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    Chapter 1


    IT ALL STARTED eleven years ago on a warm morning in June, when I was only seven. It was barely light outside, the sun a light glow against the blue curtains on my window. As I lay in bed, I was awakened by the sound of my mother calling my name.


    “Mom?” I asked.


    “Rachel, sweetie, get up. We have to go.”


    “Where are we going?” I asked. She ignored my question and told me to get dressed. Before I could make sense of what was happening, she had taken my hand and rushed us down the stairs and out into the morning air.


    Once we were outside, my mother broke into a sprint. I had no choice but to be dragged along as she held my hand tight.


    “Mom?” I asked again, as the trees whooshed by us in a blur.


    “Rachel, honey, I’m going to leave you with Brian’s pack for a couple of hours. I’ll be back as soon as I can, okay?”


    “Okay. But where are you going?”


    “I can’t tell you right now, but you’ll understand soon.”


    “Please don’t go,” I begged.


    “Honey, I have to. I have something very important to take care of, but I’ll be back.”


    Without exchanging another word, we ran into the very middle of the forest. The canopy of leaves above almost entirely blocked out the rising morning sun, casting shadows among the damp earth. Then five dark figures emerged from the trees.


    “Brian!” I exclaimed. He gave me a wolfish grin as I raced over to bury my face in his thick brindle fur.


    Brian was the alpha of the pack, and also one of my favorites among the wolves, along with his mate, Kylia. He was a gray wolf with broad shoulders. He held both his head and tail much higher than the others, a sure symbol of his status. The only other wolf allowed to assume that stance was Kylia. She shared the responsibilities of pack leader, but Brian had an air about him, one that was particularly assertive. It was easy to see why he was the alpha.


    Hello, Rachel. Kylia, the alpha female, was smaller and more slender, with glossy black fur. She carried herself with the same assertiveness, but she was also very warm and caring, with a motherly vibe that made her easy to love. I smiled as she greeted me with a lick. The rest of the pack greeted us with a chorus of hellos.


    “Please take good care of her,” my mother said.


    Of course, Brian replied. You two are practically family.


    “Be good, Rachel.” My mother kissed my cheek. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. I love you.”


    “I love you too, Mom.” And she closed her eyes for a second, with a look of sheer concentration on her face. There was a bright golden flash that caused everyone to look away, and when it faded, she was a large black wolf. She looked me in the eyes with an emotion I did not understand, and then she turned and left.


    After that, I never saw my mother again. I was raised by Brian, Kylia, and the rest of the pack, and they quickly became my family.


    Kylia had always been my favorite. She was like a second mother to me, while Brian had become the father I never had. The wolves raised me for many years—eleven, to be exact. They taught me how to truly survive in the wilderness, a trait that I had not yet fully grasped. After all, I lived in a house. We got our food from a grocery store. There was no absolute need to hunt unless we wanted to. We were safe and well fed in our little home.


    Everything in the wild was different. Living in the wilderness was about opportunity and survival. There was no more refusing to eat a certain food because I didn’t like it. It was hunt and eat or starve. Living in the wild was all about survival of the fittest, and survive I did.


    Being raised by the wolves was a unique learning experience that I will never forget. It became part of who I was. However, living in the wilderness has never erased my memories of my “human” life. Despite the years that have gone by, my mother’s disappearance still continues to haunt me.


    I asked the wolves about her, about what truly happened, but no one was ever able to provide me with the answers I needed, not even Brian, who had been the closest to my mother out of all the wolves. He said that the only thing that she had told him before she left was that I was in some sort of danger, and that she needed them to protect me at all costs.


    What that danger was, he didn’t know. Apparently my mother was always very secretive about her past. She’d moved to Alaska when she was just twenty, and he’d known her since he was a pup. In fact, she had been the one who had gifted him with the name Brian. Though she never went into her past or spoke much about her family, Brian had a feeling that something had happened, that the past she had run from so many years ago had finally caught up with her. That was all he could tell me.


    Though I loved my pack, when my adoptive mother and father died, I saw no more reason to stay. I needed answers, answers that they could not give me. So I left my home, the wolves that I have come to know as my family, my teachers, everything that I knew. It was time to find out why my mother never returned to me like she had promised.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    I woke up to the bright morning sun and yawned. It was time to start moving again. After a quick stretch, I walked through the forest, taking in every detail of the land. It was slightly warmer today as the season began to move closer and closer to the end of spring. A few more flowers had popped up, and the trees were beginning to regrow their bright green leaves.


    Birds perched on tree branches, chirping cheerfully as they greeted the new day. The forest seemed to move in a bustle with small and large animals alike; but as the hours passed I realized that something was wrong, that the forest had grown silent. I stopped, cocking my head to the side to listen.


    I heard movement, but it soon stopped, aware that it had alerted the many animals to its presence. There was only silence, and then—boom! I turned to look in the direction of the gunshot.


    As wolves, we are taught not to trust humans. Humans killed for no reason, but simply for the sake of killing. They often took from the earth without giving back. They littered, polluting our homes. They chopped down too many trees, leaving many creatures homeless.


    That put me in a difficult position, as I am half human, but the wolves told me that so long as I remained in my wolf form, I would be treated as one. I knew that there were truly some good people on this planet, but we were taught to keep our guard up. Only the wolves are our family, our brothers, our sisters, and we’d never kill our own kind.


    I listened closely to the sound of the hunter’s footsteps. He was getting closer. The air grew tenser as the other animals hid in the undergrowth or crouched in their burrows. I peeked out from behind a slender tree, and we saw each other at the same time. The hunter raised his rifle from his side and I realized that previous gunshot had been meant for me. I took off running further as he fired his rifle again.


    I stopped behind a large Sitka spruce, hoping that I had lost the man, but soon I could hear his footsteps again—no, there were multiple sets of feet moving through the forest. The pair of feet that I could hear approaching were from a different human, a male by the sound of the heavy pounding of his feet. A female’s footstep would be lighter. I began to panic as he got closer, but then it occurred to me—the men were after the wolf, so all I had to do was change into my human form. How was I supposed to do that again? It had been so long.


    The human male’s footsteps grew louder. Think Rachel, think. I thought back to my blurry memories as a seven-year-old child. How had I done it? I had to want it, I remembered. I pictured my wolf body turning into a silhouette of a human, as I did not know what my human face looked like any more. The transformation took longer than I remembered, most likely because I couldn’t visualize myself as a human, and also because I was out of practice, but eventually it came.


    I could see the bright, yellow flash of light through my eyelids and when I opened them, I saw my naked torso. Long straight black hair hung over my shoulders, stretching down about an inch past my hips.


    My arms and legs were slender and fair, and my fingers and toes ended with translucent nails. I took note that the air was cooler in this body, as I did not have my fur. The man was right behind my tree now, though the sound seemed to be duller somehow. I guessed that my human ears weren’t as sharp as a wolf’s. The hunter stepped out in front of me and gasped.


    “Oh my! Here, put this on.” The man spun around and took off his jacket, which he held out to me without looking back. I sniffed at it—the fabric reeked with the salty smell of sweat, mixed with cologne. I stared at it, unsure of what to do.


    “Go on, take it.” When I didn’t respond, the man turned and wrapped the jacket around my shoulders. “Come with me, honey, and I’ll take you some place warmer,” he said.


    I didn’t move, as I had no plans of going absolutely anywhere with him. He noticed, and then added, “And we’ll also get you something to eat as well.” My stomach growled in response, and I slowly got up. Whoa! I stumbled and fell against the man’s arm.


    “Are you okay?” he asked. I nodded, concentrating on keeping my balance as I put one foot in front of the other.


    The man took a small black phone out of his pocket and called one of the hunters to tell him to end the hunt. After he ended the call, he kept looking back at me as I trailed behind him—checking to make sure that I was still there, I assumed. Though it was a little difficult for me, I soon found myself gaining more confidence as I continued to walk on two feet. I watched the man’s steps the whole time, until I was able to mirror his movements.


    I took notice of his features for the first time. He was a brawny man, with short dark brown curly hair and a thick beard to match. He had dark brown eyes, and skin that was slightly tanned. He appeared to be in his late thirties. I stopped abruptly when I realized that he was leading me out of the forest. Would this lead me closer or farther from where I needed to go?


    “What’s wrong?” the man asked as he stopped and looked back at me again.


    We’re leaving the forest? I asked, but the man didn’t respond. He didn’t even acknowledge that I had spoken. Maybe he hadn’t heard me? I repeated my question, but again the man did not respond, and I found myself beginning to grow angry. Who did he think he was? First he disturbed the peace in my home, and now he couldn’t even answer a single question?


    “What’s wrong?” he asked me again, and then it hit me. He hadn’t been ignoring me—he lacked the ability to telecommunicate the same way animals did. I flushed, embarrassed by the fact that I had jumped to conclusions without realizing the full facts.


    “Are we leaving the forest?” I asked softly, using my voice for the first time. Adjusting to my new form would definitely take some work. For years, the only sounds that had come from my mouth were yips and growls. It felt strange using my voice in this way.


    “Of course,” he responded. “You didn’t expect to stay out here in the wilderness alone, did you? Honey, it’s not safe and we need to get you into some clothes. Where are your parents?”


    I turned away with no intention of answering his question, because truthfully, I didn’t know. Well, I knew where my father was. I remembered back to when I asked my mom about him, after just having played with the wolf cubs and their father, Brian.


     


    We were sitting on the couch watching television. My mother was young at the time, only twenty-three years old. Her long black hair was not as thick as mine, so I must have inherited it from my father.


    “Where is my daddy?” I asked. Her blue eyes instantly saddened, and she picked me up, placing me on her lap.


    “Rachel, your father died before you were born.”


    “Oh,” I said, saddened by this news. “How?” I asked.


    “Wolf hunters,” she said, and I instantly knew that she was not talking about hunters of regular wolves, but us half wolves with the ability to shift from wolf to human at will. “Your father was a very brave man, Rachel. He died to protect us. Without him, you wouldn’t have been born, but you must always be careful not to tell the wrong person what we are. Often humans don’t understand what is different from them and they become fearful.”


    “Why?” I asked.


    “I don’t know, sweetie, but what they become fearful of, they destroy. That is why you must always keep what we are a secret. Do you understand?”


    I nodded, and she smiled. “Now go upstairs and get ready for bed,” she said.


     


    The man seemed to understand that he would not get an answer, and he walked on, leading me out onto a gravel road and a rusty black truck. There was a second blue car parked behind it, and I figured that it must have belonged to the person he had been talking to on his phone.


    Where are we going? I asked. Again he didn’t respond, and I reminded myself that I needed to speak aloud. I repeated the question using my human voice.


    “To my house,” he said as he opened the passenger door. He waited for me to step inside, but I hesitated. Was this truly a wise decision? My pack had taught me not to trust humans, and I knew that they were right. Just look at how I had gotten here. I had been forced out of my wolf form into this unfamiliar human body because he’d seen a wolf and intended to kill it simply for the sake of killing.


    We wolves are predators, yes, but we hunt only for nourishment. Humans don’t eat wolves. They made us into prey simply to make trophies out of our heads, and they didn’t even play fair!


    I lost a brother to these killers. Ocher was his name, and he had never had a chance. His only line of defense, his teeth, were useless as the humans shot at us from a helicopter in the sky. I remembered looking back and seeing the red puddle of blood that had belonged to a wolf I had once considered my brother. But we had had to keep moving lest more us suffer the same fate. Ocher had been shot dead, and there was nothing that we could do. He was barely an adult, and one of the nicest members of my pack. I was only eleven years old when I saw this.


    Up until then, I had been very friendly with humans, despite my pack’s warnings. I hadn’t believed them when they told me that so long as I remained in my wolf form, I was just a “dumb” animal to most humans.


    So instead of doing what a “dumb” animal would do, I decided to be a smart animal. I took off running away from the man’s truck. I heard him calling after me, and then his footsteps as he ran down the dirt road, but I ignored him and continued to run.


    It wasn’t an easy feat on two legs, and I admit that I fell down a lot, but I never stopped or slowed down. I continued to run until I no longer heard his voice, no longer heard his footsteps trailing behind me. Only then did I crawl into the undergrowth and return to my dominant form.


    The change was much easier this time, as I had a better idea of what I was doing. But I still had to keep moving. The man may have been searching for a human girl, but that didn’t mean that he wasn’t still carrying his rifle, or that he wouldn’t kill a wolf if he came across one, so with a bit of reluctance, I got up from my short rest and began to move again. I was determined that this man would never get another glimpse of me, human or wolf.


     

  


  
    Chapter 3


    I woke up with the dawn, still exhausted from the long journey from the day before. And I was starving. Life is a lot harder when you’re on your own.


    When you’re part of a pack, almost anything can be your prey—deer, mostly, but also moose and elk, although we generally hunted the young or the sick. As a lone wolf, I was limited to mice, voles, possibly a rabbit if I was lucky. There was strength in numbers, and unless I was able to form a new pack, I would probably starve to death.


    But my main focus was to find out what had happened to my mother. Had she been in some kind of trouble? Was she even still alive? These were questions that I asked myself on a daily basis ever since I realized that she wasn’t coming back.


    In the beginning, I was confident, or at least hopeful, that she would return for me. When Brian suggested that we move on to new hunting grounds, I had protested. What if my mom couldn’t find me again? But with all the time that had passed, I could see it in Brian’s eyes that he no longer had any hope for my mother’s return. I cried myself to sleep on many of the nights that followed our departure.


    My life changed pretty dramatically after that. Eventually I began to live my life like the wolves who were quickly becoming my new family, and I never bothered to return to my human form again. That Rachel was buried somewhere deep inside of me. I wasn’t sure if she would ever return, or if it was even possible when I had already changed so much.


    I heard a rustling in the undergrowth—a mouse, from the sound of it. I put my thoughts away as I began to stalk my prey. I would need my strength if I hoped to be successful on this journey.


     


    After what felt like several miles, I finally heard running water. Excited, I quickly followed the sound until I found myself standing in front of a wide river. I hurriedly rushed over and started lapping at the water. I hadn’t realized how truly thirsty I had been.


    Once I’d had my fill, I looked around, trying to decide what to do. Though the mouse had helped, I was still extremely hungry, so I stuck my paw in the freezing water. After about a minute, a large salmon leapt past me, and I snatched it out of the air with my teeth. I carried the salmon onto land, so that I could enjoy my meal in peace. The salmon continued to flop around in my mouth, and I shook my head, crushing it with my jaws. I dropped it on the ground, bracing it with one paw while I bit into its flesh.


    It was delicious, and it tasted better with every bite. When I was finished, I went back to the river to grab another. After catching and eating a half-dozen more salmon, I decided to take a rest in the grass. The sound of the water was soothing as it hit the rocks. It was a nice feeling, and I reveled in the warm touch of the sun as well, though it wasn’t very bright. I rested for quite a while as the sky grew darker and eventually began to smell of rain. The other animals in the area must have also realized that it was coming, as the forest had grown silent. I stretched and headed back under the trees, counting on the canopy of leaves above to shield me from the coming rain. The sky began to open up and the water came pouring down. I curled up into the hollow beneath a large spruce, knowing that I would not be doing any more traveling until the rain stopped.


    And then I saw it all again, the same dream that I’d had on many other nights—only this time it played itself backward as if the dream were being rewound.


    We were running back through the forest, where it had all started. “It’s the same,” she kept repeating. I was confused. What was she talking about? What was the same? Then, suddenly, I wasn’t little Rachel any more. I was the present me. “It’s the same,” she said again, before disappearing.


    “No!” I yelled. “Mom! Come back!” Tears streamed down my face. “Mom! What’s the same?” I was alone in the forest, more alone than I’d ever felt in my life. I ran, hoping to find her. There was a light at the end of the forest and I continued toward it. What was at the end shocked me. I was standing in front of my old house. “It’s the same,” I heard once again, this time in a soft whisper.


    My eyes flashed open. I stood up from the hollow and surveyed my surroundings. It had stopped raining, though it was still silent. As I looked around, I realized that the forest looked familiar, and I suddenly realized what my dream had been trying to tell me.


    “It’s the same!” I yelled as I jumped up. There, at the end of the forest, exactly as I had dreamt it, was my home. I couldn’t believe it! I had actually found it, even if by accident. But as I rushed toward the tall house, I stopped. It wasn’t the same as I’d remembered it at all. The windows were broken and the grass was overgrown. The light blue paint was dirty, faded, and chipped. The porch was covered with fallen debris and cobwebs. This wasn’t home. This place looked so empty, so sad. What made it even worse was how lonely it looked, isolated in the middle of the forest.


    I don’t know what I had expected, but it surely wasn’t this. Maybe some small part of me had hoped that I’d see my mother standing there with open arms? Then we’d run to each other and she’d hug me. We’d walk inside the house and it would look exactly the same as it had when I had left. She’d sit me down on the couch and explain why she had been gone for so long. She’d tell me that she had spent all of these years searching for me, but my pack had moved too often for her to find me.


    I took a step toward the house, then another, and another, until I was standing on the porch right in front of the door. I pawed at my face as I tried to get the sticky cobwebs off.


    The door was closed, so I would have to morph into my human form in order to get in. I seemed to be doing a lot of that lately. I guess this meant that I had truly returned to the human world.


    Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath. As I begin to imagine the change, I felt a slight tingling sensation. Again the flash came, and when I opened my eyes, though I was still on all fours, I was no longer a wolf. I was human. I got up, feeling a little more confident on my feet this time. I reached for the doorknob, which was unlocked. Hesitantly, I took a step inside.


    Though the outside of the house was badly weather-damaged, the inside had not changed at all. Well, except for the dust—and there were even more cobwebs inside, which I was really beginning to hate—but other than that, everything was exactly the same as it had been eleven years ago. It made me happy but sad at the same time. Seeing how everything remained unchanged brought on a sense of familiarity, but the fact that everything lay untouched was depressing. It made the house seem emptier somehow.


    I walked through every room on the first floor, my hands trailing along the walls, taking in the feel and the smell of the soft carpet between my toes, the couch where I had spent so much time in front of the TV, the kitchen table where my mother had served me breakfast. It felt so wonderful to be back here.


    I eagerly made my way up the stairs. My room was the first door on the right. There was dust everywhere up here too. The sheets lay ruffled, as I hadn’t made the bed before we left. The room was painted sky blue, and there were stuffed animals everywhere. I couldn’t believe how tiny my bed was. Though the room felt comforting, I quickly stepped back out into the hallway, eager to visit my mother’s bedroom.


    Her room was painted a dark jungle green—her favorite color, I recalled as I laid out on the soft green cotton sheets of her bed. A big cloud of dust rose from the sheets, and I began to sneeze and cough. Okay, bad idea, I thought, and I jumped up off of the bed, my feet hitting the soft carpeted floor.


    I noticed a small, wooden, jewelry box sitting on my mother’s dresser. Hey! I remember this! I thought. The box was engraved with tulips. It was beautiful, of course. There was so much detail on every little flower. The box was open and jewelry lay scattered everywhere—a collection of necklaces, rings, bracelets, and earrings. I sniffed at the contents. Someone had obviously been through here. I felt a bit of rage go through me—someone had entered my territory. These things didn’t belong to them and yet they had touched them anyway, possibly even taken some of them.


    With a deep breath, I tried to let go of some of my anger. We hadn’t lived here for years and so it probably seemed like fair game to them. The real problem was that I hadn’t seen my mother for many years.


    I picked up and admired each piece of jewelry one by one. As I reached the bottom of the pile, I realized that there was a picture beneath it all.


    It was a photo of my mother. She was lying in bed wearing a blue top. Strangely, she was holding two babies. The first child had short black hair and blue eyes, and I wondered if the baby was me. The second child’s hair was dark brown, and he or she also shared the same light blue eyes. I wondered who this was. A cousin, maybe?


    It was nice to now have a photo of her, to be able to replace the fading image of her in my mind, but tears began to run down my cheeks. I wished my mom was here. I wanted her to hug and to comfort me. I wished that I knew where she was and I wished that I knew whether she was dead or alive. My silent tears were shortly replaced by sobs, because I just couldn’t handle the thought of her being dead.


    My cries were interrupted by what sounded like a door being opened downstairs. I paused, cocking my head toward the sound. I heard the creaking of footsteps, and what sounded like a male’s voice below me. So someone really was in my house! My house! How dare they! I quietly made my way toward the hall, ready to defend my territory but not yet ready to be seen. Stealth and surprise were both key here.


    “Do you really think this house is haunted?” a male’s voice asked as I slipped my way down the stairs with the slyness of a wolf.


    “Who knows? That’s what everyone says,” another male answered. I crept into the living room now and went straight for the shadows. I watched the intruders from a distance, studying them as they stood in my kitchen. One of them was a short Caucasian boy with blond hair. The other boy—his friend, I assumed—was African American, with dark brown braids that hung a little past his shoulders. The one with the braids turned around, looking in my direction as if he could feel my presence. The two boys continued on, but after a few seconds, the boy stopped and turned again.


    “I feel like we’re being watched,” he said.


    “Ooh, maybe it’s the ghost,” his friend joked.


    “Paul, I’m serious.”


    “Relax, Quan, it’s just your nerves.”


    “Yeah, maybe you’re right.”


    “I always am,” Paul said with a smile as they headed toward the banister. No way was I letting them go up the stairs in my house uninvited.


    “What are you doing here?” I asked from the shadows.


    “I told you someone was here,” Quan said.


    Paul ignored him as if he hadn’t even spoken. “Who said that?” he asked.


    “What are you doing in my house?” I repeated.


    “You live here? That’s impossible. This place has been empty for years now,” Quan said.


    “I told you, this is my house—now leave!”


    “Make us,” Paul said, and so I came out of the shadows and pounced. He was afraid. Not only could I see it in his eyes as I pinned him to the ground, I could smell it. It was the same type of fear felt by all prey when they realized that a predator was on the hunt. I growled, enjoying the scent of fear coming off of him.


    The other boy, Quan, grabbed me by the arm, and I growled at him too. And then his eyes turned a wolfish yellow. He was another werewolf like me! In fact, he was the first werewolf I had met since my mother left. I struggled to get away, but his grasp was firm, and he too let out a menacing snarl.


    “Back off!” he said. I ignored his words, instead choosing to return his growl. Before I could blink I was on the floor, and Quan was on top of me, his teeth at my neck. I am sorry to say that I cowered underneath him. I’d never know what really happened to my mother. How very sad.


    And then he pulled away. I opened my eyes, which had been closed as I waited for the bite that would be sure to end my life. Suddenly I realized what he had done. It was common for pack members to put their teeth to another wolf’s neck before pulling away as a sign of trust. But that didn’t make sense.


    I didn’t know this Quan. I had just attacked his friend, and he was asking for my trust? I stared up at him, unsure of whether it was safe for me to move. He stared at me for a second before rising to his feet. He offered me his hand. I hesitantly took it, and he lifted me up off the floor. We both stared at each other for a second before Quan finally spoke.


    “Where are your clothes?”


    “I don’t have any,” I admitted, and Quan quickly took off his jacket and held it out to me. I hesitated before moving to take it. Quan broke eye contact with me for the first time, his eyes moving toward his unconscious friend. When his eyes returned to me, they were full of anger, and I instantly found myself on the alert again.


    “What the hell were you thinking, nearly exposing us like that?” And before I knew it, my anger had begun to bubble over as well.


    “What were you thinking, breaking into someone’s house?”


    Quan averted his gaze. “We thought it was empty.”


    “Well, you were wrong!”


    “Were we really? I’ve been this way many times and have never come across your scent up until now.”


    I didn’t know what to say to that. I hadn’t lived here in years—maybe we had abandoned the house to whoever might want it.


    Quan sighed. “Okay let’s start over. Hi, my name is Quan. And you are?”


    “Rachel.”


    “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Rachel.”


    I laughed. Quan looked at me, puzzled.


    “I wouldn’t exactly go so far as to call our meeting nice.” I said, and Quan laughed with me.


    “I guess not.” His eyes dropped to his friend again.


    “I’m sorry about that,” I said, and Quan nodded. His mind seemed to be elsewhere as he looked vaguely around the house.


    “Do you really live here?”


