's not what daughters do to mothers, even mothers who threatened their girlfriends.  I release my jaws, taking a step back, and at the same time, my mother and I transform into our human selves.  
 
   Aunt Grace is there, then, with her old fur coat, draping it around my shoulders, and Uncle Kyle takes off his suit jacket and hands it to my mother.  We both shrug into these garments while watching each other warily.  
 
   “Well, then,” says my mother, sitting back on her heels on the lawn, her mouth in a tight, thin line.  “I suppose...that's it.  It's over.  You won.  Congratulations, sweetheart—I told you you always had it in you.”  
 
   I groan, then sit back on my heels, too, wrapping my arms around myself.  I can feel my cheek bleeding, dripping blood down my chin, from where my mother's fangs grazed my face, but I don't wipe away the blood.  Likewise, my mother's ear is bleeding, blood that runs down her neck, pooling onto my uncle's jacket.  But she doesn't wipe it away, either.  
 
   “We just need to stop this,” I tell her then, and when I say this, I wave my hand around, to indicate all of us.  “We're a family,” I tell her, shaking my head.
 
   “Of course we're a family,” says my mother in exasperation, but I shake my head again, a little more emphatically this time.  
 
   “No more bullying.  No more orders, like we're in the Marines or something.  The Alpha rules by being the family matriarch.  Not the family dictator.”  I say every word crisply, enunciating it loudly enough for everyone surrounding us to hear.  
 
   “Well,” says my mother, raising a brow, “however we're ruled is up to you now.  Since you're Alpha.”
 
   “Not yet,” I say, shaking my head and standing.  And then, one hand holding the coat closed in front of me, I cross the space between us and offer my hand to my mother, still crouching on the dewy grass.  
 
   “Not yet,” I repeat, a little more softly.  “We'll work together for the time being.  You and me.  I've got a lot to learn from you,” I tell her with a noncommittal shrug, “and I'm sure...you have a lot to teach.”
 
   My mother and I have been at odds our entire lives.  I don't expect that to stop anytime soon.  And I'm certainly not going to forgive her in one day for holding my girlfriend hostage (sort of).  
 
   But the fight is over.  
 
   And things are going to be different from now on.  
 
   When my mother looks at me now, her eyes are guarded, but there's something in her gaze.  Something new that I haven't seen before.  
 
   Something...hopeful.  
 
   “You're damn right you have a lot to learn,” my mother says, but then she gives a small, sideways smile, and she takes my hand.  I help her to her feet.  “Well,” she says, turning to look at our family.  “Who wants some after-dinner coffee?”
 
   There are a few weak chuckles, and most everyone starts to move back toward the house.  The pack dynamic is different, though; I think everyone can feel that.  And I don't think anyone knows what it means yet.  
 
   But we'll find out—together.  
 
   As my relatives go inside, I turn, because the only person remaining with me, out here in the backyard, is Loren.  
 
   She stands there, her arms wrapped around herself, tears shining starkly in her eyes.  I stand across from her, unsure of what to do: her heart rate is elevated, the blood's moving through her quickly, but I can't tell if she's really upset, or relieved, or some mixture of the two.  
 
   I clear my throat.  I don't want to take a step toward her.  If she's in shock, if she's upset, I don't want to overwhelm her and make her shy away.  But everything that's inside of me is yearning to draw close to her, to wrap her in my arms, to ask her if she's okay with this, with everything.  
 
   With me.  
 
   But I don't have to do that.  Because in that moment, Loren's shaking her head, and then she's racing toward me, wrapping me in her arms and sobbing onto my shoulder.  
 
   “What just...  I mean...”  She tries to take a deep breath, but it comes out as a sob, and I wrap my arms around her tightly, holding her close, threading my fingers through her hair as I press my nose to the top of her head, inhaling her sweet perfume.  
 
   “It's all right,” I whisper softly, gently.  “Just breathe.”
 
   “Are you okay?” she whispers around her sobs.  
 
   “Yeah, baby,” I whisper, my eyes tightly closed, my entire body pressed against hers, every cell that I am thrumming because she's with me, holding me.  
 
   I love her.  I love her fiercely.  And I think, hopefully, she still loves me.  Even after all of this.
 
   A long moment later, Loren takes a step back and holds me out at arms' length.  Though tears are still streaming down her cheeks, she's no longer sobbing, and her eyes are narrowed a little.  
 
