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   Note to the Reader
 
   This is not Luke’s story.  You can read about Luke and Bethi in Book 3, (Un)wise.  This is Michelle’s story, which starts at the beginning of same summer that Gabby meets Clay.  All the stories connect, and the characters will continue to grow throughout the series.  Enjoy!
 
   


 
  

Chapter 1
 
   Clotted potatoes stuck in my throat when I tried to swallow.  I tried again, and they slowly slid down.  My overladen plate of food mocked me.  I didn’t want to eat.  I wanted to go hide in my room, away from our dinner guests.  I almost blanched just thinking the word guest.  It didn’t at all describe the men sitting at the table with us.
 
   Blake asked my stepfather, Richard, a question about their latest stock investment, and I dutifully looked up.  Just as quickly, I looked back down at my plate like the meek little mouse Blake wanted me to be.  I didn’t mind playing a meek part when sitting with these men.  Blake didn’t give me any trouble, but the other ten men with him often did.  Dinners went smoother if I kept my eyes on my plate.
 
   Blake sat at one end of the table, and my stepfather sat at the opposite end.  I, unfortunately, always took the middle seat on the side with five chairs.  It gave me more room than if I sat on the other side.  If given a real choice, I would have rather sat next to Richard.
 
   The six men across from me stared at me through the entire meal.  At every dinner, different men stared at me.  How many business associates did Blake really have?  These dinners had been happening since my mother died four years ago.  Once a month, every month.  I hated them.  I felt like a freak on display.  Hey, come on in!  Have dinner with the freaky girl who predicts the market and makes us all rich.  Don’t worry, she doesn’t bite.  She’ll do exactly as I say.
 
   I thought of my brothers, who slept in their beds, and forked another bite of potatoes into my mouth.  Yep, I would do as Blake said.  He’d made it painfully clear who he would punish if I didn’t.
 
   One of the men across from me nudged my foot under the table.  I didn’t look up.  It would just play into whatever he planned.  Probably some lewd gesture.  For business associates, as Blake usually introduced them, they dressed more like mill workers, wearing torn, stained jeans and ragged shirts.  They were sometimes unwashed, too.  I didn’t judge them by their appearances, though.  Their actions told me what I needed to know about them.
 
   The man kicked me again, harder.  I tucked my feet under my chair in an effort to avoid his long reach as Blake asked me a direct question.
 
   “Michelle, my dear, are you trying to withhold your latest premonition?”  He sipped his wine and watched me.  Blake’s medium build and salt and pepper hair gave him a distinguished look that hid a very mean personality.
 
   “You know I haven’t,” I said in a quiet, biddable voice as I met his gaze.  If I tried keeping a premonition to myself, I got sick.  First, it was just a niggling headache.  However, the longer I held the information inside, the worse the ache grew until, finally, I broke down and started babbling the information with pain-filled tears.
 
   “Sorry, Blake,” Richard said from down the table.  “Michelle gave me the information yesterday.  When I went in today, I just invested what we discussed last night.  I didn’t think you wanted me to bother you with it.”
 
   I lowered my gaze to my plate again.  A puppet, that’s all I was.  Just then, the man across the table kicked me again.  The hard toe of his boot bruised my shin.  I looked up, eyes blazing with hate, and whispered two words—they rhymed with “pluck you”—that sealed my fate.
 
   In a blur, Blake shot from his chair, sailing toward me over the table.  His hand curled around my throat and the momentum of his move carried me backward, lifting me up.  My long skirt tore when it caught briefly on my tipping chair.  Before I could blink, Blake slammed me against the wall.  My feet no longer touched the ground.
 
   My stunned mind couldn’t comprehend what just happened.  No one should be able to move that fast.
 
   Barely breathing, I panicked and fought to pry away his hand, forgetting to be meek.  He laughed and squeezed my neck a little harder.  My eyes darted around the room looking for help.  Behind him, Richard stood, but said nothing.  No help.  There never was for me.
 
   I focused on Blake.  The calculated look in Blake’s eyes reminded me of his expectation.  Swearing at his “associate” hadn’t been a bright move.  Still trying to wheeze in air, I stopped clawing at his hand and instead wrapped my hands around his forearm for support.  His hold loosened, and I gasped.  The air burned, but I didn’t stop pulling it in greedily.
 