    I paused, and once again my guard went back up. How much was wise to tell him, and how much was not? Quan seemed nice and all, but we hadn’t exactly gotten off to the best start. I sighed. What harm would it do to make a friend along my way? Especially when that friend was the only werewolf I knew in the world.


    “I used to,” I answered. Quan looked as if he were ready to question me further, but Paul let out a groan.


    “You should get him out of here,” I said as I began to make my way back up the stairs.


    “Rachel, wait.” I paused. “Can I meet you here tomorrow morning?”


    I hesitated, surprised. “Uh, sure.” I said, and then I continued my ascent up the stairs.


    It was getting dark now, and eerie shadows began to crawl down the walls. I could hear Paul downstairs asking his friend what had happened. Quan told him that he had fallen and hit his head, and that he should probably see a doctor. Paul argued that a crazy naked girl with yellow eyes had attacked him. Quan laughed it off, saying that he must have dreamt it. He had been with him the whole time, and no one had been in this house but the two of them … unless it was the ghost. Paul laughed, and they left.


    All was right in the world. But why did I find myself feeling so excited by the prospect of getting to see Quan again tomorrow? Simple, I told myself. You’re excited because you’ve finally met another werewolf after all of these years. At least that was what I was choosing to believe.


     

  


  
    Chapter 4


    I was sitting in the front yard in the early morning as I waited for Quan to return. I looked up at the sun and smiled as it shined brightly on my face. I was so glad that summer was nearly here!


    Good morning, a robin greeted me as she landed a few yards away.


    Good morning, I said in return.


    Nice day today, isn’t it? She poked the ground, hoping to find a juicy worm to eat.


    It is.


    Eventually she flew off after having no luck, and not long after Quan arrived. I had taken on my wolf form again, as I found that body much more familiar and comfortable.


    “Hey,” he said after taking in a whiff of the air. I assumed he was making sure that it was me and not some random wolf, as he had not yet seen me in this form.


    Hi, I said with a smile.


    “How are you?” he asked.


    I’m well. How are you?


    “I’m good.”


    And Paul?


    “He doesn’t realize that you attacked him.”


    Good. I nodded. We were silent for a moment, neither of us quite knowing what to say. So do you live close by?


    “About a mile away,” he said, and I nodded.


    So why don’t you project?


    Quan laughed. “Because I’m in my human form.”


    Yeah, so?


    “You know we can’t project in this form.”


    We can’t? I asked, surprised.


    Quan cocked his head. “You should know that. So why don’t you?”


    I shrugged. Never tried.


    He continued to look at me strangely. “Right. So, new question. You said that you used to live here.” I nodded. “Why’d you come back? This house is decrepit. It’d take a dozen carpenters to—”


    Yeah, well, all houses have to be built from the ground up, don’t they? I said, defensive.


    “Sorry,” Quan said. “I didn’t mean to upset you. No need to flash your eyes at me.”


    What?


    “I offended you, so your eyes flashed blue. Sorry.” He looked at me, surprised. “You said you didn’t know that we can’t project in our human form, and you don’t know that our eyes—”


    What are you talking about? Of course I know that our eyes change! I insisted, though another part of me asked what it would hurt to have someone to teach me these things. What could it hurt? Anything could happen if I placed all my trust in a werewolf that I had just met!


    “Um hmm,” he said, not trying to hide his disbelief.


    Look, is that what you came out here for? To accuse me of not knowing stuff?


    “I came out here because I wanted to get to know you,” he said. “But your guard is up so high that it’s nearly impossible.” I turned my head. Whatever. “Look, if I tell you something about me, will you tell me something about yourself in return?” I nodded. “Okay, let’s see,” he said, looking up at the sky as he thought. “Both of my parents are also werewolves—what about yours?”


    My mother is a werewolf. I don’t know if my father is or not.


    “Oh. So your father is not in your life, I assume?”


    He died before I was born.


    “I’m sorry. So your mother never told you?”


    She never got a chance to. She went missing when I was seven.


    Quan looked down. “I’m sorry for prying.”


    It’s okay, I said. There was an awkward pause. I haven’t used my human form in more than eleven years.


    Quan drew in a breath. “Rachel? Are you serious?”


    Yes, I am very serious.


    “But why?”


    It’s a really long story, I said, unsure of whether I wanted to tell my entire tale to this near stranger, even if he did seem really nice. Looks can be deceiving, and yet, there was something about Quan that made me want to trust him.


    “I have time,” he said.


    I looked at him, shaking my head. I don’t … I don’t think I can talk about it with you, at least not right now. I’d rather get to know you better first.


    Quan smiled. “Okay, what do you want to know?”


    I laughed. I meant over the course of time.


    His smile widened. “Okay, got it.”


    Though I wonder if I should be moving on, I said. I hadn’t meant to project that particular thought to Quan, though we do usually have control over which thoughts we project and which ones we don’t. But it was out in the open now.


    “Move on to where?” he asked. I sighed. Should I tell him? Maybe he could help. I doubted it, and yet I decided to tell him anyway.


    So I said that I haven’t used my human form in over eleven years. Quan nodded. It’s because I was raised by a pack of wolves—after my mother went missing, of course.


    “When you say wolves, I assume you don’t mean werewolves?” he asked.


    No. I mean wolves as in the actual animal.


    “Tell me more,” he said, and so I began to tell him the story. Quan didn’t say anything at first, and I guessed he was allowing it to all sink in. “Rachel, that is just … unbelievable. Wait, so why aren’t you with them now?”


    I left them.


    “How come?”


    Because I need to know what happened to her.


    “I’m sorry,” Quan said. “You’ve been through a lot.”


    I know, I sighed. Even now, I’m wondering if I’m wasting precious time. But where else would I go? This is where it all started, so there has to be at least some sort of clue here, right?


    “Possibly. But Rachel, you can’t stay here. Look at this place. The windows are broken, there’s mice in the walls, and—”


    I can take care of myself, I said, defensive.


    Quan studied my face. “Okay. I just thought you might want to stay somewhere less … run down.”


    Well, gosh! He was so direct! And where do you suppose that I go? I asked, playing along with his little game.


    “Well, I can talk to my family, see if they’ll let you crash with us. At least consider it. We’re wolves. Our kind need to stick together.”


    I don’t know, Quan. I just met you.


    “It’s your decision,” he said, “but I just want you to know that you can trust me.” He placed his hand on my paw and I felt a thrill run through me. Why did I like being in his presence so much? More importantly, why did I get so excited because of his touch?


    Fine, I answered after a minute.


    “Is that a yes?” he asked.


    Yes, that’s a yes.


    Quan beamed. He had a really cute smile, I noted.


    “Then I guess we should be going.” He stood up, and one of his knees made a weird popping sound.


    I sighed. I guess so, I said, rising as well.


    “Hey Rachel?”


    Yeah?


    “Did your mother maybe have some old clothes in the house that you could wear?”


    I groaned. Why? I asked.


    He gave me a weird look. “Well, you can’t walk around as a wolf. And that jacket’s not enough.”


    I’d rather not wear any clothing at all.


    “But you need to.”


    Why? Why do humans even bother to wear these things anyway?


    He laughed. “Because you’ll get arrested for indecent exposure if you don’t.”


    What?


    Quan shook his head. “I’ll explain it later. Just find something to wear, please?”


    Fine, I pouted. But clothing feels so strange. I’m not used to them.


    “You’ll get use to them,” he said.


    Maybe, maybe not, I muttered, before transforming into my human form. I could feel Quan’s eyes on my departing figure as I made my way into the house, but I didn’t look back.


    I headed straight to my mother’s closet and was surprised to see a pair of packed suitcases. Upon further inspection, I saw that the first bag contained many of my mother’s belongings and the second bag contained many of my essentials from childhood. I realized that she had planned for us to leave together and I sat there letting it all sink in. A single tear slid down my cheek.


    Keep it together, Rachel. But it was very difficult as I began to question whether she had known that something would happen to her. What had she been trying to escape from? Whatever it was, I had to keep searching for clues. But I knew that Quan was right. Staying holed up in this broken-down house wouldn’t accomplish anything but making me sick. I could smell the mold growing inside the walls.


    Besides, it was no longer home. All of the comfort and safety that I had once felt here faded the day my mother left. Now there was nothing here but painful memories.


     


    “I’m ready now,” I said to Quan, who was still standing in the front yard where I had left him.


    “Great!” he said, but then he paused, studying my face. “You okay?”


    “Yeah,” I answered, handing him back his jacket, which he folded across his arm. “Can we go now?” I asked.


    He spoke only one word. “Shoes.”


    I gave him a look, which he returned, and I rolled my eyes before marching back up to my mother’s room. I slipped on a pair of her old sneakers and frowned. They felt odd. I enjoyed feeling the textures of the different surfaces that I walked on. Now all I could feel was the smooth sole of the shoe.


    Once again, I met Quan at the bottom of the steps. He looked me over once again, this time in seeming approval.


    “Can we go now?” I asked.


    “Sure,” he replied.


    I stopped and glanced back for a moment as we were departing, realizing that this was probably the last time I’d ever see my old home again.


     

  


  
    Chapter 5


    The sun shined brightly in the clear morning sky as Quan and I made our way through a field of grass. We were on our way to his home, which also sat in the middle of the woods. Despite the many birds chirping and the squirrels scampering up and down the trees, there was a sense of solitude between us. He asked me questions about what my life had been like over the years, what I did in my spare time.


    Quan seemed fascinated by every little detail, but after a while I shifted the conversation to him, because I longed to know how werewolves lived. I found his life both interesting and strange as it was completely different from my own. Quan told me about school, which sounded familiar. He also told me that humans often held jobs to make money they needed to live and eat, which sounded strange to me. Why not just hunt? As far as I was concerned, everything we needed was provided by the earth. It all sounded so odd, yet fascinating at the same, and I found myself imagining what my life might have been like had my mom never gone missing.


    Eventually we reached Quan’s home, which was a little cottage made of wood and stone, nestled in between a multitude of trees.


    “Well, this is it,” he said as he removed a set of keys from his pocket and unlocked the door. Behind it was a small kitchen equipped with a fridge and stove. Despite the room’s tiny size, they had still managed to fit a small table against the wall.


    “Nice,” I said, and Quan turned to give me a smile.


    A young woman walked into the room. She was tall and appeared to be around twenty. Like Quan, she was also African American, only she had more of an olive brown complexion as opposed to Quan’s medium brown. She wore her straight dusty brown hair in a ponytail that fell to the middle of her back.


    “Oh, hey. I thought I heard someone. I’m Delilah, but you can just call me Lilah,” she said with a smile as she held out her hand. I didn’t understand the gesture.


    “I’m Rachel,” I said. She withdrew her hand, giving Quan a look.


    “Sorry, she’s not being rude,” he said. Lilah looked at me, and then back to Quan. “Rachel’s a werewolf, but she hasn’t lived like us,” he added.


    “What do you mean?” she asked, and Quan turned to me.


    “Is it okay if I tell her?”


    “Sure,” I said.


    “Tell me what?” Lilah asked through narrowed eyes, and Quan told her my story. Her eyes widened as she listened, and she glanced at me several times as Quan talked. Then came the questions, and I answered each and every one of them as best I could. I had to admit, it was nice being around people who I didn’t have to keep secrets from.


    “So are you two mates?” I asked when Lilah had finished asking me about my life, and I felt a small pang of jealousy go through me. They both laughed, though I didn’t understand why.


    “Eww,” Lilah said.


    “What?” I asked.


    “Lilah is my older sister,” Quan said.


    “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “I assumed since you two were living together …”


    “I’m only living here until I finish college, then I figure I’ll get my own place.”


    “Oh,” I said. “So your parents live here too?”


    “Yeah,” Quan said. “And speaking of …” The three of us turned around as a man and a woman walked through the door. They were both laughing, but they stopped when they saw me. Then they both gave me a chorus of hellos.


    “Hi,” I said, feeling shy. The man was tall, with dark hair shaved close to his head. The woman was about a half a foot shorter, with hair cut in a shoulder-length bob. She wasn’t slim, but she could hardly be called fat. They both appeared to be in about their mid-forties.


    “Mom, Dad, can I speak to you for a sec?” Quan asked, and they left the kitchen, leaving me alone with Lilah. She pulled out the chair beside my seat, giving me a small smile as she sat. We listened to the soft murmurs coming from the other room. Quan was explaining my situation to his parents, so I had to listen to my biography for the hundredth time that day.


    They felt bad for me, and thought it their duty to take me in. After all, “we werewolves must stick together,” Quan’s father was saying. There were murmurs of agreement, and then his mother wanted to know what Lilah thought of me.


    Lilah decided to speak for herself. “Lilah thinks she’s great, and would love to have another woman in the house close to her age.” I heard Quan let out a chuckle.


    “Well, then, I guess it’s settled,” their mother called back from the other room.


    “Agreed,” their father said as they walked back into the kitchen, Quan coming over to retake his place by my side.


    The woman beamed at me. “We’d be happy to have you, Rachel. I’m Olivia.”


    “And I’m Mac,” the man said. “Welcome to our home.”


    “Thank you,” I said, returning their smiles. They came off as very genuine and warm people. In a way they reminded me of Kylia and Brian.


    “Lilah, you don’t mind sharing your bedroom with Rachel, do you?” Olivia asked.


    “Of course not. Come on, I’ll show you where it is.” Lilah grabbed my hand and led me into a darkened hallway. She opened the last door on the left. There was purple everywhere. The comforter, the curtains, the rugs, the lamp—they were all the same color, a very lovely shade of violet.


    Lilah opened her closet. “I should get you into some better clothes,” she said as she flipped through the many garments. “Hmm, I never wear this any more, or this, or this,” she mumbled as she started piling a heap of clothing on her bed. “See anything you like?”


    I turned toward the pile, bemused. “Uh, this is nice, I guess,” I said, pulling out a blue satin blouse.


    “Then it’s yours.”


    “Thanks,” I said, giving her a smile. Lilah also gave me a pair of blue jeans, along with a fresh pack of underwear. Then she showed me the bathroom, along with a linen closet full of fresh towels and washcloths. She was about to head back down the hall when I stopped her.


    “One quick question. How do I work the shower? I’m sorry, I only have a very vague memory of using these as a kid.”


    Lilah smiled. “Of course.” She showed me which knob was for hot and which was for cold, and how to stop the water from draining in case I wanted a bath, before finally leaving me on my own.


    This felt so strange, I thought as I sank down into the tub. The warm water felt soothing on my skin, and I began to scrub, watching as the water turned murky, as all of the dirt that had seemed to have become permanently encrusted on my skin and under my nails quickly began to vanish, leaving me with a nice clean feeling.


    Being human certainly had some appeals, I thought as I dunked my head in the water, making sure to remove the dirt and debris from my hair. Already I felt better, and though I was still feeling a little cautious about taking up residence with the Spencers, I couldn’t deny that they seemed like very nice and caring people. In fact I had a feeling that I might really enjoy my stay with them, even if it was just temporary.


    As I dressed, I took note of my appearance in the mirror. A pair of light blue eyes stared back at me. I was shocked at how much I resembled my mother. I could also see a hint of some darker features, which must have come from my father. And I was pretty, I thought as I stared at myself, but I couldn’t spend the whole day looking at myself. With a bit of reluctance, I turned away, and opened the door.


    “You sure clean up well,” Lilah said when I walked back into the bedroom.


    My face grew warm. “Thanks.” I noticed that Lilah’s bed, which had occupied the middle of the room just a few minutes ago, had been pushed over to the left. Lilah told me that Quan and their dad were about to bring an extra bed in for me.


    Right on cue, the two men came in with a large mattress, and I moved back into the corner so that they’d have space. Mac exited the room when they were done, but Quan stayed behind.


    “Did you need anything else?” he asked.


    I smiled. “No, I’m fine. Thank you.”


    “You’re so polite. Unlike some people I know,” he said, looking very pointedly at his sister.


    “Don’t give me that look!” she said. “And you know what? Just for that, get out of my room!”


    “It’s Rachel’s room now too. Maybe she actually wants me here. What do you say, Rach?”


    “Doesn’t bother me either way,” I said, trying not to take sides.


    “Don’t be afraid to hurt his feelings,” Lilah said. “I do it all of the time.” She grabbed a pillow off her bed and whacked him in the head with it. “Get out! Now!” she shouted, laughing.


    “All right, I’m going, I’m going,” Quan said, getting up like he was about to leave, but then he grabbed a pillow himself and began to attack her with it.


    “Pillow fight!” Lilah yelled. I stood close to the wall as they pelted each other with pillows.


    “Come on, Rachel—I need some help here,” Quan said, tossing me his pillow before grabbing another. Eh, why not, I thought. And so we laughed as we continued our pillow fight, and I thought that I could get used to living here.


     


    The pillow fight was long over, ended by Mac and Olivia’s request that we come into the kitchen for dinner. The food smelled strange, and it had been cooked like my mother used to do when I was a child. The meal served was something called a taco, along with what they called a salad. Though I was use to consuming plenty of meat, the browned color of the flesh inside the taco turned me off. At least the salad looked like something that I’d find in the wild, so I chose to eat that first. I dove head first into the small bowl of leafy green plants, not noticing the stares they must have been giving me before I realized that they had fallen silent.


    “What?” I asked.


    Quan was the first to speak. “I know you’ve spent a large portion of your life out in the wild, but … we think it’d probably be best if you learned to eat like a human. Especially if you plan to blend into human society.”


    “Oh,” I said.


    “Here,” Lilah said as she tapped the strange silver-colored tool in front of me. “Try using a fork.”


    “I don’t understand,” I said.


    “We use them to eat,” Mac said.


    “Why?”


    “Rachel, honey.” Olivia placed her hand on mine. “In our society, it would be considered rude to eat without using utensils.”


    “So I’m being rude?” I asked.


    “Rachel, we understand that you were raised differently for a significant portion of your life, and while I can’t begin to even comprehend what you’ve been through, we do think that it would be best that you learned to eat properly.”


    “Sorry,” I said, hanging my head in shame.


    “Sweetie don’t apologize, we don’t expect you to know all of this in one day.”


    I nodded, letting out a small sigh. “Okay, so how do humans actually eat?”


    “Pick up your fork,” Lilah told me, and I obliged. “Now use it to pierce the lettuce.” Once again I followed her instructions, putting the crunchy lettuce leaf into my mouth. The Spencers seemed to approve and I relaxed again, concentrating on my meal. But then Quan picked up a taco with his hands.


    “I thought we were only supposed to use forks to eat,” I said.


    Mac gave me a small smile. “There are certain foods that we actually do eat with our hands. Other foods with spoons, and some require knives.”


    “But eating face first is never okay?”


    Lilah laughed. “Not unless you’re outside eating a deer carcass. And please never eat raw meat as a human. Not only will you freak out the humans, your body won’t be able to handle it.”


    I nodded. “Okay, but I have another question.”


    “Sure, what is it?”


    “What are these spoons and knives that you speak of, and how will I know when to use them?”


    “We’ll teach you,” Quan said.


    “Okay.”


     


    After dinner I sat outside with Quan and Lilah as we soaked in what was left of the dimming Alaskan sun. At first I was enjoying their company, but then I found myself beginning to feel ill.


    “You okay?” Quan asked.


    I nodded. “I’m fine.” Judging from the expression on his face, he didn’t believe me. But he chose not to press the issue, and so we continued to talk as my stomach got worse until finally, I ended up vomiting on their front lawn.


    “You should lie down,” Quan said.


    I shook my head. “I’m fine. Actually, I feel a whole lot better.” Quan pressed his lips together, but this time I was telling the truth. I really did feel much better.


    “Hmm, maybe those tacos didn’t quite agree with you,” Lilah suggested. “Your palate probably isn’t very used to the spices.”


    “Possibly,” I agreed. “I think I really just want to go on a nice long hunt.”


    “I’ll go with you,” Lilah said. “It seems like forever since I’ve been on a hunt.”


    “Me too,” Quan agreed.


    “Great! I can eat deer meat again! Fish and rodents were really starting to get old,” I said.


     


    Quan went inside to let his parents know that we were leaving, and Lilah and I began to strip out of our clothes. By the time Quan returned we were already wolves, and he soon joined us.


    My wolf fur is the same color as my human hair, so I wasn’t surprised when they both turned into dark brown wolves. It felt good to be back in my wolf form, and it was only then that I realized how unadjusted I was to my human face.


    The three of us sniffed the woods for tracks. For the first mile or so, we were unsuccessful. Then I heard Lilah’s voice project into my mind. Do you smell that? she asked.


    Deer! I projected back. I was excited, as the trail was fresh. We hurried along quickly but silently—Quan and Lilah a little less quietly than I—until we came across a small herd of deer grazing by a lake.


    We studied the deer as we crouched the grasses, looking for any signs of weakness. After a short discussion, we decided on an elderly male with poor muscle tone and patches of missing fur.


    But as Quan, Lilah, and I sprang from the bushes, the old, decrepit deer leapt away in that same instant, apparently having no interest in becoming our next meal. Chasing after lost causes depletes energy you can’t afford to waste, so I turned and charged at a young doe who was beginning to lag behind the herd. Quan ran up to her side, grabbing the doe by the nose. She shook her head furiously as she struggled to get him off. Quan fell, and the doe resumed her run for her life. But as she swerved to leap between a pair of half-fallen trees, I caught her by her hind leg. Lilah rushed forward and grabbed the doe’s nose, and together we wrestled her to the ground. Her thrashing stopped a moment later, when Quan buried his jaws into her throat.


    Usually the alpha would eat first, but since we didn’t appear to have one, we all began to feast at once, gorging ourselves on the meat. Quan and Lilah did not eat as much, as they had kept down their lettuce and tacos, so I ate the majority of the meat, savoring the taste and texture of the warm flesh as it slid down my throat. But after we finished up, I began to feel strange all of a sudden.


    Do you feel that? I asked.


    Feel what? Quan replied.


    I don’t know. I just feel … weird. I can’t explain it.


    He shrugged his shoulders, a strangely human gesture for a wolf. I don’t know what you’re talking about.


    And so we headed for home, Lilah and Quan seeming to forget about my strange feeling, even though I couldn’t seem to shake it. After changing back into our human forms, we sat in the living room to talk for a while until we decided to head to our rooms for the night. Lilah had gotten me some pajamas to sleep in, and she also gave me a toothbrush, which I had to relearn how to use. The action felt odd, but Lilah said it was something that I’d have to get used to, as good hygiene was apparently very important in human society. When I had finally cleaned myself to her satisfaction, we sat on my new bed with Lilah playing around in my hair.


    “You know my brother likes you, right?”


    “Really?” I perked up.


    “Oh, yeah. You should see the way he looks at you when he thinks you’re not looking.”


    I felt my face get warm, and she giggled. “You like him too.” She said it as a statement, not a question, but I nodded anyway.


    “I think this is going to be the beginning of a very beautiful friendship,” she said. “Night, Rachel.”


    “Night, Lilah,” I said as I lay down. It was strange to no longer be outside. Here I was, lying on a mattress instead of on my usual patch of grass. This was something I was going to have to get used to as well. Sure, it was comfortable, but it was uncomfortable to be sleeping at night instead of the day, and surrounded by walls instead of out in the open air where I could sense approaching danger.


    I tossed and turned throughout the night as I tried to adjust to my new living situation. This was my home for now, at least until I thought of something that might help me find out what had happened to my mother.


    Ugh! I can’t do this, I thought as I stripped out of the pajamas that Lilah had given me and shifted back into my wolf form. I sighed in contentment, and then finally I was able to drift off to sleep.


     


    My dream that night confused me. Usually I would wake up with a pretty good idea of what my dreams were trying to tell me, but not this time.


    I found myself outside, and in my wolf form. I knew that I should be going back somewhere, meeting back up with someone, but I just wasn’t sure who. I continued on, not knowing where I was going, and yet knowing that there was something up ahead that I needed to see.


    I was in some sort of trance, and though I could hear the voices of two other wolves calling me in the background, curious as to where I was going, I did not dare to turn back around. I had to keep going.


    I could feel myself getting closer to the place of my desire. Like a moose on its annual migration, something inside me told me to keep going. It was getting stronger now, and I began to run. I was now closer than ever.