   “I'd be lying,” she whispers to me then, “if I said I wasn't freaked out.”  She actually laughs a little now, but it's weak laughter.  It still gets me to smile.  “What's that saying?  Be careful what you wish for; you just might get it.”  She returns my smile.  “Apparently, getting what you want is kind of...dizzying.”
 
   “Yeah, well.  Werewolves,” I mutter, chuckling.  “Who knew?”
 
   She holds my gaze thoughtfully.  “It doesn't matter,” she whispers to me.
 
   I raise a brow.  
 
   “It doesn't matter,” she repeats, taking a deep breath, “because there's only one thing that really matters.  
 
   I watch her closely.  “What really matters?”
 
   “How I feel about you.  You—all of you.  Human, wolf, whatever.  Becca Swift,” she murmurs, taking my face in her hands, rubbing her thumb gently across the blood, wincing a little...  But then she looks in my eyes and holds my gaze.  “I love you,” she whispers fiercely.  “I.  Love.  You.”
 
   I draw her close, and then her mouth meets mine.  She is soft and warm and gentle as she kisses me; I guess my being wounded is making her think she should be extra gentle.  But as I kiss her a little harder, she responds likewise.  She wraps her arms around my neck, pulling me down to her, and drinks me deeply, smiling against my mouth like we're both sharing a profound, beautiful moment...
 
   And we are.
 
   She breaks away, holding my gaze with her glittering green eyes.  There are still tears, unshed, along the corners of her eyes, but she looks so content, so happy, when she looks at me now.  Exhausted, too, maybe, but the contentedness—that must be what I look like, too.  
 
   “You make me feel safe,” she whispers, wrapping her arms around my neck again, drawing me down to her so that our foreheads press together.  “You make me feel wild.  You make me step out of my stories and live in the real world—a real world which, I know now, contains werewolves.”  
 
   “Yeah, but...” I begin, but she's shaking her head, reaching up and pressing a finger against my mouth.  She smiles softly at me then.  
 
   “When I was a little kid, I had no idea that there were people living in other countries, people whose lives were vastly different from mine and my friends'.”  She takes a deep breath.  “But then I learned to read, and I found out about continents and cultures, and my understanding expanded.”  Her gaze is bright as it holds my own.  “Yesterday, I didn't know werewolves were real.  Now I do.  And I love one of them with my whole heart.”
 
   “You sure?” I whisper, feeling my heart grow within me.  
 
   There's such an impish smile on her face as she leans back then, raising a single brow, that my heart can't help it: it skips a beat.  
 
   “I'd never cry wolf about something like that,” she says then, delivering the joke while trying her best not to laugh. 
 
   “Aw, man,” I mutter, pressing my forehead against hers as I chuckle, too, all the energy of the past hour draining out of me until I feel as weak as a kitten.  “That's a good one.  This is going to be a new thing, right, wolf puns?”
 
   “Oh, it's going to be such a thing,” she promises me, reaching up and pressing her warm palm against my cheek.  “I've already got a few more saved up.”
 
   I shake my head, turning and pressing my mouth against her palm, inhaling her.  “Nope,” I whisper, my heart fluttering in my ribs, “you've got to tell me another one now.”
 
   “Well,” she says, as we turn and start to head back toward the house, my arm wrapped around her shoulders, our bodies so tightly pressed together that you wouldn't be able to insert a sheet of paper between us.  “Say we're going to a party.  Like, a dinner party,” she says with a grin.  When she chuckles now, it sounds tired; we sag against each other.  “I can say that we've had a howling good time.”
 
   “Oh, God, that's terrible,” I groan, but I'm laughing, too.  “And great, I have to admit.”  
 
   “I've got more,” she tells me then with a big smile.  “And I'll come up with new ones every day.  So many wolf puns and jokes, you'll get sick of them!”
 
   “No,” I promise, my voice dropping to a whisper.  “I won't.”
 
   “Hey, Becks!” Rob calls out from the sitting room.  
 
   “Coming!” I call to him.  
 
   And, together, Loren and I walk out of the darkness, into a house of wolves.  
 
   It doesn't sound like everyone's happily ever after...but this one's mine.  
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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   - A Knight to Remember:  Holly, a librarian, is starting to believe that love is impossible to find.  But one night, during an unusually vicious storm, magic and romance appear in Holly’s backyard in the form of a mysterious, gorgeous woman…wielding a sword.
 