   All the men at the dinner table watched us, and the one who had kicked me, smirked.
 
   “The time for niceties is at an end.  We’ve amassed our fortune.  It’s time for the next step.  You will choose one of us and evolve your abilities as you were born to do.”
 
   I barely heard his words.  His teeth claimed my attention.  As he spoke, they grew.  Elongating.  Already panicked because of the hand at my throat, my racing heart kicked into overdrive at the sight of his canines.  His face changed slightly, his jaw expanding to accommodate his teeth.
 
   He can’t be human.  What is he?
 
   He tightened his grip with his next words.
 
   “You will allow each male here, and every male I bring from this night forward, to scent you.  If we decide you are his Mate, you will bite him and establish your Claim.”
 
   His hold loosened.  Still gasping for air, I didn’t immediately register that my feet again touched the ground.  Bite one of them?  He dropped his hand and moved away from me, but his piercing gaze continued to hold me in place.
 
   “Frank, since she offended you, you can go first.”
 
   Frank quickly leapt over the table, his teeth also abnormally long and pointy.  Swaggering toward me, he leaned in close and licked my neck.  A shiver of revulsion ran through me.
 
   “You’re mine,” he whispered before he moved to allow the next man close to me.
 
   I turned my face from them and pressed myself against the wall.  Despairing, I closed my eyes.  Tears fell from their scrunched corners.  I couldn’t escape.
 
   After the last man leaned in close to my neck and inhaled deeply, Blake commanded me to leave.  I fled to my room and locked the door behind me.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   When I woke, I found a manila envelope shoved under my bedroom door.  A Post-it decorated the front of it.  I easily read Richard’s scrawl.
 
   Run as fast as you can.  Everything is in your name.
 
   I gazed at those words with a growing feeling of dread.  Somewhere in the house, a phone rang.  I quickly stashed the envelope in my pillowcase without looking at the contents and started to make my bed.  Before I finished, a key rattled and the door swung open.
 
   David eyed me as I stood next to the bed, tugging the quilt into place.  I still wore my pajamas.
 
   Since Blake needed Richard in the office and didn’t trust me home alone, he’d brought in David as my keeper.  Well paid, David did as Blake said.  I wondered if David knew about Blake’s teeth.
 
   “You’re not supposed to be in here until I knock,” I said, repeating Blake’s rule.
 
   “Today’s an exception.  Blake’s on the phone.”  David held out a cell phone.
 
   I stared at him a moment before I approached to take it.  What game did they play now?
 
   “Yes?” I said, putting the phone up to my ear.
 
   “Richard’s dead.  This changes nothing.  We’ll be back tonight.”  The line went dead.  Richard’s scrawled message ran through my head.
 
   David walked further into my room a suspicious look on his face.  He moved past me and pulled back the quilt.
 
   I looked at my shelf where my softball participation trophy from middle school sat.  When he lifted my pillow, I quietly lifted the trophy.
 
   I could hear my brothers’ muffled voices on the other side of the wall, still locked in their own room, waiting.
 
   David never heard the envelope crinkle.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   In just over forty-eight hours, the spark of hope, ignited by the escape from my bleak life, grew dim.  I had no idea what I was doing or where I was going as I pulled into the almost empty parking lot of a small town diner.
 
   Parking, I glanced at the mirror and cringed at my reflection.  Naturally olive-skinned—thanks to my mom—I would never look pale, but I did appear ashen.  My light blue and brown-flecked eyes looked bloodshot and glassy from lack of sleep.  My long, warm brown hair that I’d pulled back into a ponytail, needed to be washed and brushed.
 
   I shifted my attention to the passengers I also saw in the mirror.
 
   Liam and Aden stared at me from the backseat of my mom’s car.  The means of our escape.  I was thankful Richard had held onto it after she passed away, letting it sleep peacefully under a dust cover in the third spot in the garage.
 
   My brothers’ solemn faces hadn’t changed since we’d left.  They were taking their cues from me.  Barely holding myself together, I leaned my head against the steering wheel.
 