    Up ahead the trees began to thin. Just a little bit closer, I thought. It was right here. I could feel it. In front of me stood a blue two-story house, and if I thought the force pulling me forward couldn’t get any stronger, I was wrong, because just then the door swung open.

  


  
    Chapter 6


    I walked into the kitchen, where Lilah and Olivia were smiling as they spoke in hushed tones. It was still very early and I assumed that they didn’t want to wake the others. On the table in front of them sat mugs filled with a dark brown liquid. The liquid smelled bitter, yet sweet. Steam rose from the mugs in the chilly air.


    “Morning,” I said as I took a seat at the table.


    “Morning!” Lilah said. “Did you sleep well?”


    “I’ve had better nights.”


    Lilah let out a small laugh. “I woke up this morning to find a wolf in the bed across from me.”


    “I take it you’re missing your family?” Olivia asked me with a gentle smile upon her face. I nodded. “It’ll get better with time.” She reached over to place her hand on mine. “And if it doesn’t, if you ever want to return, we’ll help you find them.”


    “Thank you,” I said.


    Olivia nodded. “In the meantime, is there anything that I can get for you to eat? I know last night didn’t go so well, but how about some fresh fruit? That shouldn’t be too hard on your stomach.”


    “No thank you. I’m not very hungry.”


    “You sure?” she asked with concern, the way only a mother could.


    “I’m sure,” I said, giving her a small smile.


    Mac shambled into the kitchen. “Morning, everyone.” he greeted. He ladled himself a bowl of porridge from the pot on the stove, then took a seat in the chair straight across from me, beside his wife. “Rachel, I was thinking that you should go out with Lilah to get some new clothing. I’ll pay for it course.”


    “Thank you,” I said. Though Lilah didn’t seem to mind, I was glad that I’d no longer have to hassle her for her clothes.


    Speaking of Lilah, she reached across the table and held out her hand. “Credit card, please.”


    Mac let out a small chuckle. “Give me a minute to eat my breakfast. And remember, you’re going shopping for Rachel, not you.”


    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she said.


    Quan walked in and sat down next to me. “Aw, is Lilah upset because she isn’t getting her way?” he teased.


    “Can it, brother,” Lilah said, giving him a hard glare.


    “Whatever,” he said, and then he turned to me with a smile. I thought it may have looked a little flirtatious, but then maybe I was just imagining it. “Morning, Rachel.”


    “Good morning, Quan,” I said, giving him a shy smile back in return.


    “You see how he just ignores us as if we aren’t here?” Lilah said to her parents, who just laughed.


    “Yeah, what are we, chopped liver?” Mac asked.


    “Good morning family, who I see every single day,” Quan said.


    Lilah shrugged. “Eh. Good enough.”


    I laughed. I liked Lilah, and I really could see the two of us becoming close friends. All of the Spencers seemed pretty okay. They had taken me in when I had needed it, and I was very grateful.


    And Quan … the truth was, I liked him very much. Lilah had picked up on it right away. So she was either very observant, or I was too obvious. Either way, part of me doubted that she was right about how Quan felt. Of course I was hopeful that she was right, but I had never even considered having a mate before.


    Everyone in my family were wolves. Pure wolves. I would outlive them all. We didn’t even mature at the same rate; the cubs in my pack grew into adults within a year. Though I had to say that living out in the wilderness, where death could come at any time, definitely matured me quite a bit. But whether I was ready or not, in a wolf pack no one was allowed to mate but the two alphas.


    Things were different in a human pack, and I found myself struggling to adjust to this new life. It felt odd to be walking around on two legs instead of four, and I had to admit that I was much more comfortable in my wolf form. It was me. I was a wolf at heart. Being a human, this was just a form that I was able to shift into. Once or twice in the middle of the night, I had truly considered running back into the cover of the woods.


    But the Spencers were my family now, my new pack. I was no longer the lone wolf that I had gotten so used to being in the short time of my travels. I was … what was I? A girl torn between her wolf side and her human side, the part of her that had lay dormant for so many years. Most werewolves lived as humans every day, and it was their wolf selves that they embodied less often, but I was still getting used to using this body, to seeing this face, to eating these foods, to sleeping inside. I had a lot of things to get used to.


     


    “I don’t mind you getting yourself something after you take care of Rachel,” Mac said as he handed Lilah his credit card and his car keys. “Just don’t go overboard.”


    Lilah feigned hurt. “I don’t ever go overboard, do I, Daddy?”


    “Yes!” Quan said.


    “I wasn’t talking to you!” she yelled at him. “Come on, Rachel, let’s go.”


    “Are you coming with us?” I asked Quan.


    He laughed. “Shopping? No, I think I’ll pass.”


    I shrugged and followed Lilah out to a red car parked in the driveway.


    “You seriously thought that Quan, of all people, would want to go shopping?” Lilah asked.


    “Well, how was I supposed to know?” I looked out the window as we drove into town. All the cars made me anxious, especially the trucks. As a little kid, I’d loved them, but now they just seemed dangerous and dirty—and loud. After living in the wide-open spaces of nature, the town just seemed … complicated to me. The people here relied on food in some of those trucks that had been flown in from all over the world, and it hurt my head to think about it.


    “Okay, I guess you kind of have a point there. But I don’t care how much he likes you, no woman could actually get him to go shopping.” She laughed.


    “What makes you so sure that he likes me?”


    Lilah paused for a moment as she parked the car in front of the store. “He’s my brother, so I know him well enough to know when he likes a girl,” she said, pulling off her seatbelt. I did the same as Lilah popped the trunk and removed a bundle of cloth bags all stuffed inside each other.


    The store was overwhelming—bright yellow lights, people walking in all directions, not paying attention to where they were going as they flipped through all different sorts of clothing. But Lilah led me through the process, picking out clothes that fit while picking out a few outfits for herself as well. Once we were done, Lilah put the items in the trunk.


    “Oh, stop fidgeting!” she said as she drove. Lilah had insisted that I needed to get bras, and so I was wearing one right now, as apparently women didn’t go running around town without them.


    “But it’s uncomfortable!” I complained.


    “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it.” She smiled at me. I sulked. It was the same exact thing her brother had told me concerning clothes. Going back to my pack and living out the rest of my life as a wolf was starting to look better and better.


    At dinner I didn’t recognize a lot of the foods on the plates of my new pack, and it was glaringly obvious that my body didn’t either, so I stuck with a bowl of fresh fruit. Olivia was right—the fruit didn’t hurt my stomach.


    That night I tossed and turned in bed. I had told myself that I would stay in this new human form of mine, but after a while I finally decided to shift back into a wolf. I wondered when I’d finally manage to adjust. I hoped it was soon. Until I found out what happened to my mother, this would have to be my life. Yet I wasn’t sure that I’d ever really fit in as a human completely, because I was somewhere in between. Biologically, I was closer to a human, but I knew nothing of their culture, their rules. I realized that this was a feeling that would most likely never go away.


     


    I had the same dream as the night before. Once again, I found myself outside. I was guided to that same blue house, and once again, I woke up when the door opened, right before I could see who was inside. I didn’t understand the significance of the dream, but I knew that it must have some importance, as I continued to have it several nights after.


    It was yet another thing that would interfere with my sleep, because I knew what I’d see every time I closed my eyes. I also knew that once I woke up, I wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep until the returning night. Strangely enough, I was beginning to feel that I wasn’t alone in my dream, like there was someone else there experiencing it as well, but I couldn’t figure out who. The person in the house maybe? I shook the thought out of my brain as I once again attempted to get a little more rest, knowing that it was useless.


    Veronica


    I heard them every night in my dreams. Wolves. No, not wolves. It was one wolf. I always heard one wolf outside of my house every night, the same wolf each time. She was pure black, her eyes a bright gold. I thought her absolutely beautiful. I watched her every night as she crept among the many trees that surrounded my home. In fact, I even found that I could feel her when she was near. Don’t ask me how I knew that the wolf was female. I just knew.


    The dreams started just a few nights ago. It was strange.


    I hadn’t felt the wolf, or at least I hadn’t realized that the wolf was what I was feeling. I remembered lying awake one night when all of a sudden I felt like I was being drawn to something, but I didn’t know what I was being drawn to at the time.


    I had thought about following the pull to see where it led me, but it had been so dark out, and my parents would have killed me for going out when it was already so late. So I resisted the draw and instead watched by the window, the same window that I watched the wolf from in my dream.


    I wondered what was so special about her, though I had always been very drawn to wolves. My walls were covered with photographs of them, and since that night, I had drawn the wolf in my dream into my sketchbook. My mother had told me years ago that I had a very strong connection with wolves, while dad had given her a hard look that I hadn’t understood.


    So here I was, once again in my dream, but something was different now—I felt another presence. Only it wasn’t so much another presence, but rather the same presence twice. I still saw her—the silky black wolf that stayed half hidden behind the trees—but now I felt a human presence as well, and I knew that this person was experiencing the dream with me. I walked downstairs to get a closer look at the wolf, as I had so often did in the dream, but like every night, the dream ended as soon as I opened the front door.


    I woke up with a start. That presence, the one that belonged to the newcomer in my dream, seemed to linger in my head for a few seconds before fading away. I sat up in bed and glanced at the clock. It was still very early. I tried to go back to sleep, but the effort seemed useless, so I pulled out my sketchpad and began to draw that wolf again.


     

  


  
    Chapter 7


    I found Lilah standing by the window in the kitchen with a mug in her hand. Mac and Olivia were at work, and Quan was at school.


    “Morning Rachel.”


    “Morning,” I said, exhausted. I sat down at the table and rested my forehead on the wood.


    “I‘m sorry you’re having such a hard time without your pack,” she said.


    “That’s not it,” I mumbled.


    “So what’s up?”


    “Well, I was fine at first. The dreams were no big deal. They were confusing, but no big deal. Until recently.”


    “What exactly are you dreaming about?”


    “Do you remember that night when we went hunting, and I told you and Quan that I felt something?” I propped my head in my hand to look at her. It felt so heavy.


    “Yeah, I do,” she replied. “What about it? Did you feel it again?”


    “Only in my dreams. It’s odd, like I’m in a trance or something. There’s a house. A blue house. In my dream, I watch it from the trees. It’s like I’m expecting something, expecting someone. I don’t know, it’s like I’m supposed to be there or something. The feeling grows stronger the closer I get to the house, and then the door opens, but the dream ends every time, right before I can see who it is.”


    “Maybe your subconscious mind is trying to tell you something.”


    “Maybe. But the weirdest thing happened last night.”


    “What?” Lilah asked.


    “I wasn’t alone.”


    “There was someone else in your dream?”


    “Not in the way that you’re thinking of.”


    “Explain.”


    “There was a presence … in my mind,” I said, looking down at my hands. I hoped that she didn’t think that I was going crazy. Or maybe I was, but Lilah’s voice was nonjudgmental.


    “Do you know who it was?” I shook my head. When I looked up, her face was filled with worry.


    “The presence, it lingered for a few seconds after I woke up, but then it disappeared.”


    “Rachel, someone may have attached themselves to you. Why, I don’t know, unless it’s someone that you know, which could mean that you just have a naturally strong connection to them.”


    “The presence sure didn’t belong to a wolf,” I said, “and outside of your family, I don’t know any werewolves, or any humans at all.”


    “Well, maybe it’s someone who wants to get to know you, but they can’t quite push through, and that’s why the dream ends right after the door opens.”


    “Possibly,” I said, letting out a yawn. “I really need to catch up on my sleep.”


    “I agree,” Lilah said. “You look exhausted.”


    “I was thinking though, that maybe I should go check out that spot where we killed the deer again.”


    “I think that may be a good idea, but you should rest first.”


    “I’ve tried.”


    “Yeah, well, try again.”


    “Fine.” I stood up and stumbled down the hallway to our bedroom. And this time, sleep did come easily. The dream returned, and there was no mistaking the presence once it had made itself known. I knew that I was no longer alone in my subconscious mind. This time, I really paid attention to the presence, as I tried to get a feel for who it belonged to.


    It was a little difficult at first, but pretty soon, I realized that the presence belonged to a young girl. As I watched her from the woods in my dreams, I felt her watching me as well from the inside of her home. She felt just as confused by what was going on as I was, and I felt like she knew me about as well as I knew her. Then I got an idea, that I could try to communicate with her.


    Hello.


    Veronica


    Hello, spoke a soft female voice, and I jumped. The voice came from the unseen newcomer, and from yet the wolf as well. I was startled, and I almost didn’t answer. This was just too weird!


    The voice was silent, waiting. I tried to work up the courage to respond, but I was freaked out, even if this was just a dream.


    Hello? the voice repeated, and suddenly I found my own.


    H—hi, I answered.


    Who are you?


    I could ask you the same thing. My voice was shaky, but steadily gaining confidence.


    I asked you first.


    Yeah, well, you’re the one intruding on my dream, so you answer me first! I said.


    Correction, you are interfering in mine, but I will answer you anyway. As long as you answer my questions as well, she added.


    Fine, I told the voice. Oh my gosh! I was talking to a voice in my head. Was I going crazy or what?


    My name is Rachel, and you are?


    I’m Veronica.


    Nice to meet you, Veronica. Do you know why we’re experiencing this?


    No, I answered.


    Did you try to contact me?


    Contact you? Why in the world would I have tried to contact you? I don’t even know who you are!


    Sorry, I had to ask, Rachel said. It was just something that my friend had suggested.


    Can I ask you something?


    Sure.


    Are you the wolf that I am seeing outside right now? The black one?


    Yes.


    But how is that possible?


    It’s complicated, Rachel said. How is it that you can see me, but I can never see you?


    I don’t know, every time I open the door to go out—


    The dream ends; yeah, I know. Why do you think that is?


    I don’t know, I said, but do you think that maybe since we’re talking now, that it’s now possible for the dream to go further?


    Maybe. Would you like to try?


    Of course, I said as I moved hesitantly toward the door. When I glanced out the window, the wolf was walking toward the house. I ran downstairs and opened the door, but as soon as I was about to step out, I suddenly found myself in bed again, wide awake.


    “Rachel?” I asked, still feeling her lingering presence in my brain.


    Veronica, the voice began, then faded away. I felt more rested now that I had gotten the opportunity to catch up on some sleep. I wondered why this was happening. Was there something specific that I needed to learn? Why the two of us? I didn’t know, but I was most definitely going to find out.


    Rachel


    I sat up in bed and reran the dream in my mind. That wasn’t at all like the projecting I had done as a wolf, because even when we communicated telepathically, there was no feeling of the other’s presence in our heads as we did so.


    “Lilah?” I called out.


    “In here, Rachel,” she responded from the living room. She was sitting on the couch and watching television with Quan.


    “Hey Rach,” he said.


    “Hey.” I sat down between the two on the couch.


    “Feeling better?” Lilah asked, looking up from her phone.


    “Much,” I said.


    “What was wrong?” Quan asked, and I told him about the dreams that I had been having.


    “I actually managed to talk to her this time,” I added.


    “Wait, you communicated with her?” Lilah asked. “When?”


    “Just now.”


    “How did you do it?” Quan asked.


    “I just figured that if I could feel her presence in my mind, then she could probably feel mine as well.”


    “How did it go?” he asked. “What did you talk about?”


    “Well, apparently her dreams started around the same time as mine. I told her my name, and she told me hers. It’s Veronica.”


    “Mm hmm, and just how do you know that you can trust this ‘Veronica’?” Lilah asked.


    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I just feel like I can.”


    “Rachel, you don’t even know this girl. As far as you know, she could be some sixty-year-old creep.”


    Quan laughed, and Lilah turned to him. “It’s not funny. I’m serious!”


    “Sadly, I know.”


    “Sadly, I know,” Lilah mocked him. “Anyway, Rachel, be careful. Not everyone actually likes our kind.”


    “Okay, I will, but really, how can talking to the girl in my dream do any harm?”


    “You’d be surprised,” she mumbled.


    “Whatever. Can we go back to the lake now?”


    “Sure. Coming, brother?”


    “Of course,” Quan said.


     


    We had shifted into our wolf bodies and followed the deer path to the lake. I thought you said there was supposed to be a house somewhere nearby, Lilah said. Do you have any idea where we’re going?


    Shh! I’m trying to concentrate. I closed my eyes, feeling around my surroundings with my senses. I let every scent and sound wash over me until … there it was! That feeling again! It’s close, I said, bounding into the woods. Lilah followed, impatient, while Quan was just as calm as ever. The feeling grew stronger, the uncanny sensation that I had experienced only a few nights ago.


    Rachel? Lilah asked.


    Do you feel that? Tell me you feel it.


    I’m sorry, but I don’t.


    Neither do I, Quan said.


    She‘s here, I said, racing forward. I just know it.


    Rachel! Wait up! Lilah called out, but I continued to run between the trees. This was just like my dream, I thought as I ran. When the trees opened up to a clearing, I skidded to a stop. There it was, the blue house, the one I’d only seen in my dreams.


    This is it! I said as Quan and Lilah came to a stop beside me.


    Whoa! Seriously? Lilah asked.


    Wow, Quan said.


    See, I told you! I knew it! I knew it was somewhere around here!


    Yeah, you did tell me, Lilah said.


    So do you think that this Veronica is inside? Quan asked.


    Definitely. The dream always ends before I can get a chance to see her face, but now … now I finally get a chance to.


    Looks like that chance is coming sooner than you expect, Lilah said as the door swung open, just like in my dream. A girl walked out. She appeared to be around eighteen. Her hair was long and brown, and thick like mine, and fell slightly past her hips. The girl—Veronica, I was pretty sure—wore a zipped-up jacket and blue jeans. She glanced toward the forest but didn’t appear to notice us crouching in the undergrowth.


    Like in my dream, I felt the pull that drew me to the girl. She kept glancing in our direction as if she felt something too. But once she began to walk toward us, I took a step back, retreating into the trees as Quan and Lilah followed.


    Do you still feel it? Lilah asked.


    I nodded, my eyes on Veronica. She had crossed the edge of the forest, into the many trees.


    “Hello?” she asked, speaking for the first time. She had a very soft voice. “Is anyone there? Rachel? Of course not. It can’t be. That was only a dream.” I was tempted to run to her, but something stopped me.


    Come on, let’s go, I said.


    What? Why? Lilah asked as we crept through the brush. Am I beginning to rub off on you?


    I shook my head, turning to get one last glance at the girl before hurrying off.


    Veronica


    I felt her. Rachel. I just knew it, no matter how many times I tried to convince myself that it wasn’t possible. I knew it in the marrow of my bones. Rachel had come. I found myself suddenly anxious to get to sleep again, because I wanted to ask her why she hadn’t shown herself.


    Would she lie, deny that it had been her? I wanted to talk about this with someone, but no one, not even my parents, would understand. They would think that I was nuts. Though who was to say that I wasn’t? No, as crazy as it sounded, I knew that Rachel was real.


    When I lay down to go to sleep that night, it wasn’t long before I felt Rachel join me.


    It was you, wasn’t it? I asked.


    Yes.


    Why didn’t you show yourself?


    I don’t know, Rachel said. I wanted to, but something stopped me.


    Something, or someone?


    Someone. I was thinking of what a friend told me, and she’s right. How do I know that I can trust you?


    How do I know that I can trust you? I asked.


    True, but if we’re going to meet, someone has to take the first step.


    And who exactly will that be?


    I will, of course. I’ll come see you again tomorrow, but this time I will show myself.


    Okay, and I’ll make myself heard. Again.


    Rachel laughed.


    Do you mind if I ask you something? I asked.


    Depends on what it is.


    This friend that you speak of, do you trust her?


    Of course I do, Rachel said. Why wouldn’t I?


    I don’t know. But it must be hard to tell others, you know, without them thinking that you’re crazy and all that.


    My family, Rachel said, they’re pretty big on what’s considered weird in human culture.


    You’re lucky.


    I know.


    As long as you do, I said.


    Rachel and I talked for the rest of the night, until our thoughts eventually flowed into silence. It wasn’t a dream any more—no wolves in the woods, no images of me walking around my bedroom. It was as if we were talking to each other on more of an astral level instead.


    I got to know Rachel a little better that night, and she got to know me. I found that I liked her, and I was anxious to meet her. Okay, and a tad bit nervous as well. I mean, she was a wolf! How would this work? Would she speak the same way that she did in my sleep, or would she not talk at all? I decided that it didn’t matter, not as long as I got a chance to meet her, and prove that I wasn’t crazy.


    Rachel


    The next morning, I went to see Veronica again on my own. I watched from my same hiding spot near the edge of the clearing and waited for her to come outside. Like the day before, she looked in my direction and I knew that she could feel me in the same way that I felt her. Again I crept away from her as she approached the trees. I had promised, but I wasn’t ready to show myself yet.


    Somehow she seemed to know exactly where I was. Her eyes stared straight at me as she spoke.


    “Hello.” It wasn’t a question this time. She was speaking directly to me now, and yet I chose not to respond.


    “Rachel?” This time she was unsure. “Rachel, I know that you’re there. Look, if you’re still concerned about whether you can trust me or not, I won’t hurt you.” As if a human could hurt me without a gun, and I highly doubted that she had one. She didn’t appear to be the hunting type. In fact, she came off as much too innocent to kill.


    “I promise,” she whispered, and I took another step back. “You’re not ready just yet. I get it. I’ll leave now.” She stopped and turned to go.


    Veronica! Wait!


    She turned back around, shocked. “Rachel?”


    It’s me.


    “Where are you?” she asked, and I stepped out from the shadows. We wolves are good at staying hidden, and it’s rare for a human to actually spot one of us if we didn’t want to be seen.


    “Rachel,” Veronica said, stunned. “It’s just like in my dream. Impossible. This can’t be real.”


    Ah, but it is, I said.


    “It can’t be … and how did we manage to enter each other’s dreams?”


    I’d like to know that as well.


    Veronica stared at me with eyes that seemed far off, like they were someplace else.


    “You’re not a wolf,” she blurted out, but then she began to second-guess herself. “Wait, what am I saying? Of course you are.”


    You were right the first time. I felt a sudden urge to show her, so I transformed into my human form. Veronica gasped. I quickly began shivering in the cold. I had forgotten just how different things felt in this body.


    “Cold,” I said, to let her know I was changing back, and then I was a wolf again.


    “You’re a … a … you’re a werewolf!” she exclaimed.


    Shh! Not so loud.


    “This is too much,” Veronica said to herself. Then she turned and ran for her house.


    Hey! Wait! I called, chasing after her, but she didn’t stop until she reached her front porch. The unexpected stop surprised me, and I crashed into her. Frightened, Veronica scrambled away from me, kicking herself backward with her feet.


    You don’t have to be afraid. Just as you promised not to harm me a few minutes ago, I promise you no harm as well.


    “But how is this possible?” she asked. “Werewolves don’t exist.”


    Neither do humans. I said.


    “But I’m sitting right here.”


    Well, so am I.


    “Okay, I get your point. It’s just that this is all so very strange.”


    It is to me too. I don’t think my friend believed me when I told her about this house.


    “And your friend, is she a werewolf as well?”


    Yeah, she is.


    “And the mind communication, that’s a werewolf thing as well?”


    Yes.


    “Exactly how many of you guys are there? Werewolves, I mean.”


    I don’t know. I’m just beginning to get to know these werewolves now. I haven’t had much interaction with many others.


    “Why not?”


    My mother went missing when I was only seven. The wolves raised me after that.


    “When you say wolves, you mean …”


    I mean actual wolves.


    “Whoa, seriously?”


    Yeah.


    “So I guess they accepted you because you look like them when you transform.”


    Yes, but werewolves have a much better relationship with wolves than humans do. It helps that we also speak the language of the animals.


    “So you can understand animals?” she asked.


    Yes.


    “Any animal?”


    Yes.


    “That is so cool!” she said. Despite the fact that I just met Veronica, it felt like I had known her for a lifetime. It was strange, yet I could sense a growing friendship between us.


     


    A howl echoed through the darkening night sky as I headed home. I instantly recognized it as Quan’s. Lilah’s voice followed shortly after. They were probably wondering where I was, so I returned their howl to let them know that I was okay. Quan and Lilah howled again to let me know that they had heard me.