    
 
   -  Date Knight: Holly and Virago are back in this sequel to A Knight to Remember.  Here, Virago is called back to her world—and she takes Holly with her.  What follows is an adventure and love story to transcend time!
 
    
 
   -  Forever and a Knight:  Follow along on the adventures of Josie, a shock jock DJ from Boston, as she falls through a portal into another world...and on top of the woman of her dreams...who just happens to be wielding a sword.  Set in the same world as A Knight to Remember and Date Knight.
 
    
 
   -  Falling for Summer:  On the twentieth anniversary of her sister's drowning, Amanda returns to the lake where she grew up to face her past...and unexpectedly meets Summer McBride.  
 
    
 
   -  Wolf Queen:  When they were teenagers, Amber and Stevie were so deeply in love that nothing could drive them apart. Until the one night, when Amber needed Stevie to be there...and, instead, Stevie disappeared without a trace...  
 
    
 
   - The Guardian Angel:  When Erin's life is saved by a gorgeous woman who swears she's Erin's guardian angel...things begin to get complicated.
 
    
 
   -  The Vampire Next Door:  (Co-written with author Natalie Vivien) Courtney's book store is failing, and she thinks her girlfriend might be cheating on her...Courtney doesn't even think she believes in love...that is, until she meets the vampire next door.
 
    
 
   -  Don’t Say Goodbye:  Maxine “Max” Hallwell has spent her entire life making the safe, responsible decisions.  When her best friend, Jo, introduces her to her new girlfriend Fiona, a stunning, charismatic cake decorator, Max realizes that making safe decisions might have cost her the woman of her dreams...A heartwarming, poignant romance.
 
    
 
   -  A Wolf for Valentine's Day – Trish Dalton has put her wild, adventurous days behind her. But when she's gifted a weekend stay at a remote lodge in the Rockies, she finds she may have one more adventure left in her.  A light-hearted, steamy romance, perfect to read any time of year.
 
    
 
   -  A Wolf for the Holidays:  Mandy’s not having a great December.  Her lackluster girlfriend has given her a massive dog--who looks a lot more like a wolf than a dog--as a gift.  But all problems seem minor when she wakes up to a gorgeous, naked woman stealing jeans out of her dresser...a woman who swears she’s a werewolf.  A warm, holiday romance!
 
    
 
   -  Wolf Town:  Amy moves to the strange little New England village, Wolf Town--but she finds more than a fresh start when she begins to fall in love with the daughter of the Wolf Town patriarch...who also just happens to be a werewolf.
 
    
 
   -  The Sullivan Vampires:  A beautiful, romantic series that follows the clan of Sullivan vampires and the women who love them. Advance praise has hailed this hallmark series as “Twilight for women who love women” and “a lesbian romance that takes vampires seriously! Two thumbs up!”
 
    
 
   -  Big, Bad Wolf:  During a terrible snowstorm, Megan thinks she sees a wolf.  But when beautiful, hungry-eyed Kara comes into Megan’s life, she brings more danger than a pack of wolves.
 
    
 
   -  Dark Angel:  Cassandra Griman was in the wrong place at the wrong time when her life is saved by an angel.  But first impressions aren’t everything, and the captivating woman who saved her life is no angel.  Can love save the soul of a vampire?
 
    
 
   These and more are available now.
 
   Sign up to be notified when Bridget releases anything new!
 
    
 
   
  
 

About Author Bridget Essex
 
    
 
   My name is Bridget Essex, and I write about werewolves, vampires and lady knights; about two strong, courageous women who fall deeply in love with one another, living love stories that transcend time.  I’m married to the love of my life, author Natalie Vivien.
 
   I’m best known for my Knight Legends series, stories about women knights, real world hi-jinks and love stories that are out of this world. My Sullivan Vampire novellas are a popular series lauded as “TWILIGHT for women who love women,” and I have several other series and stand-alone novellas, and I’m always putting out something new. Sign up for our newsletter to be the first to know when I release something!
 
   You can find out more about my work at http://BridgetEssex.wordpress.com  I’d love to connect with you on Facebook!  Friend me on Facebook here:  https://www.facebook.com/bridgetessexauthor 
 
 
   
Learn more about Rose and Star Press, publishers of lesbian romance and fiction of distinction, at http:///www.LesbianRomance.org
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
Bridget BEsex |