    I hadn’t meant to worry them. It’s just that there was something about Veronica that drew me to her, and I was very anxious to find out exactly what that something was. She had spoken of feeling it too, so I knew that it wasn’t just my imagination. We were connected in some way, and I knew that I’d go to her again tomorrow, or every day if I had to, until I had solved the mystery. Besides, I enjoyed her company. We clicked.


    I howled again to let Quan and Lilah know I was getting nearer. They howled back, closer than I had expected, so they were moving toward me too. Soon we were facing each other across a shallow ravine.


    Where have you been all this time? Quan asked. I was worried.


    I went to see Veronica‘s house again.


    I told you that’s probably where she was, Lilah chided him. You worry too much.


    I just wanted to make sure she hadn’t gotten eaten by a bear or anything.


    Aw, you care, I said.


    Ugh, Lilah said. I wish you two would stop making googly eyes at each other.


    We are not! Quan and I yelled in unison.


    Lilah knelt down, placing her paws over her ears. Ah! Don’t yell at me while you’re projecting—you’ll give me a headache!


    Serves you right, Quan muttered. Maybe next time you’ll learn to mind your own business.


    Quan, you’re my little brother. You are my business.


    I’m not a child any more, he complained.


    Could have fooled me. You’re always—


    Guys! I interrupted, glaring at Lilah. Let’s just go, okay?


    We headed down the deer trail in silence, but eventually Lilah broke it.


    So, did you find out anything new?


    No, but we talked for a bit.


    That’s great! Quan said.


    You didn’t tell her what you are, did you? Lilah asked.


    Of course I did, I said, matter of fact, but one glance at Lilah’s face had me turning away. At first I felt ashamed of putting her at risk, but it was my secret too. I had a right to tell whoever I deemed trustworthy enough. Didn’t I?


    I mean, she was kind of freaked out at first, but then we started talking, and things were okay, I said.


    Rachel! Lilah yelled, and I winced. Now she was the one giving me a headache.


    I’m sorry, I apologized. Please stop yelling.


    Lilah gave me a hard glare.


    So she knows what you are now, Quan said. Does she know about the rest of us?


    She knows that there are others, I said, avoiding eye contact.


    Rachel! Lilah growled again.


    But I didn’t use any names, I protested.


    Like that matters, Lilah said. Don’t you know how dangerous it is to tell humans about us?


    Yeah, I know, I know, but I can trust her.


    You just met her, for crying out loud!


    I know, but there’s something inside me telling me that I can. I’m not sure why. Just trust me on this, at least for now.


    I trust you, Quan said. Just be careful.


    Thanks. I will.


    Well, I’m going to worry about this girl for the time being, Lilah said. Rachel, you’re putting us all in danger.


    Lilah … I began, but I didn’t know what to say. Lilah didn’t speak to me again. When we got home she went straight to our room, and closed, well, slammed the door shut.


    “She’ll calm down,” Quan said. “Just give her a little time.” I nodded, staring down the empty hallway that Lilah had just exited.


    Mac walked into the living room from the kitchen. “What’s up with her?” he asked.


    “Do you want to tell him, or should I?” Quan asked.


    I sighed. “Lilah’s mad because my friend knows that I’m a werewolf and she doesn’t trust her to keep the secret.”


    “Ah,” he said. “Rachel, have a seat.”


    Quan and I walked down the hallway and sat on the couch facing Mac.


    “She’s right to be angry you know,” Mac said.


    “How come? It’s my secret too. Shouldn’t I be able to share it with whoever I feel is trustworthy enough?”


    “But that’s not the point, Rachel. The point is that when one werewolf is exposed, it puts others in danger as well. Let’s say—and I’m not saying that this is true—but let’s say that your friend was a werewolf hunter.” He held up his hand to stop me when he saw that I was about to object. “Let me finish.”


    “Fine,” I sulked.


    “Okay, so again, this person is a hunter, who knows about you. Where there is one werewolf, there’s always more as we tend to stick together. The hunter knows this, and will always come back to seek the other members of the pack out. If they were lucky they’d get away, but Rachel you must understand that these hunters are skilled in tracking, and know our weaknesses, and that’s part of what frightens my daughter so much.”


    “Lilah tends to be untrusting of those who aren’t like us.” Quan said. “She knows the risks and refuses to put anyone she cares about in jeopardy.”


    “There’s more to it than that,” I said. “Something you’re not telling me.”


    “Yes, there is,” Mac said. “But Lilah should be the one to tell you.”


    “But Lilah won’t even speak to me. She won’t even look at me!”


    “She will in time.”


    “I doubt it,” I said.


    “My sister cares about you very much,” Quan said. “She’s very loyal. Heck, you’re probably one of her best friends.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah. She’ll talk to you eventually.”


    “But only when she’s ready,” Mac said.


    I nodded. “Thank you,” I said to them both.


    “Any time.” Mac rose from his chair, leaving Quan and I in the room alone. We talked for an hour or so, and then it was time to get some sleep. Veronica and I did not share a dream that night.

  


  
    Chapter 8


    Lilah still wasn’t speaking to me. She wouldn’t even look at me at breakfast, and she ignored everything I said.


    I decided that I’d go and see Veronica again, but this time I would talk to her in my human form. As I opened the front door to leave, I was surprised to see none other than that jerk Paul getting out of his car. His eyes widened, and he took a step back.


    “Naked girl!” he exclaimed.


    “Excuse me?” I replied.


    “You were in that old house. You attacked me!”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to be somewhere.”


    “Where to? Back to the nuthouse you escaped from?”


    I turned around and accidentally let out a fierce growl. I could feel both my eyes and my teeth starting to change into a wolf’s. Paul took another step back and I could smell the fear emanating off of him again.


    Quan joined me on the porch. “What’s going on here?” he asked.


    I flushed, feeling guilty about what I had done. “Nothing. I’ll see you later,” I said as I rushed off into the trees. I didn’t go far as I wanted to hear exactly what Paul would say. Quan stared into the forest with a puzzled look on his face before turning to Paul.


    “How do you know that girl?” Paul asked.


    “Why? What did you say to her?”


    “That’s the girl! That’s the naked girl who attacked me!”


    Quan sighed. “You’re not still going on about that, are you? You hit your head. Did you see a doctor like I told you to?”


    “There’s nothing wrong with my head!” Paul snapped.


    “Then why do you keep going on about some invisible girl?”


    “She wasn’t invisible! She just walked out your front door! You need to stay away from that girl. She’s a lunatic!”


    “There’s nothing wrong with Rachel,” Quan said. “You don’t have anything worry about, okay?”


    “You wouldn’t be saying that if you’d seen what I just did,” Paul said.


    “And what exactly did you see?”


    “Okay, I know this is going to sound crazy, but she got really angry and—”


    “What did you say to her?”


    “This isn’t about me! This is about your crazy friend!”


    “Paul!”


    “Okay, fine, I asked her if she was going back to the nuthouse that she must have escaped from.”


    “Well, can you blame her when you always seem to speak before thinking?”


    “If anyone has the right to be angry, it’s me,” Paul said. “I know that she attacked me that day.”


    “For the last time, there was no one there.”


    “Quan, you didn’t see it. Her eyes glowed. There’s no way I could have imagined that.”


    “Paul—”


    “And I saw it again today too. I didn’t hit my head this time.”


    From over Paul’s shoulder, Quan’s eyes locked with mine. I felt so bad. I had put his whole family at risk.


    “And her teeth, they were like a vampire’s.”


    “Not a vampire’s,” Quan said. “A werewolf’s.”


    “What?” Paul gasped.


    “I lied to you in order to protect a secret. Multiple secrets, actually. But Rachel is a werewolf.”


    “What?” he gasped again. “You can’t have a werewolf as a friend!”


    “Why not? You do.”


    “She’s not my friend!” Paul said, but then there was a moment of silence as the realization hit him. “You’re a werewolf too. She turned you! Does your family know?”


    “It’s not like that,” Quan said. “All of us are werewolves.”


    “What? Your whole family? She turned your whole family?”


    Quan laughed. “You’re not getting it. Rachel didn’t bite us, or turn us, or whatever you’re thinking.”


    “Did you turn her?” Paul asked. “Are you going to turn me?”


    “No. Now calm down. My family and I, we were all born werewolves. Unlike those ridiculous movies you like to watch, we can’t turn anyone into a werewolf. You absolutely have to be born one.”


    “And the crazy naked girl—”


    “I really wish that you’d stop calling her that. Her name is Rachel.”


    “Fine. Rachel.”


    “Thank you,” Quan said.


    “You’ve been a werewolf all this time and you’ve never told me? We’ve been friends since we were six.”


    “I know, I know. But believe me, it wasn’t my choice. Humans aren’t supposed to know about us.”


    “Why not?” Paul asked.


    “Because there are people who hunt us.”


    “Oh,” he said.


    “Which means you can’t tell anyone what we are,” Quan said.


    “I understand,” said Paul.


    “Thank you.” There was another pause. “And please don’t mention this to Lilah. Not just yet. It’s just … she doesn’t really trust humans, not with our secret anyway, not since … well, let’s just say that I’m going to try to find a way to tell her.”


    Despite myself, I snorted. Good luck with that! Lilah would have her brother’s head when she found out. But then the guilt hit. Quan would have never told him if it wasn’t for me.


    “So what else exists?” Paul asked after a moment. “Vampires? Zombies?”


    “Not for me to say,” Quan said.


    “You’re keeping all the good secrets hidden,” he complained.


    “Wasn’t finding out that your best friend is a werewolf a big enough secret for one day?”


    “No, not really.” Paul laughed, and Quan joined him. I turned to leave. I didn’t need to hear any more. In fact, I was being very nosy, so off to Veronica’s house I went.


     


    The path was becoming a lot more familiar now, but it was a much longer walk for a human. When I arrived, Veronica was just walking out of her house, presumably because she had felt me coming.


    “Rachel?” she asked, uncertain.


    “Hey, Veronica,” I said in confirmation.


    “Hey. I thought it was you, I just wasn’t sure since I only got a glimpse of your human face yesterday.” She paused. “Did you have the dream last night?”


    “No.”


    “Me either, and I didn’t sense you. Do you think we can only communicate that way when we’re actually sharing a dream?”


    “I think so,” I said.


    “But why do you think we shared that dream in particular?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because we were supposed to meet. Actually, I don’t even think it was a dream.”


    “What do you mean?” Veronica asked.


    “Well, we actually saw each other in the dream. Well, you saw me at least, but I did see your house before I ever laid eyes on it, so I’m thinking that maybe it was actually closer to a vision.”


    “Yeah, maybe.” We stood in silence for a moment.


    “Veronica?”


    “Hmm?”


    “You do know that you can’t tell anyone about what I am, correct?” I asked, remembering how Quan had told Paul the exact same thing.


    “Oh, of course. I would never, Rachel.”


    “Okay, good, because my friend and I had this huge argument yesterday, and now she’s not speaking to me—”


    “Because she doesn’t trust that I’ll keep my mouth shut?”


    “Yeah, basically. I mean, I understand their concern and all, but I can take care of myself.”


    “Their? I thought it was just the two of you. How many others do you know?”


    I opened my mouth to answer, but then I paused. “I shouldn‘t say. They’re kind of secretive about telling anything to outsiders. I’m sorry, but these people are my family now, and I owe my allegiance to them, especially for taking me in and all, when I had no other place to go.”


    “No need to apologize,” Veronica said. “I understand.”


    “Thank you.”


    Veronica cocked her head. “You’ve got quite a story, maybe even for a werewolf. You’ve had what, three families now?”


    “Yeah. My mom, and then the wolves adopted me into their pack, and now I’ve found others who care.”


    “What happened to the wolves?”


    “I had to find out what happened to my mother. Don’t get me wrong, I love them, and I know that they feel the same way, but it just felt like something was missing, like there was a void in my life. It bothered me, not knowing.”


    “It must be hard.”


    “Yeah, it is,” I said.


    “Well, I know this isn’t exactly the same, but I’m adopted. So I never got to know my biological family. At times I wonder who my birth parents were, but a big part of me is okay with not knowing, because I have a family, and I know that my mom and dad love me as their own. And isn’t that what family is?”


    “Yeah,” I said with a smile. “It is.” Veronica smiled back at me. “Can I ask you something?”


    “Go ahead.”


    “So you don’t have any memories of your biological family? You never knew them at all?”


    Veronica shook her head. “My mom and dad adopted me when I was a baby. They told me that my real parents died.”


    “Did they say how?”


    “No.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said.


    “It’s okay. Can I ask you a question?”


    “Shoot.”


    “How are you going to find your mom?”


    “Honestly, I don’t know. I hope I do, but even if I don’t, I’ve made some great friends along the way.”


    “How long have you been looking for her?”


    “I don’t know—we can’t keep track of time the same way you do in the wild. I know it was sometime after the spring equinox.”


    “Well, I hope you find her,” Veronica said.


    “Thanks.”


    “Would you like to come inside?”


    “Sure.” I followed Veronica up the porch steps and into her home. She showed me her room, which was slightly smaller than Lilah’s. The walls were painted a dark blue, but what really caught my eyes were all the photographs of wolves. They were everywhere. Plush wolf dolls even littered the comforter of her bed.


    “I’m guessing that you like wolves?” I asked.


    “Yeah,” she said with a smile. “I like to sketch them too. Want to take a look?”


    “Sure,” I said, and she handed me a sketchbook that was lying on the nightstand by her bed. I began to flip through the pages. She was a good artist, that was for sure. I stopped on one drawing in particular—a shadowy wolf peeking out from behind a tree in the middle of the woods. It reminded me of the times I had spent watching Veronica from a distance.


    “Is this me?”


    “Yeah,” Veronica said. “I drew that before I had ever spoken to you.”


    I flipped through some more pages. “You’re an amazing artist.”


    “Thanks. I’ve always felt a strong connection to wolves, and I guess when the dreams started, I kind of got a little obsessed.”


    I ran my hand along the smooth white paper, my fingers tracing the pencil markings.


    “Why do you think this is all happening now?” Veronica asked.


    “I don’t know. I was hunting that day, and I guess because we were in close proximity to each other, that’s what triggered the connection.”


    “Okay, that sounds like it may be possible. But why? Why are we feeling this way?”


    “That’s something I can’t tell you,” I said, “but I trust that we’ll figure it out when the time is right. Everything happens for a reason.”


    Again, I spent the majority of my day talking with Veronica. She even gave me one of the drawings, and I thanked her before I headed for home.


     


    “You know Lilah’s gonna kill you, right?” I said.


    “Yeah, I know,” Quan said. “There’s no use in not telling her though. She’d find out eventually.”


    I nodded. “I’m sorry I got you into this mess.”


    “That’s fine. I never agreed with Lilah. Everything’s turned out okay with you telling Veronica so far so—”


    Lilah came stomping into the living room. Apparently she had been listening.


    “Quan, you of all people should know better than to run around telling random people our secret. Why don’t you two just shout it to the whole universe already?”


    “Paul’s not just some random person, Lilah. He’s my best friend, and I trust him.”


    “We should only trust our own kind,” Lilah said.


    “Lilah, I know that you’re cautious after what happened before, but—”


    “I am cautious, but you know what? I have very good reason to be.”


    What had happened? I wondered. I thought of my conversation with Quan and Mac. They said that Lilah needed to be the one to tell me. But this definitely didn’t seem like the best time to be asking. I left and closed myself inside the bedroom that I shared with Lilah.


    Shortly thereafter, Lilah walked in with a look of pure frustration on her face. I didn’t say anything, assuming that she was still freezing me out, so it surprised me when she spoke.


    “Can we talk?”


    “Um, sure,” I said as Lilah shut the door. “So you’re not angry with me any more?”


    “Oh, I’m still very angry with you,” she said. “But you’re still my friend, and I care about your safety.” I nodded. “So, how much do you remember about werewolf lore, and our histories?”


    “Honestly, I don’t remember much. It’s all kind of a blur.”


    “Then I’ll teach you.”


    “Teach me what?” I asked.


    “Like how to avoid threats, for one. There are many creatures looking to use black magic to take our powers. And humans too, only they just want our heads.”


    “Why?”


    “They don’t believe that anyone should have any kind of abilities, beyond what they consider ‘normal.’”


    “But who are they to say what’s normal, and what’s not?”


    “They don’t have a right to, but they don’t see it that way,” Lilah said.


    “That’s ridiculous.”


    “Yes, it is.”


    I saw a flicker of something in Lilah’s eyes, but before I could figure out what it was, it was gone. Anger? Sorrow? Maybe a mixture of the two?


    “Anyway, just in case Veronica turns out to not be who she seems, or if she betrays you in some way—”


    “But—”


    Lilah held up her hand to stop me. “I wasn’t done yet.”


    “Fine,” I said, sulky.


    “As I was saying, just in case—and Rachel, I’m not saying she will—but just in case she does, you need to understand the signs and know what to look for. Okay?”


    “Okay.”


    “Good.” She went over to the closet and dragged out a large trunk. She took a key from the front pocket of her jeans and unlocked it. Inside sat lots of dusty old books.


    “These were passed down to me by a friend,” she said with the same hint of sorrow in her eyes that I had caught before. Before I could ask her about it, the look had vanished from her eyes just as quickly as it had appeared. “They contain just about everything that a werewolf—or any magical being, period—should know.”


    Lilah wiped off the cover of a book with her hand and began to flip through the pages. “One thing I want to show you is how to see though illusions, but first I need to make a quick phone call.”


    She pulled the phone out of her jeans, scrolled down the screen, and tapped a number. “Hey, Em, I need you do me a favor.”


    There was a short pause as Lilah listened to whatever this “Em” was saying. “Well, you remember when I told you about Rachel? … Um hmm. I’m trying to show her a few things, I wanted to know if you could come over .… Yeah. The one to see through illusions .… Great, thanks.”


    “Who was that?” I asked.


    “Emma. She’s a friend of mine, and also a witch.”


    While we waited for Emma to arrive, Lilah began teaching me lessons from her books.


    “You really need to know as much as possible about ISHA—the International Supernatural Hunting Association. Sometimes people find out about us and become lone hunters, but they don’t kill half as many of us as ISHA does.”


    Lilah looked down and began to read from the page.


    “ISHA was founded by a farmer/inn-keeper named Jean Chastel. He is most famous for slaying what historians refer to as the Beast of Gévaudan. The Beast was a rogue werewolf who was responsible for exposing wolves to the public in 1764 when he began a rampage where he killed nearly one hundred people over a period of five years by ripping out their throats.


    “His killing spree came to the attention of the werewolf council, who decided that something must be done. Many supernatural creatures united to hunt this wolf with the intention of killing him before he united the humans against them.


    “During the Beast’s killing spree werewolves were only allowed to transform in safe areas appointed by the council during the full moon, when the wolf side took over and they had no choice but to change. Even so it is estimated that more than one hundred innocent werewolves were killed by humans in their attempt to slay the beast, who was dispatched in 1769 when Chastel shot him with a silver bullet. By the way,” Lilah said, looking up from the page. “Blessing objects won’t hurt you, but silver will. So I’d advise you to be careful around it, as it will burn you.


    “The Beast’s exposure of werewolves is what caused ISHA to be born. Not many people knew about us prior to this time. ISHA started off purely as a werewolf-hunting group, before branching off to kill other supernaturals once they learned of their existence. They were originally known as the French Association of Beast Hunters because that’s what we are to them—beast who need to be put down,” Lilah said with sadness in her voice.


    “But not all of us are killers, just as all humans aren’t! They’ve forced us all into hiding, and for what, just because there are a few ill-intentioned supernaturals out there!” Her voice began to rise as she vented her anger. “One of the reasons you won’t catch a lot of werewolves or shifters living in the city is so we can change at will without having to worry about anyone catching us.”


    Lilah’s phone lit up, and she stood, indicating that I should follow. At the front door was a very pretty Caucasian girl with warm, radiant skin and light blonde hair. Her knee-length brown skirt and flowing white shirt gave her a very earthy appearance.


    “Hey, Lilah,” Emma said. Her smile exuded radiance, and she struck me as a very charismatic person. She looked like some of the models that Lilah had shown me in one of her magazines. “You must be Rachel,” she said to me. “Nice to finally meet you.”


    “It’s nice to meet you as well.” I smiled shyly.


    “Okay, so are we doing this inside or out?” she asked.


    Lilah shrugged. “Either one is fine with me, unless you have a preference, Rachel.”


    “Um, outdoors is kind of more my element,” I said.


    “Outdoors it is,” Emma said, and we followed her out.


    “So what happens now?” I asked.


    “Well, with your consent, I’ll cast an illusions spell on you. It’ll give you the ability to see who a person really is, whether they’re a werewolf or even a witch like me. Of course some illusions are easier to see through better than others.”


    “It’ll help if you ever start to become suspicious of someone,” Lilah said.


    “Like Veronica?” I asked, sarcastically.


    Lilah smiled. “You’re finally starting to catch on!”


    I rolled my eyes.


    “Okay, you ready?” Emma asked.


    “Sure,” I said.


    She began to chant. If it was in a language that I could understand, she spoke too quickly for me to follow.


    “Okay, now tell me what it is that you see.” Lilah said.


    It took my eyes a few seconds to adjust, but when they did, what I saw shocked me.


    “I see you … and a wolf!” Lilah’s form kept shifting, altering between that of a human and a dark brown wolf.


    “Now look at me,” Emma said. Magic swirled around her in little spheres. A little ball of brown earth spun above her head. The second sphere floated on her left—to her west, I would later find out. It was a globe of water. To her east was a ball of air, which wasn’t nearly as easy to see, except for that the currents inside the sphere spun at a different rate than the air outside it. The last sphere was fire, a swirling ball of orange at her feet.


    They told me that not all creatures would be so easy to identify, because some were simply gifted humans who used their abilities for the wrong reason.


    After Emma left, Lilah tutored me deep into the night about the different dangers that I might face. We went over shape shifters, more spells (though of course no others were cast), amulets—basically everything she thought that I needed to know. Even though she still claimed to be mad, Lilah had warmed back up to me, and though I didn’t want to ruin the moment, it felt like the right time to find out exactly what Quan and Mac had left out. The lesson had ended and Lilah and I were lying in our beds, ready to go to sleep.


    “Lilah?”


    “Mmm?”


    “Do you mind if I ask you something?”


    “Depends on what it is,” she said, suddenly no longer sleepy.


    “Well, I was talking to Quan and Mac yesterday, right after our fight—”


    “I think I know where this is headed.”


    “Will you listen, please?” I asked.


    She sighed. “Sure.”


    “Well, they were telling me how you generally tend to be untrusting of others who were not of our kind, and—”


    “So what? And just so you know, I had good reason to be pissed at you. And I still am.”


    Great, I had reopened the wound.


    “Then why are you talking to me now?” I asked.


    “Because I found out that you were stupid enough to go see your new ‘friend,’ again, and now my idiot brother is following your example.”


    “But that’s the thing, Lilah. I could tell that they were leaving something out, and that you and Quan were too. I know they said you’re afraid of attracting wolf hunters, but it goes deeper than that. I know it does.”


    “I don’t want to talk about it.” She turned onto her side and pulled the blanket over her head.


    “That’s fine,” I said, trusting that she’d tell me when she was ready. I was struggling to fall asleep in my awkward human form when she spoke again a few minutes later.


    “Rachel?”


    “Yeah?”


    “There is a deeper reason why I’m this way.”


    “Will you share it with me?”


    “… Yes.”


    “Lilah, are you … crying?” I asked, shocked.


    “No.” she said, her voice cracking. I could hear her starting to sniffle. I got up from my bed and lay down beside her, wrapping my arms around her as I held onto her back.


    “Lilah, it’s okay.”


    “No, it isn’t. It isn’t.”


    “Why isn’t it? What happened?”


    “The reason …” Lilah took a deep shuddering breath. “The reason I’m so cautious is because my best friend was killed by an ISHA.”


    “Lilah, I am so sorry.” I said as she continued to cry.


    “You need to know the rest,” she said.


    “Lilah, no I don’t. You don’t have to talk about it if it’ll only make you sadder.”


    “No, you have to know, because you’re more than a friend to me, you’re like my sister now.” She paused, and when she spoke again she was crying even harder. “And I can’t lose you too.”


    I pressed my forehead against the back of her shoulder and held her until she was done crying.


    “Sasha met this guy,” she began. “They were always together. He seemed nice enough at first, but really, he was sent by ISHA. Her ‘boyfriend’ was in the werewolf branch.


    “So anyway, he hung around, collecting information about Sasha and her family. They don’t send out whole hunting parties until they’re completely sure, but if they’re suspicious, they’ll send someone from their office to check you out. They know what to look for, Rachel, and even if we don’t realize that we’re giving off hints, they’re still studying everything that we do and say.


    “When Sasha realized who he really was, she came to me. Of course I didn’t know what to do, I had never been in this kind of situation. She tried to run, but they found her, and they … they …”


    Lilah’s tears, which had begun to subside, started back up again. I didn’t know what to say—everything that came to mind felt stupid and shallow—so I just held her until she had cried herself to sleep. Lilah was still grieving, and I knew from experience that there was nothing to ease that pain but time. She would miss her friend forever, but she would learn to live with it.

  


  
    Chapter 9


    I woke up with a huge smile on my face. I found Lilah in the kitchen staring at the calendar with a huge smile on her face as well. It was hard to believe that she had been crying her eyes out just last night.


    “Can you feel it, Rachel?” she asked, excited.


    “The full moon? Yes.” I smiled. It was coming tomorrow night, and I could just feel my inner wolf itching to break free.


    Quan walked into the kitchen, his face also filled with joy. The whole atmosphere of the house had changed.


    “Morning, Rachel, Lilah,” he said with a smile.


    “Morning,” we replied in unison. Mac and Olivia both entered the small kitchen shortly after, also greeting us with a chorus of good mornings. Today was a weekend, so no one worked. College had already let out, and though Lilah told me that she usually lived with her mother during the summer, she was choosing to stay here until after Quan’s graduation.


    By now we were all settled around the table having breakfast.


    “How do you all celebrate the full moon around here?” I asked.


    “How did you celebrate it as a wolf?” Lilah asked.


    I began to explain how my pack and I would all go for runs through the forest, and we’d hunt too.


    “Not so different from us, I suppose,” Quan said.


    “But we also tell stories,” Lilah said.


    “About what?” I asked.


    “Wolf lore,” Lilah answered. “And of course moon lore as well.”


    “Right,” Mac said. “Every full moon, all the werewolves in the area meet together at dawn, and we spend the whole day together as we all wait for the full moon.”


    “It’s a great way for newcomers to get to know the local wolves,” Quan said.


    “And we stay up all night hunting,” Lilah said. “Then we usually spend the day sleeping it off.”


    After breakfast I decided that I’d go see Veronica. When I went back to my room to grab my keys, Lilah was sitting on her bed.


    “Are you going out to see Veronica today?” she asked me.


    “Well …” I let the word hang. I was cautious now that I knew why Lilah had been so against me hanging out with Veronica.


    “Because I was thinking that maybe we could hang out today.” Lilah added.


    “Um, sure,” I said, though I was pretty sure that she just wanted me to stay away from Veronica. Even though I knew that I wouldn’t give up seeing her, I thought I kind of owed Lilah a girl’s day out after last night.


    “Veronica could come along too.”


    My eyes bulged out. “Um, but you said you didn’t trust her.”


    “I know, but I’d like to get to know her.”


    “Okay, what are you up to?” I asked bluntly.


    Lilah raised her eyebrows in a show of innocence. “What makes you think I’m up to anything?”


    “Because you don’t trust Veronica, remember?”


    Lilah smiled deviously. “You remember the illusion spell that Emma and I showed you yesterday? Well, in order to get into ISHA, you have to kill a supernatural creature.”


    “And the illusion spell comes in how?”


    “After they kill a supernatural being, part of its essence rubs off on them. The spell would show that.”


    “Yeah, but wouldn’t it have to be a recent kill?” I asked. “I mean, surely the creature’s essence must leave the person eventually.”


    “It fades over time. Actually it can take a few weeks to a month to fade completely, depending on the creature.”


    “And you’re thinking that Veronica’s been killing werewolves every couple of weeks? In this little town, and no one’s noticed?”


    “Don’t look at me like that. I just want to be sure.”


    “Whatever,” I said, rolling my eyes. “So, have you talked to Emma about this yet?”


    “Of course,” Lilah said.


    “And what did she say?”


    “She said that I was overly paranoid.” Lilah made a face, and I laughed. “But she agreed to help us anyway.”


    “Us?” I asked.


    “Yes, us. If Veronica is a part of ISHA, then this affects you too.”


    I sighed. “And if she is a member, then what are you going to do?” I asked.


    Lilah shrugged. “We’ll kill her before she kills us.”


    “We?”


    “Yes we. If she just up and tried to kill you, wouldn’t you try to take her down first? Oh, and it’s three against one, so it’s perfect.”


    “I don’t know about this, Lilah.”


    “You’re the one who says she’s not. So if you really truly believe that, then you really have nothing to worry about, right?”


    I sighed. “Right.”


    There was a knock at the door a few minutes later. It was Emma.


    “I can’t believe you actually agreed to this,” I said.


    Emma grinned. “Hey, I only agreed so that we can get our Lilah un-paranoid.”


    I laughed, and Lilah frowned before stomping down the driveway and into the street.


    “Wouldn’t it be faster to drive?” I asked, thinking that we couldn’t change since Emma wasn’t a werewolf.


    Lilah gave me a look. “Why the rush? In a hurry to go kill your friend?”


    “Lilah!”


    Emma let out a small laugh.


    “If you’re not,” Lilah said, “I thought we could go downtown and browse a few stores.”


    “Hmm,” I said.


    “What?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Tell me!” Lilah demanded.


    “Well, I just figured since you were so attached to the idea that Veronica’s an ISHA member, you’d try to get us all alone so that we could jump her or something.”


    Emma laughed again. “You know, she’s got a point.”


    “Now, now, you two, I’m not that devious.”


    “Yes, you are,” Emma said.


    “Humph,” Lilah said as we arrived at the clearing outside of Veronica’s house. The door opened and Veronica stepped out.


    “Hey, Rachel,” she said. “Who’re your friends?”


    “Hi, I’m Lilah.”


    “Veronica,” she responded, shaking Lilah’s hand. So that’s how it went, I thought, remembering the first time Lilah and I met.


    “Rachel’s been spending so much time with you, I wanted to meet you too,” Lilah said as I rolled my eyes.


    “Oh, um, well then, it’s nice to meet you,” Veronica said, then she redirected her attention to Emma.


    “I’m Emma,” she said. Her arms were folded, so they didn’t shake hands.


    “It’s nice to meet you as well,” Veronica said.


    “Likewise.”


    “So did you want to come inside?” Veronica asked.


    Yeah right, I thought. Like Lilah would agree to that. I exchanged a look with Emma, who apparently was thinking the same thing.


    Lilah smiled. “Actually, I thought that maybe we could all take the bus downtown, visit a few stores, just look around, you know.”


    “Okay, sure, let me just tell my parents I’m leaving.” Veronica ran back.


    “Suspicious yet?” I asked.


    “Oh Rachel, I’m suspicious of everyone.”


    “Even me?” I asked.


    “I was,” she replied.


    “Mm hmm, she really was,” Emma said, nodding her head. “Lilah is suspicious of anyone that’s not supernatural.”


    “Yeah, but you certainly would never be able to tell. She really has that nice girl routine down pat.”


    “What nice girl routine?” Lilah asked.


    “You were the sweetest person in the world when I met you. You could have gotten away with murder and no one would have suspected you.”


    “You think I’d murder someone?” Lilah asked with mock hurt.


    “Maybe you already have.”


    Lilah gave me a playful push. “Hey!” I said.


    At that moment, Veronica came back outside. We walked to the bus stop, then took our seats toward the middle of the vehicle. I sat in the window seat beside Veronica, while Emma sat across the aisle with Lilah. We weren’t on the bus for a full minute before Lilah started to ask Veronica a million and one questions.


    “So, Veronica,” she began. “Rachel visits you pretty often, usually while I was at school. Don’t you go to school?”


    “Well, actually, I’m home schooled, well was. I’m done now, but my schedule was kind of funny so—”


    “How old are you?”


    “Eighteen. How old are you?” Veronica asked, looking Lilah over.


    “Twenty. I turn twenty-one in a couple of months.”


    “So you’re a sophomore in college?”


    “Junior, actually.”


    “Are you a junior as well?” Veronica asked Emma, who nodded.


    “But I’m twenty-one,” she told her.


    “What about you, Rachel?” Veronica asked. “You’re like eighteen, right?”


    “Correct.”


    “Where are you from?” Lilah asked.


    “Uh, Lilah, I think you’ve questioned Veronica enough for today,” I said.


    Veronica looked at me, eyes grateful. I’m sure she was wondering by now why the heck Lilah was asking her so many dang questions.


    “Aw, but Rachel, I was just trying to get to know her,” Lilah whined like a little kid.


    “Lilah, you were interrogating the poor girl,” Emma said.


    “I wasn’t interrogating her. Veronica, was I interrogating you?”


    “Well …” Veronica looked to me for help. I think she didn’t want to hurt Lilah’s feelings. I almost snorted at the thought, then shrugged to tell Veronica that she was on her own with this one. When she looked to Emma, she did the same. Veronica finally turned back to Lilah.


    “I guess I’m going to have to plead the fifth on this one,” she said with a small smile. Plead the fifth?


    “Humph,” Lilah said, crossing her arms. The rest of the bus ride was spent in silence. Lilah didn’t ask any more questions, though I knew that Lilah wasn’t really upset. She was just being overdramatic. I also knew that Lilah wouldn’t stop until she got all the information that she wanted.


    The bus stopped at downtown Eagle Soar. Lilah seemed to perk back up once we were off the bus. In fact, she had a sort of skip to her step.


    We both followed her as she led us into Patricia’s, a little shop that sold everything from dresses to shoes. Lilah went straight to the racks and began furiously flipping through the many tops. Since I didn’t particularly care for clothes, Lilah, Veronica, and Emma did most of the looking.


    “Oh! Rachel, this shirt is perfect for you!” Lilah said, holding up a dark blue long sleeved shirt that said raised by wolves. Underneath the shirt was a picture of a wolf pack. She had a point, but then something dawned on me: my mother. I had left my pack to find answers, and here I was out shopping. What the heck was I doing? I asked myself as a wave of guilt rushed through me.


    But she’d want you to have some fun, a voice inside of me said. Sure, but that didn’t stop the guilt. Why did the answers seem so far away? Maybe I would never figure it out, or maybe, just maybe, the answer was right in front of me and I was just too blind to see it.


    “Rachel, are you okay?” Veronica asked.


    “Yeah, you look kind of down,” Lilah said. “Was it something that I said?” I shook my head.


    Maybe I should leave again, but somehow I didn’t think that I’d be able to bring myself to do that. I had already become too attached to my new family, but I needed to know more. Maybe I should try the house again. I had found nothing the last time, but that was probably because I hadn’t been looking hard enough. Then what? I asked myself. What if you find something, and it leads you elsewhere? Will you go? Would I? It felt like something was telling me to stay here. So maybe everything was right here?


    “Rachel!” Lilah yelled, breaking me out of my reverie.


    “What?” I snapped. Lilah narrowed her eyes at me, not liking the tone I had used with her.


    “We were going to go across the street to another store,” Veronica said. “Are you ready to go?”


    “Sure, I guess,” I said.


    “Hey,” Emma said, stopping me as the other two went on. “You’ll find out what happened to your mother soon enough.”


    “Thanks,” I said, returning her smile. I was really starting to like Emma. She was a very sweet person, and very intuitive. We caught back up with the others, who were waiting across the street. Of course thoughts of my mother still buzzed in my head like a swarm of angry bees, but I’d try to put it behind me for now. I’d enjoy this day, and worry later. Maybe I’d even go to my house the morning after the full moon instead of going on my usual trip to see Veronica. I smiled to myself; that’s what I’d do.


     


    We were still shopping a few hours later when Lilah took Emma to the side. I had a feeling that Lilah was finally ready to put her plan into action. My suspicions were confirmed when I saw Emma’s lips moving as she intensely focused on Lilah. Lilah blinked as she began to bring her vision back into focus, and then she gasped.


    Oh no! My first thought was that Veronica really was a part of ISHA, and that we’d have to kill my new friend. I stared at Veronica, wide-eyed, and then I looked back to Lilah. Please tell me it wasn’t true, I thought.


    “You’re a …” Lilah breathed.


    Here it comes, I thought, dread settling into my stomach.


    “You’re a … werewolf!” Lilah whisper-shouted.


    Wait, what? Veronica? A werewolf? Lilah had to be pulling our legs, because there was absolutely no way that that could be possible. Veronica had freaked out when I talked to her in my wolf form. She couldn’t even turn! Could she?


    “What are you talking about?” Veronica asked.


    “Is that really what you see?” Emma asked.


    “Yes,” Lilah said.


    “What are you two talking about?” Veronica asked again. “That’s impossible!”


    “Don’t play games with me!” Lilah said.


    “No one’s playing games with you!”


    “Oh really? ’Cause I saw you. You turned into a wolf.”


    “You’re crazy!”


    “Keep your voice down!” Lilah said.


    “Right after you!” Veronica fired back.


    “I was, until you started to raise yours!”


    “Well maybe—”


    “Okay, you both need to keep your voices down,” Emma said.


    “Yeah, people are starting to stare,” I said. Sure enough, when both Lilah and Veronica turned around, there was a whole myriad number of faces watching them. Veronica flushed, embarrassed.


    “Come on, let’s take this outside,” Emma said.


    “Fine,” Lilah muttered. She had such a temper.


    “Emma, will you cast the spell again, this time on me?” I asked once we were outside.


    “I’ll cast it on both of us, ’cause this I have to see.”


    “Spell?” Veronica asked. “What are you? A witch?”


    “Shh!” Emma quieted her, then began chanting. When she was done, both Emma and I gasped as well.


    “Why does everyone keep doing that?” Veronica complained.


    “She’s right.” I said.


    “Told you so,” Lilah gloated.


    “Oh, not you too,” Veronica said.


    “Emma’s spell is designed to help us see through illusions,” I said. “It can’t be wrong. Can it, Emma?”


    “I don’t think so.”


    “Well, it must be,” Veronica said.


    Lilah tapped her foot impatiently. “Like you would know.”


    “Lilah,” I said, and she narrowed her eyes at me again. “Please don’t start. In case you haven’t realized, the world isn’t all about you.”


    Lilah gasped. “I do not think the world is all about me.”


    “From what I’ve seen—” Veronica began.


    “No one even asked you!”


    “Okay, you guys, stop!” Emma yelled.


    “She started it,” Lilah whined.


    “How about neither of you two say anything else to each other,” Emma said, and I almost thought that she was about to lose her temper.


    “Fine with me, I’m ready to go home now anyway,” Veronica said. She turned and marched off toward the bus stop. We all followed behind. No one spoke as we waited for and then boarded the bus. When we got off, we walked back to Veronica’s house.


    “I’ll see you at home,” I said to Lilah.


    “See you, Rachel. Nice to meet you, Veronica,” Emma said as she followed Lilah into the woods. Then Lilah stopped and turned around.


    “I just thought about something,” she said.


    “What?” I asked.


    “When you first met Veronica—not in your dreams, I mean, but in real life, what form did you take when you spoke with her?”


    “Why? You’re not going to get angry with me again, are you?”


    “No! I asked because I just remembered that you were in your wolf form when Quan and I met back up with you.”


    “That’s right,” I said. “But I still don’t understand what you’re getting at.”


    “Did you project to her?”


    “Well … yeah,” I said.


    Lilah looked at Veronica and smiled, satisfied. “Only werewolves can hear each other’s thought projections.” Veronica’s eyes widened. “And now I just have one question for you, Veronica.” Veronica waved her hand in a gesture that said go on, though I could tell that she was nervous about hearing any more.


    “How do you feel today?” Lilah asked.


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean exactly what I just asked. How did you feel when you got up this morning? Excited? Anxious?”


    “Maybe a little,” Veronica said. Lilah looked at her. “Okay, maybe a lot, but what does that have to do with anything?”


    “Tomorrow night’s a full moon.”


    Emma grabbed onto Lilah’s arm. “Okay, let’s go,” she said.


    “I’m leaving. I’m leaving,” Lilah said, and pretty soon, the two were both out of eyesight—and hearing range.


    “Do you really believe that it’s true?” Veronica asked once they were gone.


    “Yes, I do,” I said. “I mean, I’m shocked, but yes, I believe that the spell worked, and then you heard what Lilah said about the whole thought projection thing.”


    “If it’s really true, then why haven’t I ever changed?”


    I shrugged. “Maybe it’s because you’ve never tried.”


    Veronica nodded, thinking. “Possibly. It might explain why I’ve always been really interested in wolves. Also, the strange feeling that I get when you’re near, that I still can’t explain. Do you still feel it?”


    “Yes, I do.”


    “And there’s one more thing that keeps nagging me. I’m adopted. So how would I know whether or not my biological parents were werewolves or not?”


    “Good point,” I said.


    “I’m starting to feel lost, Rachel.”


    “I know, and I’m sorry that you had to find out this way.”


    “Me too,” she said. “Would you like to come in?”


    “No thanks. I’ll give you this time to figure things out for yourself.”


    “Thanks, Rachel. Will I see you tomorrow?”


    I shook my head. “There’s a full moon tomorrow, and they’re a big thing for werewolves, so I should be gone all day. Unless you want to come?”


    Veronica rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. I don’t think I’d exactly fit in with a bunch of morphing werewolves.”


    “You’re one too.”


    “That hasn’t exactly been proven yet.”


    “Uh-huh,” I said. “Well, I guess I’ll see you the day after tomorrow. Maybe late afternoon, if that’s okay?”


    Veronica nodded. “Sure. See you later, Rachel.”


    As I exited her territory, I thought about how much this was obviously bothering her. Maybe Lilah could answer some questions for me. She had all those old books; they were bound to say something that might help.


    Veronica


    After Rachel left, I found my mom in the living room watering her plants. I hesitantly walked over to her.


    “Mom?” I asked. “Can I ask you something?”


    She looked up with a smile. “Of course.”


    “Do you think that I could maybe see my birth certificate?” I asked, looking down at my feet.


    “Why do you want to see your birth certificate?” she asked. Her voice was still pleasant, but when I looked up, her eyes were hard.


    “I want to get my license,” I lied.


    “Well, I don’t think that that’s going to be possible.” She turned her back to me and started clipping the new growth off her thyme plant. I could tell from her stiff jerky movements that she was hiding something.


    “Why not?” I asked.


    She spun around to glare at me. “Because I said so!”


    “What kind of answer is that?”


    “The only answer that you’re going to get.”


    “But, Mom!”


    “Why is this so important to you? What are you hiding?” she asked.


    “Hiding? What are you talking about? I’m not hiding anything, I just want my birth certificate.”


    “Go to your room,” she said, and I stared at her in disbelief.


    My dad walked into the room. “What’s going on?” he asked, sensing the tension in the air.


    “Veronica wants to see her birth certificate,” my mom told him, her arms folded.


    “Why?” he asked, turning to me, instantly on the alert. I didn’t get why they were behaving so strangely. They were both gentle people who never lost their temper.


    “I want to get my learner’s permit,” I said.


    “Well you can’t, because it’s lost,” he said.


    “Well, I can order a new one.”


    My dad looked at me through narrowed eyes, and like my mom, folded his arms. “Where are you trying to go with this?” he asked.


    “What are you talking about? I’m not trying to go anywhere with anything.”


    “No more games,” he said. “What’s the real reason that you’re pushing for this so hard?”


    “Where did you adopt me from?”


    It was my mother who answered, and though her eyes softened as she did so, I knew that she wasn’t being genuine.


    “Veronica, darling, is that all you really wanted to know? You should have just asked. You were adopted from a small family-run agency called West Creek.”


    “West Creek?” I asked, playing along. “Where is that? Do you have their phone number?”


    “It’s not there any more,” my father answered quickly. “The woman who owned it was murdered a couple of years after we adopted you. It’s terrible, really.”


    “That’s awful,” I said.


    “Yes, it is,” my mother agreed. “Now why don’t you run along, and if you have any more questions, don’t hesitate to ask us.” Her tone implied that she meant the exact opposite of her words.


    “Okay,” I said. The moment I got to my room, I yanked open my laptop and typed “west creek adoption” into the search bar. Instead of loading the results page, the screen announced that the internet was down. I unplugged and turned off the router, waited a minute, and turned it back on. Still no service. “Dang it!” I shouted as I punched my desk.


    “Veronica?”


    “Yeah, Mom?” I called back.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be so loud. It’s just that the internet’s not working right now.”


    “Oh, well. Wait a few minutes and if it still doesn’t work, let me know and I’ll call the company.”


    “Okay,” I said. No birth certificate. Suspicious acting family. Adoption agency no longer in existence and no internet service to look up said place. Something was up. I decided to wait a few minutes like she’d asked. In fact, I waited a whole hour before complaining about the internet again. Mom told me she was calling the company, but I know that she never did.


     

  


  
    Chapter 10


    When I got home, Quan told me that Lilah wasn’t there.


    “Oh. I needed to ask her something,” I said.


    “Was it important?”


    “Well, kind of, but I guess that I can just ask you.” I began to explain the whole situation about Veronica. He invited me into his room and we sat on his bed while I talked. Like Lilah’s, his walls were also wood paneled. It was slightly smaller, but not by much.


    “She said she was adopted?” Quan asked, frowning.


    “Yeah, why?”


    “I don’t know. It just seems strange. Usually our kind, or any other kind of supernatural being for that matter, tend to take special measures to make sure that we aren’t adopted by humans. Are you sure that she’s telling you everything?”


    “So far as I know.”


    “Hmm.”


    “Okay, so back to the original question, how is it possible that she doesn’t know? Is it just because she never tried to transform?”


    “No. Werewolves start to change even when they’re babies, though they may not turn until their first full moon. It’s in our instincts, of course.”


    “Of course,” I said, though I didn’t actually know that, what with not ever being around any baby werewolves. “So how is it possible then?”


    “Well, assuming that she’s telling you the truth, and she really doesn’t know, she’s probably a second-born.”


    “A second-born?”


    “The second child born to a couple. Any child born after the first doesn’t have the power to transform into a wolf.”


    “Why?” I asked.


    Quan shrugged. “Who knows? It’s not actually impossible—the second-born can learn how to tap into their power, but I’ve been told that it’s really difficult. Anyway, they can either practice tapping into their abilities, or a really strong emotion may cause them to change, but if they turn, then the werewolf gene goes to them, and unlike the first-born, who have a double gene, their child won’t be able to turn into a werewolf. In fact, the child would be born mostly human. Unless that person gets with another werewolf, they wouldn’t be able to pass the gene on to their child.”


    “But Lilah is your older sister,” I said. “You act like you’ve only heard of these second-borns, but you’re one of them yourself.”


    Quan shook his head. “Lilah and I are only half siblings. We share the same dad, but we have different mothers.”


    “So because Olivia is a werewolf as well, it doesn’t matter that your dad had Lilah first, because Olivia had never had any kids before you, correct?” I asked, trying to sum it all up.


    “Yes, that’s right. Actually, it’s pretty rare for a werewolf to have more than one child because of that. Sibling rivalries, you know.”


    “I feel so left out,” I complained. “There’s so much stuff I don’t know.”


    “Well, it’s not exactly your fault,” Quan said. “Not many of us have lived the way that you did.”


    “Thanks for reminding me.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    I narrowed my eyes at him.


    “Eww, don’t do that!” he said. “You’re turning into my sister.”


    “I am not!”


    “When you do that you are.”


    I rolled my eyes at him.


    “See, there’s my Rachel.” A small thrill went through me when he called me his Rachel. I felt my cheeks warm, and I moved my hair over my face to hide it.


    “Why are you blushing?” he asked.


    “Oh, no reason,” I said, getting up to leave, but before I could, he turned me around and kissed me. I was shocked at first, but then I found myself kissing him back. His lips molded against mine as his hand tangled in my hair. For the moment, I enjoyed the feeling of being held, of being touched, until I heard someone clear their throat in the background. Quan and I both quickly broke apart, awkwardly looking away.


    Lilah was leaning against the doorframe. “Yeah, I knew this would happen eventually,” she said.


    “What do you want?” Quan asked, annoyed.


    “I was looking for Rachel, but if you’re too busy to talk to me then I’ll just leave you alone,” she said, and leave us alone she did.


    Veronica


    I got up early the next morning and crept down the stairs, hoping to listen in on my parents before they realized I was awake.


    “What are we supposed to do?” my mother said. “She’s asking too many questions!”


    “Relax, she won’t find anything,” my dad said as if he didn’t have a care in the world.


    “But that’s exactly the problem! She won’t find anything because there is nothing! We shouldn’t have done this. I knew that this was a bad idea.” The kitchen linoleum creaked as my mom paced back and forth across the floor.


    “If I so remember, I do believe that this was your idea.”


    “Yeah well, you should have stopped me. You should have told me how stupid I was!”


    “Marie, honey, you’re not stupid. You’re one of the smartest women that I know.”


    “Aw, Cale.” I winced as I heard them kissing each other.


    “And besides,” my dad said, “you did have that vision all those years ago. Do you still see it happening?”


    My mom didn’t say anything for a minute. “Yes,” she answered. “I still see it happening.”


    “And you’re sure she’s the one?”


    “Absolutely.” There was delight in my mother’s voice.


    “Perfect. Do you still have it?”


    I heard movement as my mom moved to retrieve something. I crept down the remainder of the stairs, careful not to make any noise. I saw my mother standing in the kitchen, holding up a necklace. It was a crystal wolf pendent.


    “Perfect,” my dad said as he ran his finger along the pendent, then moved to put the necklace around my mother’s neck. I decided that now was the perfect time to “wake up,” so I walked into the kitchen with a yawn.


    “Morning,” I said. They both turned toward me, startled.


    “Veronica, I didn’t hear you come downstairs,” my dad said.


    I shrugged as I opened the pantry and took out a bowl of cereal.


    “How long have you been up?’ he asked.


    “A couple of minutes,” I answered, and he nodded. It was silent as we all ate breakfast. I could still feel the tension from yesterday.


    “So, Veronica,” my mom began, and I looked up. “That friend of yours that you’ve been hanging out with lately … what was her name, Rachel?”


    “Yeah,” I said, getting up to wash my bowl. “What about her?”


    “I think that you should invite her over.”


    “Why?” I asked, suspicious.


    “Well, you spend so much time with her now. I’d like to meet her.”


    “Me too,” my father agreed.


    “Sure. Maybe eventually,” I said before climbing the stairs back to my bedroom.


    I wanted to share what had just happened with Rachel, but I knew that I wouldn’t see her today, what with tonight being the full moon and all. I sighed, knowing that I could discuss this with no one else. Today was going to be a very, very, long day.


    Rachel


    When I looked in the mirror that morning, I stopped dead in my tracks. My normally light blue eyes were a now wolfish yellow. I tried to turn them back, but their color wouldn’t budge. Lilah walked into the small bathroom and stood beside me, placing her arm around my shoulders. She laughed.


    “What?” I asked.


    “You’re trying to change back to your full human self. That’s not going to happen. During the full moon, the wolf takes over. It’s next to impossible to hold it off.” She pointed to her own eyes, which were also golden. “If you’re going to go out in public, you better wear sunglasses. It’ll be a lot easier to control tomorrow, though.”


    “Right,” I said.


    “Of course I am.” She smiled. “So … you and my brother …”


    I sighed, knowing that this talk was inevitable.


    “Okay, let’s get things straight,” Lilah said. “First things first, I want you to know that I don’t have a problem with it. I’m really happy for you two. But don’t hurt him. You may be one of my best friends, but he’s my brother.”


    I nodded. “I understand, but Lilah, it was only a kiss.”


    “Kisses can lead to more.”


    “Yeah, well, Quan and I haven’t even had a chance to discuss said kiss, so at the moment there’s nothing going on between us.”


    “Rachel, you’re lying to yourself. There was always something going on between the two of you.”


    I looked away, knowing that she was right.


	 


    The gathering of the full moon was held in a small clearing in the woods, and according to Lilah, hidden from view by magic to ordinary humans. I noticed that there was a slight difference in the air, perhaps from the spell.


    “Welcome back Quan, Lilah, Mac, Olivia,” a young woman greeted us as we entered the clearing. She was slender, with light brown hair and eyes to match, and appeared to be in her late twenties or early thirties. The Spencers replied with a chorus of hellos and then she turned to me.


    “Hello, I don’t believe that we’ve met. I’m Briana, co-coordinator of werewolf affairs.”


    I smiled. “I’m Rachel.”


    “Rachel, are you new to the area?”


    “In a way,” I said.


    “Well, I hope you enjoy yourself. Everyone here is pretty friendly, and you should fit right in.”


    “Thank you,” I said, and we walked deeper into the clearing.


    “Well, I think we’re going to go this way,” Mac said, and he and Olivia headed off on their own.


    “Hey!” Emma appeared in front of us, seemingly out of nowhere. Then again, maybe she did. She was a witch after all, and it’s pretty difficult to sneak up on a werewolf, even when we’re in our human forms.


    “What are you doing here?” I asked.


    “They needed me for the cloaking spell,” Emma said. “Werewolves don’t have that kind of power.”


    “Hey, Em? Why don’t we head our separate way and leave these two alone,” Lilah said. “I’m pretty sure Quan will keep Rachel plenty of company.”


    Emma smiled, catching on quick. “See you later.”


    “Well, I guess that just leaves you and me,” Quan said.


    “I guess it does.” I smiled, and he took my hand as we began to walk. Emma and Lilah giggled, and I glared at them as we walked away. That only seemed to make them laugh harder.


    “Just ignore them,” Quan said.


    The events wouldn’t start until eight, so we still had plenty of time to walk around by ourselves.


    “I feel so at home here,” I said.


    “Among more of our own kind or …”


    I shook my head. “I mean, that’s nice too. I honestly didn’t think that there’d be so many werewolves in the area,” I said, glancing around at the more than a dozen wolves here already. “I was actually referring to being outside, among the grass and the trees. It always feels so right to me.”


    “Right, because this is where you were raised.”


    I nodded, and then I had an idea. “Run with me!” I said.


    “What?” Quan looked back at the other wolves with a look of uncertainty on his face, but then he turned to me and smiled. “Okay, let’s go!”


    We quickly took our clothes off and morphed; Quan turning into a dark brown wolf, while I shifted into a black one. That was the great thing about being around a community of werewolves—no one thought it was weird when we began to undress. It was normal, natural. We laughed as we ran between the trees, leaving the others behind.


     


    Eventually we ended up along the bank of a river and shifted back into our human forms. Yes, it was definitely more out in the open, but neither of us cared.


    “What are you thinking about?” Quan asked.


    “Sorry, I must have zoned out. My pack. What it felt like leaving them, and whether I’ll ever find out what happened to my mother.”


    “You will,” he said.


    “How do you know?”


    “Because you’re Rachel. You’re a very strong, determined person, and that’s what I like about you. You let no one stand in the way of your desires.”


    I smiled. “Know what I like about you?” I asked, our fingers now intertwined. “You’re not afraid to open your heart up, especially to anyone that you view in need. When I first met you, you didn’t know me, but I could sense that you were genuine, that you really cared about my problems.”


    “Of course I care. If I don’t, then who else will?”


    I shrugged. “I’m sure someone will. It’s just that people like you are hard to find.”


    Quan kissed me again. Just a quick peck on the lips compared to last night, and I wanted more. I removed my hand from his and kissed him, longer, more slowly and passionately, as my fingers clutched at his braids. I suddenly found myself on my back as he pressed me into the grass. This was not a display of dominance, as it so often represented among my pack; it was sheer desire. Quan wanted me, as I wanted him, right this very moment.


    Quan began to trail kisses down my neck, his hands trailing down my body as mine did the same. I straddled my legs around his waist and he lifted me gently as he kissed me some more, his lips touching every inch of me. Then he stopped and looked at me, and I wanted to protest.


    “Rachel, are you sure?” he asked.


    “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I am very sure.”


     


    It was now midafternoon and I was sure the others were now probably wondering where we’d disappeared to. But I didn’t care, as my mind was only in the here and now. I was with Quan. I watched him for a while as he stared up at the sky. Finally, he turned to me.


    “What?” he asked with a smile. I just shook my head. Quan sat up, holding his hand out to me, and I took it. “Come for a swim?” I nodded as I followed him into the water, jumping in with a great splash. The air was much warmer now that it had moved into June.


    “Think we should be getting back soon?” I asked as I did a backstroke.


    “We will … eventually,” he said, and I laughed.


    “Seriously, they’ve got to be getting worried by now.”


    “They’re probably too preoccupied to notice, but if you really want to go …”


    I shook my head. “They can worry for a few more minutes.”


    And so we lay there together, floating along the river on our backs, enjoying the day. Hours passed.


    “The sun’s going to be going down soon,” Quan said. “Can you feel it?”


    “Yeah, it’s like the wolf inside me is going wild.”


    Quan howled, and I laughed then did the same.


    “Come on,” he said. “We may have missed everything else, but this is around the time when they began to start telling the legend of the first werewolf. I think you’ll like it.”


    “Okay,” I said. “Did you want to morph or …?”


    “We should. It’s faster.”


    We both closed our eyes. I could see the bright gold flash of light through my eyelids that so often accompanied the change.


    Race ya? Quan asked.


    You’re on, I told him, darting off.


    Hey, that’s cheating, he called after me.


     


    By the time we reached the clearing, at least thirty werewolves had gathered. Quan and I reclaimed our clothes and returned to our human forms. In our absence, the clearing had been set up with concession stands selling jewelry and other stuff that humans seemed to like. Then the music pumping from speakers all around the clearing shut off, and Briana moved to stand in front of the crowd.


    “There you two are,” Lilah said. “Where have you been?” She looked at Quan and snorted. “Okay, ew. Never mind, I don’t want to know.”


    “But you do know,” Emma laughed.


    “Whatever,” Lilah said, rolling her eyes.


    “I’ll see you guys later,” Emma said. “I’m tired, and I see my replacement over there.”


    We bid her farewell, and she was off. We soon spotted Mac and Olivia among the crowd of wolves and decided to meet up with them. I could tell that the werewolves were beginning to get antsy as the moon got closer and closer to rising, though the crowd suddenly quieted as Briana, microphone in hand, began to speak.


    “I hope everyone is having a good time today,” she said. The crowd cheered, and Briana waited for them to quiet before continuing. “Also, welcome to any newcomers that I may not have gotten a chance to greet. It’s now time for the official telling of the legend of how the werewolves came to be. Here to tell the story is Victoria Johnson.”


    There was loud applause as Victoria made her way to the center, taking Briana’s place at the microphone. Victoria was a slender woman with dark hair and eyes who appeared to be in her early forties.


    “Hello everyone,” Victoria said in a calm and soothing voice. “Thank you for having me back.” She took a seat on the grass, and everyone else did the same. There were a few blankets and towels scattered about, but most wolves just chose to sit on the grass. I thought I sensed magic in the air, and then I watched as an illusion began to form before us. There was a swirl of blue as the earth began to take form.


    “Many years ago,” Victoria began, and grasses appeared as they swayed in the summer breeze. Trees popped up next, and also animals like the fox, and armadillo, and the owl. “When the humans, and the plant people, and the animal people all spoke the same language, there lived a young girl by the name of Speaking Wolf.” A young girl appeared as she said this.


    “They called her this because Speaking Wolf was often a mediator for the wolf people and the human people, who were just beginning to start to go against nature. Speaking Wolf helped to keep humans in check. She often reminded them not to take too much from the land. She taught them that animals were sacred beings to be respected, and that they had many lessons to teach us.” The illusion morphed again, and I watched as a small crowd of people began to form around Speaking Wolf as she preached her message.


    “One day, Speaking Wolf decided that she would go for a walk in the forest. She followed the path that she always took, only this time she ventured too far and became lost. She began to cry, but a lone wolf who had ventured off from his pack, hoping to eventually start his own, heard her sobs.


    “‘Why are you crying?’ he asked her.


    “‘I am lost,’ she said. ‘I would like to go home, but I am afraid that I cannot find my way back.’


    “‘I will lead you back home,’ the wolf said, and she thanked him graciously. He introduced himself as Guiding Wind. It was not long before Speaking Wolf and Guiding Wind began to develop a special attraction to each other, and Speaking Wolf decided that she didn’t want to return to her previous home.


    “Eventually, Speaking Wolf became pregnant. This was a very special child because she had both a wolf and a human parent. As Speaking Wolf got closer to giving birth, the two began to worry. What would their child look like? Would it be a wolf? Would it be a human, or both?


    “As midnight drew near on the night when Speaking Wolf would give birth, up in the sky shone a moon both full and bright.” Victoria paused, and we could feel that the moon was now close to rising.


    “Speaking Wolf gave birth to a baby girl. A human girl,” she continued. “But on the next full moon, something happened. Their baby morphed into a wolf pup. Speaking Wolf and Guiding Wind did not know what to expect. Would their baby stay this way now? And how was it possible that the baby had been born human but had turned into a wolf only a month later?


    “When the sun rose, after the moon had gone down, their baby regained her human body. And on every full moon she would once again turn into a wolf. Eventually, as their baby grew older, she learned to control her wolf side and was able to morph at will. However, on every full moon she would return to her wolf body, giving honor to her wolf heritage. That is why on a full moon, a werewolf can never hide their true identity, because they must remember to honor their heritage.”


    The illusion disappeared in a swirl of blue, and everyone sat in silence as we let Victoria’s words sink in. Then after a few minutes, everyone began to stand up and strip off their clothes. We all felt it. The full moon was but a couple of minutes away. We watched as the last bit of light left the sky, and then the darkness was filled with bursts of gold as each werewolf began to morph, regaining their true forms.


     

  


  
    Chapter 11


    I woke up sometime in the late afternoon among a heap of wolf bodies. I yawned as I got up to stretch my limbs. After we had morphed, we had spent the night hunting and reveling in the energy of the full moon. It had been amazing.


    Lilah was the second to wake. She also yawned, showing a mouthful of impressive teeth. She morphed and began to change back into her clothes. I did the same as more and more wolves in the field began to wake up.


    Once all of the Spencers had awoken, we headed back to the house. After I showered and got dressed, I went to visit Veronica. As I walked I remembered that I was supposed to visit my mother’s house today as well, but I realized that I had to be honest with myself—if I hadn’t found anything before, I most likely wasn’t going to find anything now. I was grasping at straws. I found myself torn, not knowing which way to go, and I hated the feeling.


    I also thought about what Quan had told me yesterday. What if Veronica wasn’t telling me the truth? What if she did know more than she was letting on? Did that make Lilah right—Lilah, who had lost all trust in the human race? I wanted her to realize that not all of humanity was bad, though it seemed that Veronica was never a human in the first place.


    Maybe I had been hanging around Lilah too much, I thought, but Quan had warned me to be careful too. By now I had almost completely talked myself out of visiting Veronica. But what if Veronica was telling us the truth? It just seemed so hard to wrap my mind around.


    I stopped, unsure of whether to go forward. As I had tried to think, I could feel Veronica’s presence getting closer. That meant that she was coming to me. Why? She had never come to me before. I felt myself go on red alert, even as a part of me was still insisting that I was being ridiculous.


    “Rachel,” Veronica said when she saw me. Her eyes were swollen as if she’d been crying. “Something’s not right.”


    “What is it?”


    “My adoption. Something’s not right about it.”


    “Why do you say that?” I asked.


    “Well for one, when I asked to see my birth certificate, my parents started to act weird. First they told me it was lost, so I pushed to get a new one. I just told them that I wanted to get my driver’s license, but they seemed to get angrier the more I brought it up. Then I asked where they adopted me from, and my parents said it was some place called West Creek, and that it was closed down now. And when I went to look it up, the internet wasn’t working. I think they shut it off.”


    “I’m sorry, Veronica.”


    “Not your fault,” she mumbled as she took a seat on the ground. I did the same. “They asked about you yesterday,” she said after a minute had passed.


    “What? Why?”


    “I’m not sure, but they said that they wanted to meet you. Though as far as I’m concerned, you’re not going anywhere near those people. They’re hiding something, I just know they are.”


    We sat in silence for a moment. “I’m sorry that I can’t exactly invite you over,” I said, “but I could ask the Spencers about this West Creek place, see if they know anything?”


    “Thanks Rachel,” Veronica said, leaning in to give me a hug.


    “Are you okay to go back home?” I asked.


    “Yeah. Have you found anything else on your mother?”


    “No.”


    Veronica forced a smile. “Don’t worry, I’m sure you will.”


     


    When I got home, I went straight to find Quan.


    “Quan, have you ever heard of a place called—” I stopped dead in my tracks when I saw Paul. “Never mind, I’ll come back later,” I said, turning around.


    “Rachel, wait,” Quan said. “Did you need something?”


    “Well, I had a question, but I can ask it later. Where’s Lilah?”


    Quan shrugged his shoulders. “Out somewhere.”


    “Oh,” I said.


    “What was the question?” he asked me.


    “It‘s about Veronica,” I said, glancing at Paul. Even if he knew about us now, I didn’t feel comfortable discussing Veronica with him. That was none of his business.


    “I’ll be right back,” Quan said.


    “So you’re abandoning me to go talk to your new girlfriend?” Paul asked with mock disdain.


    “Pretty much,” Quan said, and Paul rolled his eyes before picking up the remote and turning on the TV.


    Quan and I walked out to the front porch.


    “Okay, what did you want to tell me about Veronica?” Quan asked.


    “Well, she started asking questions about being adopted, and now she thinks that there’s something fishy going on like you said.”


    “Like?” he asked.


    I repeated everything that Veronica had told me about her birth certificate and her parents’ reaction.


    “Interesting,” Quan said. “So do you think they kidnapped her?”


    I froze. That had never even crossed my mind. I found myself wondering if Veronica had even thought of that.


    “Maybe you should bring her by. I’d like to meet her.”


    “You know that Lilah won’t like that.”


    “Lilah isn’t here.”


    “Yeah but—”


    “In the meantime, I’ll look up this West Creek place. What’s Veronica’s last name?”


    I shook my head. “I don’t know. Maybe I should bring her over now?”


    “Sure, I can always send Paul home.”


    “Something tells me he won’t like that either.”


    Quan shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. This is more important. You are more important.” He gave me a flirtatious smile, and I began to blush again.


    “You look so cute when you blush,” he told me. That only made me blush harder. Quan stroked my cheek as he moved to kiss me, and I kissed him back. I was lost, lost in a world of only Quan and me. Finally, he pulled away, and I remembered Veronica. I reluctantly turned back into a wolf, wanting to get back to Veronica’s place as fast as I could.


    This time, Veronica wasn’t there to meet me. That was odd, I thought. I felt for her presence to see if she was home. She was. Maybe she was asleep? I transformed back into my human form and walked up to the front porch. I had hidden some clothes near Veronica’s house so I could travel as a wolf as I pleased.


    Three quick raps later, a Caucasian woman in her late thirties answered the door. Her hair was light brown, and she wore it in a bob. Around her neck was a crystal wolf charm that looked familiar. I struggled to remember where I had seen the necklace. Though she smiled sweetly at me, my mind was screaming of danger. Oh no! Was it too late to turn back?


    “Hello. You must be Rachel. I’m Marie Lancaster. It’s so nice to finally meet you.” Her words and face were both kind, but somehow I could see through them. She stuck out her hand for me to shake, and as I did so, I noticed that her necklace glowed.


    “Hi. Is Veronica here?” I asked.


    “Of course. Come on in.” I followed Marie inside, though I wasn’t exactly sure that it was the best thing to do. Marie led me up the stairs. “Oh, Veronica …” she said, drawing out her name. “Rachel’s here to see you.” I did not hear a reply.


    Marie opened the door to a small room, and a shiver ran over me. There was a slight difference to the air in this room, similar to the energy that I had felt only a day ago at the full moon festival, only this energy felt darker. My eyes fell on a long wooden table covered with all types of crystals, candles, and jars of herbs. Veronica was backed up in the corner, and there was a man in the room as well. He was African American and had short dark hair shaved close to his head. He was holding his hand out toward Veronica, palm forward, and I knew that he was doing something.


    The man turned when he saw me enter. “Hello, Rachel. Welcome to my home.”


    I felt a shove against my back, though no one had actually touched me, and I fell to my knees. Then next thing I knew I was across the room beside Veronica.


    “Are you okay?” I asked. Veronica shook her head. The man moved to stand behind a podium and started flipping through the pages of a large red book.


    Marie moved beside him and began to massage his right shoulder. “Ooh, honey, isn’t this exciting? Finally, after all of these years. I told you she’d come, didn’t I?”


    “Yes, you did.” The man returned her smile and kissed her. I grabbed Veronica’s hand and started to pull her to her feet.


    “And where do you think you’re going?” the man asked.


    Marie sneered. “Werewolves. They think they’re so sharp.” And with a wave of her hand, she had me up against the wall. My feet dangled in the air as I struggled to get free, and then I fell to the floor with a hard thud.


    Tears were streaming down Veronica’s face. “Mom? Dad? Why are you doing this?”


    “Because, sweet daughter of my mine, in case you haven’t figured it out yet, you’re a werewolf,” Marie said.


    “But … but that can’t be true.”


    The man sighed. “Hasn’t Rachel explained the concept of second-borns to you yet? No? Werewolves always were such a secretive race.” He began to go into detail about second-borns, and I took the opportunity to change.


    “No you don’t,” Marie said when she realized what I was doing. “Cale! Now!”


    Cale moved quickly over to the book, and they began chanting in a strange language. Now I knew what they had planned to do. I could feel myself weakening as the wolf in me was being drained. My vision began to become hazy, and I saw the golden light that was my werewolf essence leaving me as everything faded away.


     


    “Rachel?” a soft voice whispered in my ear. “Rachel?” I could hear the smile in her voice. I opened my eyes. A tall woman stood in front of me. She wore a flowing light blue dress that matched her eyes. Her hair was as black as the night sky.


    “Mom?” I whispered, shocked.


    “Yes. There are things you must know, things you must still find out.” I struggled to concentrate on what she was saying. “Take back your power, Rachel.”


    “How?” I whispered. I could see both Cale and Marie in the background. They were all over each other. Veronica …well, Veronica was just out.


    “You’re stronger than the average wolf. You and your sister, you must combine your energies.”


    “Sister?” I mumbled.


    “Veronica. But then you’ve always known that deep down.”


    “I have?”


    “Yes,” she said in a kind voice. “You’ve known since the moment that you met each other.”


    “They killed you, didn’t they?” I asked.


    Her kind face saddened. “Yes, and I am so very sorry for leaving you, my beautiful daughter.”


    “It wasn’t your fault. And besides, now I know what really happened.” She nodded, her eyes still sad. “Can they hear you?”


    “No, I’ve only made myself visible to you—well, you and your sister, that is. Take her hand.”


    I reached over to touch Veronica. She began to stir.


    “Veronica?” my mother called. “Veronica? It’s time to wake up sweet child of mine.”


    Veronica slowly opened her eyes. “Child? You’re my, my …?”


    “Yes, Veronica, I am your mother.” Tears began to well up in her eyes. “I need you two to combine your energies. Combine your energies, draw on your powers, and run! Visualize your inner wolves, only instead of trying to change, imagine breathing in its essence. See the energy leave them in a swath of gold light. That’s right. Feel yourself getting stronger and more powerful.”


    It was working. I felt my strength gradually returning, but apparently Cale and Marie could feel theirs leaving, because they spun around and charged at us.


    “Hurry, my daughters! You will need your strength, and when this is over, I will need you to develop your powers. Not just your typical wolf abilities, but the extra powers that come with being twins. Cale and Marie will never stop unless you destroy them!” The words hung in the air as our mom faded away.


    Veronica and I both jolted as we both felt a shock go through us. Our werewolf essences were back. We got up on our feet and ran.


    I heard Marie giggle behind us. “Aw, how cute! They think they can actually escape from us.”


    “Maybe,” I heard Cale say as we tore down the stairs, “but you can’t hide! We will always find you, and we will kill you! Just like your mother!”

  


  
    Chapter 12


    By the time we got home, Veronica and I were both out of breath. I slammed the door shut the moment that we were inside. Veronica looked stricken, and I felt bad for her. She wasn’t used to supernatural affairs, and she had just found out that her so-called “parents” weren’t even human. As for me, they had killed our mother, and I wanted revenge. But they were stronger than I was, at least for now.


    Lilah walked into the kitchen and her eyes widened. “What is she doing here?” she asked with obvious distaste in her voice.


    “I invited her,” Quan said as he walked in.


    “Quan, how could you?”


    “Rachel was worried about her friend. And besides, aren’t you the one who discovered that she’s a werewolf?”


    “Great, so this is all my fault now,” Lilah huffed.


    “No one is saying that.”


    “Humph,” she said, crossing her arms.


    “Um, excuse me,” I said. “But could you stop squabbling for a second?” I began to explain what had just happened.


    “Wow,” Lilah said, blinking. “Rachel, you live a very interesting life.”


    Quan turned his attention to Veronica. “Sorry, I never introduced myself. I’m Quan.”


    “Veronica,” she said.


    “So it looks like you two have gone and found yourself a couple of warlocks,” Lilah said. “How nice.”


    “Warlocks?” Veronica asked.


    “Yeah, an oath breaker,” Lilah said. “A warlock is a witch who was exiled from their coven.”


    “Right,” Quan said. “True witches don’t believe in harming anyone. They believe in the threefold law. So basically anything that they do comes back to them three times as good or bad. But some of them can’t handle the power that they are given, and it drives them mad. They become power hungry, and will do anything it takes to gain more.”


    “So what do we do?” Veronica asked.


    “Well, you heard my—” I stopped, correcting myself. “Our mom. We have to develop our abilities. They’ll never stop until they find us. I’m sorry about all this.”


    “Sorry that you brought her here,” Lilah said, looking very pointedly at Veronica. “You should be, even if my annoying brother asked you to.”


    “Um, her has a name,” Veronica said. “And her is standing right here, so you don’t have to talk about me like I’m not.”


    “Yes, you are,” Lilah said, studying Veronica. “That’s exactly the problem.”


    “Lilah!” I snapped. “Be nice. And we have a problem now—all of us do. They’ll come looking for us. I just basically led them here.”


    “That’s nonsense,” Lilah said. “We won’t let anyone hurt you. You’re family now.” She stepped in to give me a hug. It was a sort of a stiff hug, as Lilah was the only one doing the hugging. “What’s wrong?” she asked, backing away.


    “I want to do it myself,” I said, looking away.


    “Rachel.” Quan took my hands in his. “This is crazy talk. You can’t do this alone. I won’t let you.”


    I took a step back. “Quan, they killed my mother.”


    “Mine too,” Veronica murmured.


    “Right,” I agreed. “They killed my mother and kidnapped my only sister.”


    “But Rachel, you don’t have to go at this alone. Let us help.”


    “I have help,” I said. “Veronica.”


    “Rachel …” Veronica hesitated. “I don’t know about this. I know what they did was wrong, and they ruined lives, but—”


    “But what? She was your mother too. You must feel some kind of rage. I can’t—we can’t—develop our other abilities without each other.”


    “Who says I want to, though? Rachel, they’re my parents too.”


    “No they aren’t!” I shouted. “Veronica, they took you! They took you from your family, and killed your real mom, and you dare call them your family?”


    “I can’t, Rachel! I just can’t! I love them too much!” Both of us were crying. Veronica turned and rushed out of the door. I started to go after her, but I felt a hand grab my arm. It was Quan.


    “Let her be. She won’t go far. She’s hurting too.” Quan pulled me to him, and I cried into his chest. “Lilah,” Quan said.


    “Really?” she complained.


    “She may get lost,” he said.


    “Oh fine.” I heard a door slam, and we were alone. Quan pulled us into a chair, and I sat on his lap, continuing to cry into his chest.


    “You understand why I have to, right?” I asked in between sobs.


    “I get why you feel this way.”


    “You danced around the question,” I said.


    Quan sighed, rubbing soothing circles into my back. “I know.”


    “You don’t agree with me?” I looked up at him through teary eyes.


    “Rachel, do you realize what you’re asking Veronica? Do you know what you’d be doing to her? I know they aren’t her real parents, but Veronica has thought of them that way her whole life. You’d be putting her through the exact same thing you went through when you lost your own mother—worse, because it’d be at her own hands. If Veronica really is your friend—your sister … if you really, truly, care for her, then how can you ask this of her?”


    I sniffled as the tears started to flow with less force. “I’m not being a very good sister, am I?”


    “I can’t say that what’s right for you, and what’s right for her are the exact same things—all I’m saying, Rachel, is think before you act. You have someone else to factor into the equation now.”


    By now the tears had stopped, and I gave Quan a small smile. “Thanks,” I said. “You’re great at giving advice.” I reached up to peck him on the lips.


    The door swung open and Veronica walked in with Lilah trailing behind.


    “Hey,” Veronica whispered.


    “Hi,” I said.


    “Can we talk?”


    “Sure,” I said, getting up. “Lilah, do you mind if we talk in our room?”


    “Go ahead.” Lilah sighed. “Gosh! I hate being so nice all the time.”


    Quan let out a fake cough, and Lilah smacked him on the arm.


    “Hey!” he said.


    “You’re not funny!” Lilah glared.


    “Thanks!” I said as I grabbed Veronica’s hand, leading her to the back room and shutting the door behind us. We sat across from each other on my bed, neither one of us knowing quite where to begin. We couldn’t even look at each other.


    “So I guess I know what you want to talk about?” I asked, staring at the wall.


    “Yes, you do.”


    “I’m listening,” I said.


    “Will you really?” she asked.


    I finally turned to her, meeting her gaze. “Yes, I will. Veronica, despite how I acted back there, I care about you very much. You’re my sister.”


    “You keep saying that.”


    “Do you want me to stop?”


    “Do you really mean it?” she asked.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Yes, we’re sisters biologically. But do you truly care about me in that way?”


    “Yes, of course I do. I’ve never felt so close to anyone in my life.” I paused. “Do you care about me in that way?”


    “Yes,” Veronica answered without hesitation. “But you just can’t go asking anything of me just because we found out that we’re twins.”


    “I know. And I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to put you in that kind of position.”


    “Good, because I won’t do it.”


    “Okay,” I said.


    “But what about you?” she asked. “Will you do it?”


    “Veronica, I—”


    “You know how I feel about them. You know how important they are to me.”


    “Veronica …”


    “Let me know when you decide,” she said, all but leaping off the bed.


    “Veronica?” I asked as her hand reached the knob. She spun around.


    “What?” she snapped.


    I just looked at her, unable to speak. She flung the door open and slammed it behind her.


     


    After finding out what happened to Veronica, Mac and Olivia had agreed to let her stay. The house was getting kind of crowded now, with six people living in this small cottage, and two of them refusing to speak to each other. I did my best to give Veronica her space, but I often passed by the living room to see her lying on the mattress of the pullout couch, unhappiness etched on her face as she stared up at the ceiling. She missed her home, and as much as I hated to apply the words to those people, her family. She wanted her old life back, and I was starting to deliberate returning to my pack myself. Sure it would hurt Quan and Lilah, but I had found what I had come here for.


    I wanted to promise Veronica that I wouldn’t touch Cale or Marie. She was the only biological family member that I had left, even if I had only known her for a month, and I didn’t want to hurt her. But I knew that if I stayed, I would go back to exact my revenge. Leaving was the only way I could prove to her just how important she was to me.


    And I missed my pack, especially Selena. We had been inseparable, and no one thought I would ever leave her behind, not even myself. She had begged me to let her come with me, but this had been something I had to do on my own. This was my journey.


    As I had turned to leave, Selena let out a mournful howl. Everyone joined in after her, and I stopped to do the same, enjoying one last howl with my pack, my family. I didn’t expect to ever see them again, and I wasn’t even completely sure that I could find them if I left now. But staying here no longer brought me the joy it had once held. I felt as if something was missing, or maybe it was someone. Whatever it was, I had to go again. I had to go where my journey led me. Maybe I’d ask Quan and Lilah to join me on one final hunt, and then I would break the news to them there. I’d tell Veronica first though. She needed to know that her … parents were safe.


    As I neared the house I turned back into my human form, and put on the clothes that I had left hidden outside.


    I went to see Veronica, who was seated on the couch in the living room, staring at the television with her knees pulled up to her chest. She looked up at me through blank eyes, and then went back to staring at the screen. She didn’t say anything to me as I sat down beside her. For the first few minutes, we sat in silence.


    “Veronica?” I asked. She didn’t bother to look up this time. “Veronica?” I tried again. “I just wanted you to know that I won’t touch your parents.”


    She moved to hug me, yet her eyes were still sad. This went deeper than fear for her parent’s life. “Thank you, Rachel,” she said graciously. “But I’m afraid,” she added after a pause. “What if they come for us?”


    “Then they won’t find anything. They want both of us, but that won’t happen.”


    “What makes you so sure?”


    “Because I’m leaving,” I said.


    “What? Why? Where are you going?”


    “Back to my pack. I’ve found everything that I came here for. I got the answers that I wanted. There’s no other reason for me to stay.”


    “But—”


    “I’ve made up my mind.”


    Veronica nodded. “Is this because of me?”


    I shook my head. “Of course not. I just miss my family, and I know that they miss me as well.”


    “Have you told the others yet?”


    “No. I don’t know how to, especially not Quan. I really like him, Veronica. We kind of just started to date.”


    “Then why don’t you stay?”


    “It’d be better if I went,” I said.


    “Oh my gosh! This is because of me. You’re leaving because you’re afraid of what you’ll do to my parents if you stay. You don’t want to hurt me.”


    “Veronica! I never said that!” I said as she jumped up. I grabbed her hand to stop her.


    This is all my fault. If it wasn’t for my parents … ugh! Veronica!


    I gasped, pulling back. “Veronica, you just projected! How is that possible? We’re only supposed to be able to project as wolves!”


    Veronica shook her head in disbelief. “Why is it happening now? We haven’t done anything to even exercise those abilities yet! It’s just like before, only our minds aren’t connected through our dreams.”


    “They’ll grow naturally just from being around each other,” Lilah said from the doorway, “only at a much slower pace than if you actually work on them. Twin werewolves have many extra abilities.”


    We both turned around, shocked.


    “And what’s this about you leaving us? When were you going to tell me?” Lilah asked in a hurt voice.


    “Lilah, I was, I just didn’t know how.”


    “What about my brother? He really likes you. You can’t just lead him on like that!”


    “I know, and I’m sorry, I just feel I can’t stay here any more.”


    “Then go!” Lilah yelled.


    “What’s going on?” Quan asked, coming into the room. I looked at him through sad eyes. “Rachel?” he asked, confused.


    “Rachel’s leaving,” Lilah said in a cold voice, arms across her chest.


    “But you can’t,” he said.


    “Quan, I …” But I couldn’t face him, couldn’t even look at him now. “I have to go.” I took several quick steps toward the sliding glass door to the back yard.


    “Rachel, wait!” Quan called as I changed into my wolf form. I didn’t even bother to take off my clothes. I’m sure they lay in tatters on the ground. I began to run, to run faster than I’d ever run before.

  


  
    Chapter 13


    I heard the sound of paw prints digging into the dirt as they pursued me, but I kept on running, not bothering to look back.


    Rachel please, Quan begged. We can talk this through.


    I don’t want to.


    Rachel, please? he asked again, and there was so much sorrow in his voice that I just had to stop. Quan came to a halt beside me a few seconds later. He walked around me, studying me. I didn’t dare to meet his eyes.


    You said you wanted to talk, so let’s talk, I said, anxious to get this over with.


    I don’t think you’re ready to, he said.


    Ugh! That was just like Quan, always ready to consider someone else’s feelings before he even approached his own. And so we sat there in silence, Quan giving me a chance to cool down and collect my thoughts.


    Why are you always so nice to me? I asked after a minute.


    Is that really what you want to talk about? he asked.


    Quan!


    Rachel, he said in a calm voice. I turned to glare at him. He sighed.


    In case you haven’t figured it out yet, I care about you. I care about you very much, and when you hurt, I hurt.


    My temper subsided slightly at his words. He always knew what to say. Quan, I’m sorry.


    Sorry about leaving, or—


    Well, I’m sorry about that too, but I’m also sorry for taking my frustration out on you.


    It’s okay. There are a lot of emotions running through you, and you’re really stressed. It’s okay. I’m not holding that against you.


    You should, I said.


    Never.


    But I’m being horrible right now, to you, to Veronica, to Lilah. I’m sure Lilah hates me … again.


    Quan laughed.


    It’s not funny! I said.


    Lilah will always find something to get mad over, so I wouldn’t stress about her too much.


    But Quan—


    Rachel, you have to learn to not let your emotions get the best of you.


    But it’s hard, I complained.


    I know, but life can be. This is just something that you’re going to have to get through.


    I nodded.


    Will you come back home now? Quan asked, after a second of silence. I shook my head.


    Why not?


    It’s complicated.


    Tell me, he said. You at least owe me that.


    There was no denying that. I couldn’t just end our relationship like this. He had a right to know.


    I keep thinking about my mother. I want my revenge. They killed her. I can’t just let that go.


    That’s why you’re leaving?


    Part of it.


    What’s the other part? he asked.


    I miss my family, and now that I’ve found out what I came for, why should I stay?


    Stay for me. Stay for us, he pleaded. Rachel, you know how I feel about you, and I know that you feel the same.


    How do you know?


    Are you denying it?


    No, I’m not, I said.


    Then why won’t you stay?


    Haven’t we just gone over this? I asked, annoyed. Quan, just let me go.


    Not without a fight, he said.


    Then I guess that this is a fight you’ll lose, I said as I got up to walk away.


    Rachel! he called, though he didn’t follow me this time. I walked alone. I didn’t know if I should regret this or not. Quan cared about me. I knew that he did, and he hadn’t exactly been lying when he said that I felt the same way. I sighed. A part of me was screaming at myself to turn around, while the other part told me to keep moving forward.


    Quan had been so good to me, and I had left him, left him as if he meant nothing to me. I had no idea what to do. Should I turn around and make this right, I wondered, beg him to forgive me? I had hurt him, hurt the one that I cared for so very badly. It seemed like I was always doing that. My heart reached out to him. I wanted to go back, to be in his arms. My Quan.


    Not any more, a voice reminded me. You left him. I sighed, frustrated. The sky was starting to lighten as dawn arrived. I should rest, I realized. I had been walking all night. I wondered what Quan was doing right now, and then I stopped that thought right in its tracks. I had to forget about Quan, but how could I? I shouldn’t have left him. I should have at least taken an extra day to think about it. Yet I was sure the outcome would have been the same. Ugh! You’ve already made your decision, Rachel! Now sleep!


    I sighed, circling in the grass several times, and scratching at it with my paws until I got comfortable. Finally I was able to sleep, though nightmares followed the moment I closed my eyes.


    Veronica


    Rachel had actually left. I found myself feeling guilty, I realized, guilty because she had left in an effort to honor my feelings. Yet I felt angry as well. She had left me with a house full of strangers because she had refused to look at things from another point of view. Don’t get me wrong, I understood where she was coming from, and I felt equally angry for what they had done to us.


    These were the people who I had grown up with, the people who had raised me. I thought they’d loved me at the time, the same way that I had loved them … Life was just so complicated at the moment. I missed them, and I wanted to go home. But that’s not your home any more—in fact, it never was, a voice inside of me whispered. Maybe it was right, though I longed to prove it wrong.


    Lilah had said that warlocks were driven mad with power, that they had originally started out good. Maybe that part was still alive inside of them. Maybe it was being suppressed by the parts of them that were so intent on gaining my werewolf abilities. Though as far as I was concerned, they could have them. My life had been pretty good before I met Rachel, before the sisterly bond that we shared complicated things.


    I cared about Rachel, but I just couldn’t help wondering what things might have been like if I had never learned that I was a werewolf. I felt so alone in this house. I didn’t know a single soul, and I couldn’t go back home. People often say that knowledge is power, but I say that’s a lie. It all depends on the type of knowledge, and all this knowledge had done was rob me of my family.


    I was wiping tears off my cheeks when I sensed Lilah standing in the doorway. She was the last person that I wanted to talk to at the moment. She stood there, looking awkward. I could tell she was debating whether to stay and try to console me, or to leave me be. She decided to go with her first choice.


    “Are you okay?” Lilah asked. I shook my head. “Look, I’m sorry that you’re having to go through all of this. I’m also sorry that I haven’t exactly been the nicest person to you.” I looked at her, surprised.


    “It’s just that I don’t really trust a lot of people,” she continued. “But I want you to know that if you need someone to talk to, I am here for you. With Rachel being gone and all—and believe me when I say that it was probably the crappiest decision that she could have made—I know that you need a good friend right now.”


    “Thanks,” I said, “but I really just want to be alone at the moment.”


    Lilah nodded. “Okay, but let me know if you need anything.”


     


    It had been days since Rachel had left, and I found myself getting sadder and sadder. I was now sitting on the front porch, trying to gather my thoughts when a car pulled up and a blonde guy got out. He appeared to be around my age, and so I figured he was a friend of Quan’s.


    “Hi,” he said.


    “Hey,” I mumbled as I rested my head on the railing.


    “Is Quan here?” he asked. So I was right.


    “Yeah, he’s inside.”


    “Thanks,” he said, and I scooted over so that he could make his way up the steps. He stopped mid-stride. “Hey, are you related to Rachel? You two sort of resemble each other.”


    “She’s my twin,” I said.


    “Huh. Naked girl has a twin.”


    I was about to ask him what he meant by that, but then it occurred to me that Rachel wasn’t exactly shy about stripping off her clothes. I wondered if the boy knew that Rachel was a werewolf, not that I could ask.


    “So are you like her?” he asked, and I wondered if he had been following my train of thought.


    “That depends,” I told him. “She’s my sister, so.”


    He smiled at me and raised his hands like claws, then snarled.


    So he did know. I decided to be frank with him. “I don’t know,” I said. “What’s your name, by the way?”


    “Paul.”


    “I’m Veronica.”


    “Nice to meet you, Veronica. What do you mean you don’t know?”


    “I’ve never shifted. And apparently I never will. It’s supposed to be more difficult for me because I was born second.”


    Paul looked at me, slightly confused. “You don’t sound too sure of yourself.”


    “I’m not. This is Rachel’s world, not mine.”


    “But if you and Rachel are sisters, doesn’t that make it your world as well?”


    “No. Okay, look, Rachel and I just met. You see, I was adopted. Well, no, that’s not actually true, because the people who adopted me apparently kidnapped me, and killed our mother when we were only little children.” I went on to tell him the rest of the story of my now complicated life.


    “Your life is like a supernatural soap opera,” he said after I had finished, and I laughed. It was the first time I had laughed since all of this had happened, and also the longest conversation that I had managed to have. Paul was a stranger to me, and yet I found it easier to talk to him than Quan or Lilah. Maybe it was because we had more in common. Both of us were humans, or at least I felt like one, and we were both newly introduced to the supernatural.


    Paul sat down on the steps to continue talking to me, and I had to admit that I was enjoying his company. Talking with Paul made my problems feel like they were so far away. Quan found us on the porch shortly after.


    “Hey Paul, how long have you been here?” he asked.


    Paul glanced at his phone. “Hours. Sorry man, I guess I got sidetracked.”


    “No, it’s okay,” Quan said. “It’s good that you’re getting along so well, especially since Rachel left.”


    “Rachel left? When? Where did she go?” Paul asked, surprised. I guess I had forgotten to mention that.


    “A few days ago,” I said.


    “Where did she go?” Paul asked.


    “Back to the forest,” Quan said. He kept his voice level, but somehow he seemed even sadder than I felt.


    I hung out with the two boys until Paul said he had to go home. Quan and I walked back inside and went our separate ways.


    Rachel


    The sun was just beginning to go down when I woke up. I let out a huff. What was I doing? I wondered. Quan, Lilah, and Veronica were my family now. But the wolves are your family too, a small voice told me. But it had been so long since I had seen them, and I wasn’t sure that living with them would fully satisfy me now.


    I began to pace back and forth anxiously. Would they even want me back? My wolf pack, I was sure, would happily welcome me back, but Quan … I had hurt him so much. And Lilah, I had hurt her too, because I hurt her family. I knew how protective she was of those that she cared for. Was I even part of that category any more? And what about Veronica? I wondered. She was probably racked with guilt because she blamed herself for me leaving.


    The wind changed, and I recognized the scent of another predator in the field. I coiled my body, ready to defend myself if need be. Two figures stepped out from the trees. They were wolves. One was a male, and another a female. I recognized her at once.


    Rachel? she asked, uncertain.


    Selena! I exclaimed, and we charged at each other, dancing around in circles. Selena gave my face a lick, which I returned.


    Rachel, I’ve missed you!


    I have too, I said.


    What are you doing here? Did you ever find anything about, you know …? Selena never mentioned my mother directly; I guess she just didn’t want to upset me.


    I did, actually.


    Oh? She looked surprised.


    Selena, aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend? the male wolf asked. Like Selena, he was a gray wolf. He had a dominance about him, with an upright tail that advertised his status. I realized that Selena must have found herself a mate.


    Oh, I’m sorry, she said, looking embarrassed. I guess I got a little carried away. This is Rachel; she used to belong to my old pack. Rachel, this is Micah, my mate.


    It’s nice to meet you, Rachel, Micah said in a deep voice.


    It’s nice to meet you too, I replied.


    He sniffed at me. You are a werewolf, am I correct?


    Yes.


    But you were part of Selena’s old pack? How did this come to be about, if you don’t mind my asking?


    The look on Micah’s face told me that he would drop the subject if I didn’t want to talk about it, so I simply said, It’s a long story. He nodded, and I turned my attention back to Selena.


    So when did this happen? I asked.


    About a month ago. I left shortly after you.


    But why? I asked. I thought you liked living with everyone.


    I did … but not enough, she said. Things were different after you left, so I decided to find my own path as well.


    But you’re happy now?


    She glanced back at Micah with a smile, which he returned. Very, she said.


    Then I’m happy for you too.


    By now the only source of light were the moon and the stars. As we lay on the grass, we filled each other in on our lives after leaving the pack. Micah didn’t say much; he seemed content just simply being in Selena’s presence. I gradually filled him in on the condensed version of my story, that my mother had gone missing when I was seven, and how Brian and his pack had raised me.


    Are you sure that you made the right decision? Selena asked me.


    No, I’m not. I feel torn between my sister and my mate.


    That is tough. But I’m sure you’ll figure out what’s right eventually. Right now you just have to do your own thing.


    I nodded. Daylight was approaching, and pretty soon, we were all asleep. My sleep was restless, as I kept getting disturbing flashes. They were like nightmares, only they felt so real.


    Two naked figures were lying still on the ground, blood pouring from their bodies onto the clean kitchen floor. I realized with horror that they were Quan and Lilah. I saw Cale standing above the two with an expression of admiration. To the side was Marie, holding a struggling Veronica. She was screaming, trying desperately to get away. Cale turned around, looking straight at me.


    “This is a message for you and Veronica. Veronica, I know where you are, sweetheart. Come back home or you’ll regret it. Rachel, come out of hiding. Running will only kill the people you love.”


    The vision ended, and I could feel another presence in my mind. I recognized it instantly as Veronica, so she had definitely received the message too.


    Veronica? I asked, but before she could answer, I felt her presence fade, and I was once again alone in my own head.


    Rachel, what’s the matter? Selena asked, sleepily, startled awake by my shivering.


    I have to go! I said, panicked.


    Micah rose to his feet, his ears raised to collect any sound. Is there danger? he asked.


    Yes! I have to leave right now; he’ll kill them if I don’t.


    Hold on! Who’ll kill who? Selena asked.


    Cale! Marie! They’ll kill Quan and Lilah; they’ll hurt Veronica! I can’t let this happen!


    We’ll go with you, she volunteered.


    No. He doesn’t know where I am, which means he doesn’t know about you two. I can’t put you in danger too. I’m sorry. I raced off, leaving them both in shock. I hated to leave things the way I had between us, but I couldn’t bear it if he … I couldn’t even think about the word.


     


    I moved with a vengeance, covering much more ground than I had my first night. It was already full daylight out, but it was one thing to put myself in danger, and a whole other thing to know that my friends were in danger too. They had no idea where I was, so they couldn’t even give me away if only to save themselves.


    I was horrible, horrible and selfish, I decided. My legs burned, begging me to give them a rest as I raced through the forest, heedless of who might hear me. Then something dawned on me. What if Cale and Marie had killed them, and the message was simply to lure me out of hiding so that they could get me too?


    I growled. If they had so much as touched them, I would kill them! Veronica would be upset, but I didn’t care. I would show no mercy.


    I was close now, I realized. I could just make out the silhouette of the house. As it got bigger, I saw that the door was slightly ajar, and I smelled blood. I began to panic. I raced inside, snarling. Lilah stood in front of the kitchen sink, rinsing the blood from a gaping wound on her arm.


    Lilah! Are you okay? What happened? I asked. Lilah spun around in surprise. She scowled at me, and I took note that her eyes were gold. I remembered back to when Quan and I had first met. He’d told me that our eyes changed when we were hurt.


    “What are you doing here?” she asked in an annoyed voice as she turned back around to tend to her wound.


    “You’re hurt,” I said.


    “No shit, Sherlock,” she said. “And again, what are you doing here?”


    I had a dream, I said. Only I don’t think it was a dream. It was a message from Cale and Marie. They had killed both you and Quan, and had taken Veronica hostage.


    “And you came to see if we were okay,” she said. She blinked. “Wow. You’re really making it hard for me to hate you right now.”


    Then don’t. Lilah, I’m sorry.


    “Hey, don’t apologize to me. It’s my brother you hurt.”


    Right, I said, and a wave of sadness washed through me. Where is he?


    “Not here. He and Veronica left early this morning to go visit Paul. Just so you know, Veronica’s been an emotional wreck, so thanks for just dumping her on us like that.”


    I’m sorry, I repeated.


    “Again, I’m not the person who you should be apologizing to.”


    Right, I said again, and Lilah began to wrap a long cloth around her arm. So are you gonna tell me what happened, or what?


    “I fell,” she said simply. “On glass. People should really learn to stop littering.”


    Tell me about it, I said. But it should be okay in a few hours, right?


    Lilah nodded. “You can go into the back and change into some clothes if you’d like.”


    Thanks, I said as I walked into Lilah’s room. I wasn’t sure I considered it mine any more, though all of my things were still there, exactly where I’d left them. I transformed back into my human form and opened the closet door, grabbing the first thing that I saw before heading into the bathroom. After getting dressed I rejoined Lilah, who was sitting at the kitchen table and reading a book while nibbling on a muffin.


    “So, are we okay now?” I asked.


    “That depends,” she said, looking up from her book.


    “On?”


    “Are you staying now?”


    “I think I might, that is, if you’ll still allow me.”


    “Of course you’re still allowed,” she told me, as if I had just said the most ridiculous thing ever.


    “Thanks,” I said.


    “It’s good to have you back,” Lilah said, standing to hug me.


    “It‘s good to be back,” I said, returning the hug before pulling away as Veronica walked in through the door.


    “Hey,” I said, cautiously.


    “Hey,” she replied, and though she gave me a small smile, I could see the terror in her eyes.


    “You had the dream too,” I said. She nodded.


    “So that was your dream?” Lilah asked. “You could have told me.”


    “I didn’t want to bother you,” Veronica said.


    “Yeah, well, I told you before that I was here if you needed me. Those weren’t just words.” Was Lilah warming up to Veronica now? “Anyway, they’re getting through to you so easily because they have a connection with you, but they can only find Rachel if you know where she is. Don’t get me wrong, Rachel, I’m happy to see you and all, but you might have actually put yourself and Veronica in more danger by coming back.”


    “So what do I do now? Leave again?” I asked.


    “Of course not,” Lilah said. “But Veronica, you need to make a decision.”


    The fear in Veronica’s eyes turned to sadness. “We have to kill them.”


    “I’m sorry, Veronica,” I said.


    “I want to be alone,” she said and walked out of the room.


    “So what now?” I asked.


    “Are you still trying to go at it alone?” Lilah asked.


    I shook my head. “No, it’s stupid, and I can’t ask Veronica to help me.”


    “Good choice.”


    I sighed. I had to get this over with sooner or later. I walked into the living room.


    “I know you said that you wanted to be alone, but where’s Quan?” I asked Veronica. “Is he still with Paul?”


    “No. We saw you through the window, and he decided to go for a walk.”


    My heart ached. I had hurt him more than I realized.


    “Thanks,” I said. I walked back into the kitchen and asked Lilah how I could fix this, but she just shrugged and gave me a look that said, “You got yourself into this, now you get yourself out.”


    I stepped outside and sighed. This was all too familiar, only now I was going after Quan instead of the other way around. I had stopped to listen, and yet I didn’t, because I left anyway. Would the same thing happen this time? Was there truly no more us?


    “Quan?” I called. “Quan?” I found him leaning against a tree behind his house. He had his hands tucked into his pockets, and his head was down. “Quan,” I whispered.


    “What are you doing back here?” he asked, not even glancing my way. I was taken aback for a second. He was really angry with me—Quan, who was always in a good mood, and always so nice to me. I told him about the message that I had received from both Cale and Marie. He listened intently.


    “I can’t just come back like nothing happened,” I said when I was done, “but I really did miss you. I never stopped thinking about you. Quan, I love you.” It was the first time that I had said those three words to him. I hadn’t planned to, the words had just popped out, and yet that didn’t make them any less true.


    Quan looked up at me for the first time. He studied me for a long moment, not speaking, just staring. I waited for him to say something, to reassure me that he felt the same exact way. I waited for him to tell me that I was forgiven.


    “I love you too, Rachel, truly I do, but was it really that easy to leave this all behind, to leave me behind? I know how you feel about your mother. I know that things have been hard on you, but you so often think of yourself first, and you don’t seem to notice how you’re hurting the people around you, the ones you claim to care about so much.”


    “I don’t mean to.”


    “I know, Rachel, I know.”


    “I don’t want to hurt you any more, or Lilah, or Veronica. But what do I—we do? I’ve accepted that I can’t hurt them without hurting Veronica, but … I just don’t know what to do any more.”


    Quan took me in his arms. They were always both comfortable, and warm. I felt so very safe with him, like nothing in the world could hurt me—or him. It was as if the universe had stopped, as if everything was frozen, and it was just us.


    “We’ll figure it out,” he said. “I promise you, Rachel, we’ll figure this out together.”

  


  
    Chapter 14


    “I take it you two made up?” Lilah asked as we came back inside. Quan had his arm around me, and my head rested on his shoulder.


    “Where’s Veronica?” he asked.


    “In the living room, I’m assuming. She wanted to be alone.”


    “I’m sure she does, but this is really important, especially to her.”


    Lilah shrugged.


    “Veronica?” I called. No answer.


    “Veronica?” Quan called afterward. He walked into the living room and came back with a worried look on his face.


    “Check my room, and our parents’,” Lilah said.


    Quan disappeared and came back a moment later. “She’s not here.”


    “Well, maybe she just took a walk,” Lilah said. “No reason to freak out, right?”


    I followed her to the living room, and Lilah looked through the glass sliding door, scanning the back yard.


    “What’s this?” she asked when she turned around. She walked over to the couch and picked up a folded piece of paper.


    “What? What does it say?” I asked.


    “She’s gone back to her parents. She’s hoping that if she gives her powers up willingly, they’ll leave us alone. Idiot,” Lilah muttered. She crumpled up the note and threw it on the couch. “They won’t stop until they have both of you. It’s the combination of your powers that they want.”


    “So what do we do?” I asked.


    “We go after her.”


    “But what if it comes to—”


    “Most likely it will,” Quan said. “But it’ll be self-defense, not vengeance that drove you.”


    “Right,” I nodded. Oh Veronica, why did you have to go and do this? She had to have known that this wouldn’t solve anything.


    “Are we going as wolves or as humans?” Lilah asked.


    “Humans,” Quan said.


    I led the way, in disbelief at what we were about to do. My mind was numb, and I couldn’t organize my thoughts.


    After a short while, we arrived in front of the blue house. Quan, Lilah, and I stood in front of it, just staring.


    “Ready?” Lilah asked. There was a quaver in her voice that I had never heard before. Quan and I nodded.


    I didn’t think that ringing the doorbell would work this time, and apparently Quan agreed as he kicked in the door. We raced inside, but the house was silent. As adrenaline thumped in my ears, we cautiously went from room to room, including the one that Cale and Marie had attacked Veronica and me. All were empty. We looked at each other, confused, and then the sound of a door slamming behind us made us jump.


    “Looking for us?” Cale asked.


    “Guess we lost the element of surprise,” Lilah muttered.


    “You never had it in the first place,” Marie added, seemingly appearing out of nowhere. She was holding a struggling Veronica by the arm. “Mmm. I love the smell of dead werewolves in the morning.”


    “Mmm,” Lilah retorted. “I love the smell of dead warlocks in the morning.”


    “Too bad you won’t live to see it.” Marie said as she threw Veronica to the floor, then channeled a bolt of lightning through her hands and directed it at Lilah as she was transforming into a wolf. The bolt hit Lilah square in the chest, sending her flying backward into the wall. She fell to the floor with a thud, and there was a dark scorched mark on her. Lilah had said earlier that a warlock’s power was not designed to kill, so I guessed that the blow was not nearly as strong as actual lightning.


    Quan leapt at Marie, his jaws snarling. He was just inches from her throat when he stopped in midair, then went flying across the room as well. Cale stood over him, flexing his hand in the air as Quan gagged and choked.


    “Mom, Dad, please stop this,” Veronica sobbed.


    “Veronica, Veronica, Veronica,” Cale said, shaking his head. “Do you really think we’d kidnap you as a baby, and raise you, and then not take your powers?” He looked at me and grinned. “We’d have taken yours already, but your mother was stronger than I thought. Though not strong enough. She wouldn’t tell me where she had hidden you, so I simply ended her life.” He looked back at Veronica. “We were about to kill you, too, but Marie had a very powerful vision that you two would find each other. Twin werewolves share a naturally strong connection, after all.”


    I leapt at Cale and bit down on his arm, trying to break it with powerful shakes of my head. Marie fell onto her back with Lilah and Quan on top of her. I heard Veronica sobbing as we struggled. Marie screamed, a shriek that was cut short when Lilah bit down on her neck with a crunch.


    “No!” Cale bellowed, flinging me against the wall. His eyes turned red like lava, and he conjured up a ball of gray smoke and sent it over to Quan. It enveloped him, slowly circling around his body, then it made its way into his nose and his mouth. Quan began to cough as he struggled to breathe. Then he fell onto his side, motionless. 


    Lilah took a step toward Cale, snarling with bloody jaws. As she sprang at him, he drew a silver knife and plunged it into her flank. Lilah collapsed with a squeal of pain.


    Lilah! I screamed. I tried to rise, but an invisible weight pressed me to the floor.


    “You killed her!” Cale shouted, kicking her in the side. “You fucking killed her!” Lilah began to cough up blood as her wounded side began to smoke. Silver is like fire to us in a way. We could easily receive second- and third-degree burns just from touching the stuff.


    “You wanna know pain?” Cale asked, kicking her again. “Well, you’ll know it all right.” Lilah gasped in a horrible struggle for air. He was killing her.


    Veronica! Veronica! I called to her in her mind. She was shaking, terrified, though she slowly turned to me. I need your help, I pleaded.


    “I can’t do anything. And you’re trapped.”


    Well, one of the powers of twin werewolves is deflection, right? We can use our combined power to deflect his magic so we can save Lilah!


    “I don’t know …”


    Please, Veronica. Hurry!


    “Okay, but what do I do?”


    Take my paw, I told her, and she kneeled down to do so. Now close your eyes. Concentrate. See the force field; imagine it slowly breaking down.


    I could feel Cale’s magic working against our own as he fought to keep the weight pressed down on me, his face turning red from the struggle as he did so. He held one hand up, and then the other. They began to shake as the weight pressed down harder, then gave way all at once. At the same time, a bright gold light flashed in the corner of my eye.


    Veronica! You changed! I said as I sprang at Cale. He was in shock himself, and I managed to knock him to the ground. I snapped at his throat with my jaws, but he was unnaturally strong and fast, and I couldn’t find the killing grip.


    Veronica, I need your help.


    Cale got a forearm under my jaws, grabbed me by the armpit with his other hand, and flipped me over. As I snarled and slashed at him with my claws, he reached back and drew the bloody knife from Lilah’s flank.


    “Any last words?” he asked, raising the knife.


    Veronica flashed through the air and grabbed him by the neck. An instant later there was a crunch as she crushed his neck between her jaws. She held him still as he struggled for a moment and then died.


    Quan began to stir. Cale’s death must have reversed the magic, and Quan seemed unharmed as he scrambled toward his sister. She reverted to her human form, and yet she lay still. Lilah was dead.


    A single tear fell as Quan mourned for the loss of his sister. I stood beside him, longing to comfort him, but I knew that nothing I could say would help. He had lost his one and only sister.


    I cried with him. My best friend was gone. Then I noticed a movement from the side of my eye. Lilah stood in front of my mother. I tapped Quan on the shoulder with my nose, and he gasped.


    “It’s not your time, Lilah, not just yet.”


    “Are you … you’re Rachel and Veronica’s mother, aren’t you?” Lilah asked. “You look just like them.”


    My mom nodded, a soft smile on her face. “You can go back into your body now. It’ll start to heal once you are back inside, but you three must get her to a hospital right away.”


    “Okay, how do I do this? Just go back in?” Lilah asked my mother. She nodded. As Lilah moved hesitantly toward her body, she groaned. “Ugh, I am gonna be in so much pain.”


    “Hurry, Lilah, before it’s too late,” my mother said.


    Lilah drew in a breath. “Well, here goes nothing,” she said, before stepping back into her body.


    Lilah began to move, and she groaned in pain. After that, everything became a mere flurry of events. My mother disappeared, and we threw on some clothes and loaded Lilah into the back seat of Cale and Marie’s car.


     


It had now been several hours since we had brought Lilah to the hospital. The doctors had managed to stop her bleeding. Rural Alaska was popular with werewolves and other supernaturals, so there was always a team of our kind on duty at the hospital—not that the rest of the staff knew.


    Mac and Olivia had rushed up here as soon as Quan called them and told them what happened. Lilah’s mother was on her way as well, though she lived several hours away, so it took a while till she got there. When she finally arrived, it got pretty crowded with all seven of us in the room, so Olivia drove Veronica, Quan, and I home. The day had been an exhausting one, and we all headed straight to bed the moment we got in.


     


    I felt someone shaking me, and I soon realized that it was Veronica. I glanced at the clock. It was five-thirty in the morning.


    “What is it?” I asked, yawning.


    “Will you do something for me?”


    “Sure,” I responded.


    “Will you go up with me to my house?”


    I sat up. “Why?”


    “I just … I need to go up there and make my peace with the place, and as for … their bodies … well, I should probably call the police. You know … to not arouse suspicion.”


    It didn’t seem like the best idea, but I nodded anyway. Veronica had already changed into a fresh set of clothes, and she waited for me to shower and get dressed before we left. Veronica did not want to go as wolves, as she wasn’t used to the form yet, so we walked as humans.


    “We’ll have to return the car before we let anyone know about the bodies,” Veronica said. She headed straight upstairs, and I hesitated to follow, but eventually I did, and found her staring longingly at the bodies of her “parents.”


    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, a tear escaping.


    “Veronica, my dear daughter, you have nothing to be sorry about. You did nothing wrong,” my—our mother—said, appearing behind us. We both jumped.


    “Then why does it feel like it?” Veronica asked.


    “You cared about them, and on some level, I think that they cared about you as well, but they were too power hungry to realize it. Do not be sorry, my sweet girl.”


    Veronica nodded, giving our mother a small smile, and the bodies of Cale and Marie disappeared into piles of ash. A swirl of wind carried them out of the window and into the bright morning sky. My mother smiled at us. Veronica wiped a tear from her eye.


    “How did you do that?” Veronica asked.


    “Magic.” She smiled, and Veronica gave out a small laugh.


    “The two of you are safe now. No need to call the police. No one will bother you, and no one will come looking for the bodies of Cale and Marie.”


    “Thank you,” Veronica said, and our mom nodded, a smile on her face.


    “You two take good care of each other,” she whispered before fading into oblivion.


     


    By the time we returned home, Olivia was just waking up. She offered us breakfast, which Veronica graciously accepted and I declined. I’d hunt later. The Spencers got most of their meat post-slaughtered, and I was finding that I really missed the thrill that came with the chase.


    After they finished eating, Olivia drove us to go visit Lilah again. When we got to the hospital, she was awake. She was with her father, who appeared to be exhausted. Her mother was nowhere to be seen, so I guessed that she’d gone back to her hotel to change. Lilah still appeared pretty battered, but I noticed that most of her bruises had started to fade.


    “Okay Dad, they’re here now. You should go home and get some rest.”


    “Are you sure, honey?” he asked.


    Lilah rolled her eyes. “I was sure the other twelve times you asked me, and didn’t leave.”


    Mac let out a tired laugh. “Okay. I’ll come back later, but call me if you need me.”


    “I know, Dad,” Lilah said a tad bit annoyed. Mac grabbed his jacket and stood up. He looked like he would pass out any minute.


    “Hey, Olivia?” Lilah said. “I know you just got here and all, but please don’t let him drive. I can’t be worrying about him getting into an accident while I’m here.”


    Olivia laughed. “I don’t want to worry either. Come on, Mac.”


    When the two left the room, Lilah smiled at us. “Thanks for coming, guys. I didn’t think he’d ever leave.” She rolled her eyes again, and we all laughed.


    “How are you?” I asked, pulling up a chair by Lilah’s bed.


    “Eh, I’ve had better days. I’m not really in any kind of pain, though of course that’s just the medication.”


    “I’m sorry,” Veronica blurted out. “This is all my fault.”


    Lilah waved her hand. “No, it’s not. You didn’t know that your plan was a stupid one.”


    “And you didn’t know that killing Marie would get you killed—sort of,” Quan said. “Don’t do it again.”


    “Do what again? I mean what is she going to do, come back to life?”


    “She might. You most certainly did.” Quan looked at Veronica and blushed. “Sorry,” he said.


    “Me too,” Lilah said.


    “It’s okay,” Veronica said. “They actually won’t be coming back.” She explained to them what had happened this morning. They nodded solemnly when she was done, and it was silent for a while.


    “Lilah!” Emma shouted as she ran into the room.


    “Ow,” Lilah said as Emma hugged her tightly.


    “I’m sorry, I just wanted to make sure that you were okay.”


    “Em, I’m fine.”


    We spent much of the day up here, and Lilah was released the next morning. We were all living together under one roof again, though it was very crowded with six of us in one house with only three bedrooms.


    Lilah eventually left to spend the rest of her summer vacation with her mother, offering Veronica the bed in her room until she got back. Though Veronica graciously accepted it, I could tell that she was homesick. I’d expected that, but I was surprised when she told me that she wanted to move back into her house.


    “What? Why?” I asked. “Isn’t this a little soon?”


    Veronica shook her head. “I’m as ready as I’m going to be right now. Besides, Lilah will be back in a month, and there just isn’t much room for me here.”


    “Yeah, but by yourself?” I asked.


    “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Will you move in with me? I know how close you are to Lilah, and you’re dating Quan, but I can’t go back there by myself. Please, Rachel.”


    I looked away, not sure what to think. I didn’t want to leave the Spencers. They were my family now, but Veronica was my family too. I could feel Veronica’s gaze on my face as she waited for me to reply.


    “Fine,” I said.


    “You will?” she asked, excited.


    “Yes. Yes, I will,” I said, giving her a smile. She threw her arms around me, and I hugged her back.


    I was nervous about telling Quan, but he understood. I called Lilah, and though she was less gracious about hearing the news, she said she understood as well.


     


    So here we were now, the two of us. Veronica had given me their old guest room, which was right beside hers. Neither of us ever set foot inside her parents’ room. It was odd to be no longer living at the Spencers’, but it felt right, like I was supposed to be here with Veronica.


    It was night, and I was sitting in Veronica’s room, when she suddenly got up and walked into the hallway.


    “What are you doing?” I asked, getting up to follow her. She ignored me and pushed open the door to her parents’ bedroom. It was unusually cold inside.


    “Veronica?” I asked again. This time, she shushed me, and for some reason I decided to oblige.


    Three swirls of energy began to manifest themselves in the bedroom. The first figure to begin to take form was my mother.


    “Hello, my daughters,” she said.


    “Mom,” Veronica said. It wasn’t so odd any more, sharing the same mother and all.


    The other two swirls started to take form. When I saw that they were Cale and Marie I began to growl. Veronica looked like she didn’t know whether to be happy or frightened.


    “Now now, you two. I want you to hear them out,” my mother said. I looked at her in shock. “Rachel,” she said in a hard voice, and I sighed and lowered my head.


    “Veronica,” Marie said. She extended her hand to Veronica as if she wanted to touch her, then dropped it to her side. “I am so sorry, my daughter—if you’ll still allow me to call you that.”


    Tears began to flow down Veronica’s cheeks. “Of course. You’ll always be my mother.”


    Marie smiled. “I’m glad.”


    “I am sorry as well, Veronica,” Cale said. “Marie and I, we both let our powers go to our heads.”


    “We also did some things that we’re not proud of, and for that I am a thousand times sorry,” Marie said, her blue eyes shining with sadness.


    “I hope that one day you may be able to forgive us,” Cale said. I suppressed a snort of disgust.


    “I’ve already forgiven you,” Veronica said.


    Cale and Marie both smiled.


    “We just want you to know that we love you very much,” Marie said, “and that will never change.”


    “I love you too.” The three of them smiled as if they were just one big happy family. Then Cale and Marie turned to me.


    “Rachel,” Cale said, “I am so very sorry for what I have done to you, what I have put you through. I took both your sister and your mother away from you. I left you to fend on your own, and at such a young age.”


    “I wasn’t on my own,” I said. “I had my pack, and they loved me very much, and I will always love them too.”


    “Rachel, I know that this is a lot to ask you,” Marie said, “but … we want your forgiveness. I am so very sorry, Rachel, so sorry, and I want you to know that I am very genuine in my request.”


    “We both are,” Cale said.


    Despite all of the anger that I still held toward them, my instincts told me that they were in fact being genuine. After they died, they had reverted back to the people that they once were. They were no longer corrupted with the desire for more power.


    “Do you forgive them?” I asked my mother, and she smiled at me.


    “Rachel, my darling, I’ve forgiven them long ago. Once you’ve managed to move into the spirit world, you no longer know feelings such as anger. I only care about protecting you and your sister now.”


    I turned to both Cale and Marie, taking a deep breath. “I forgive you,” I said, and I actually managed to give them both a smile.


    “Thank you,” Marie said, and Cale nodded. They turned back to Veronica.


    “You won’t see us again,” Marie said.


    “What? Why not?” Veronica asked.


    “Because we’re moving on. Maybe we’ll meet again in the next life.” And she gave her … her daughter a smile.


    “But our mom visits us constantly,” Veronica said. “She manages to stay behind.”


    “That’s because I have chosen to be your guides,” our mom said. “As long as I am around, you two will be safe.”


    Veronica nodded sadly. Cale put his arm around Marie, and they both disappeared. Veronica began to cry and I moved to hug her.


    “Everything will turn out okay,” our mom said. “Veronica, do not worry. Be good to each other.” And with that, she disappeared, leaving Veronica and I alone in the darkened room. The chill subsided, and the room regained its normal temperature.


    “Are you going to be all right?” I asked.


    Veronica sniffled and wiped away a tear. “Yeah, we have each other, don’t we?”


    I smiled. “Yeah, we have each other.”
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