   David’s knees buckled, and he tipped forward as he crumpled.  My broken trophy fell from my hand.  The top half of David’s body landed heavily on my mattress.  With my heart seizing in my chest, I grabbed the envelope from the pillowcase and quickly broke the seal to look inside.  Keys, cash, and a few important documents fell to my bed when I shook out the contents.  Nothing else from Richard to explain what I needed to do to escape.
 
   The keys I recognized from my mom’s car.  But how did I drive it?  Since I hit fifteen, I’d been locked in Richard’s house.  A secured house.  I didn’t know how to disarm the alarm.  As soon as I opened the door to the garage, it would go off.
 
   Run as fast as you can...
 
   I inhaled a shaky breath.  We’d done it.  We’d run.  But where were we going?  I lifted my head and smiled tremulously at my brothers.  Neither smiled back.
 
   Liam looked a lot like Richard, with sandy blonde hair, light blue eyes, and a stubborn chin.  At five, he could negotiate a deal like a pro when David wasn’t in the immediate area to intimidate him.  Most of his deals involved a later bedtime or more dessert.  Aden, at four, had my mom’s coloring and looked more like me with medium brown hair, deep blue eyes, and a dimple.  When given the chance, they both had a smile that could light a room.  I wondered if they would ever smile again after the scare I gave them.
 
   Initially, my driving almost killed us.  I didn’t know how I managed not being pulled over.  Since squealing out of the garage in a cloud of blue smoke, I’d tried keeping a low profile, sticking to the back roads, and stopping only when absolutely necessary.
 
   I twisted in my seat.  Empty snack bags littered the seat between the two.  “Are you guys hungry for some real food?”
 
   Liam looked out the window at the red and white paint-faded diner across the blacktop expanse.  Large windows dominated the front of the squat building, allowing the diners to look out.
 
   “Is it safe?” Liam asked.
 
   “I hope so, buddy.  I need a break.  My eyes keep closing on me.”
 
   He nodded and reached over to unbuckle his brother.  I let him help Aden while I fumbled with my own seatbelt.  I would never again take a good night’s sleep for granted.  My head felt fuzzy, and my ears rang.  I got out of the car and stood for a moment, waiting for a wave of dizziness to pass.
 
   When I opened the back door, they spilled out of the car in a rush.  They ran around chasing each other in the open parking spot next to ours.  I let them.  I’d parked us in one of the furthest places from the door.  Two parking spots away, a motorcycle sat parked in the otherwise empty part of the lot.
 
   I leaned against the closed driver side door and watched them have their fun while I let the fresh summer air clear my head.  After a few minutes, I pushed away from the door and had to pause until another wave of vertigo passed.  I eyed our destination.  It suddenly seemed like a long walk.  With a sigh, I herded them toward the diner.
 
   As we neared, I noticed a man.  He sat in one of the booths against the large, front windows.  Dressed in faded denims and a t-shirt, something about him caught my eye.
 
   He had cropped his dark hair so short I could see his scalp on the side of his head.  A five o’clock shadow covered his strong jaw and upper lip, making him look a little scruffy despite the haircut.  He had nice ears—why did I notice that?—and my stomach did a tiny flip just staring at his profile.  I rolled my eyes at myself.
 
   How could I stand in a parking lot window-shopping a cute guy while on the run from some fanged monster who had kept me locked up for four years?  I needed to get a grip on life.  Sleep deprivation had robbed me of common sense.  Yet, I didn’t look away.
 
   The man sat slightly bent over his plate, eating a hearty breakfast.  It was just after three in the afternoon.  His long legs folded under the table with just barely enough room, and his t-shirt hugged his biceps as he reached for his drink.  A black leather jacket lay on the seat next to him and matched the sturdy black work boots he wore.  Then I saw the helmet set on the table near his coffee.  The owner of the motorcycle.
 
   When we were within a few feet of his window, he glanced up and froze when our gazes locked.  The fork he held remained suspended in the air part way to his mouth.  My stomach started going crazy doing little flips, and my heart stuttered out an odd pattern before returning to normal.
 
   It was a moment more before he moved again and brought the fork the rest of the way to his mouth.  He finished chewing and lifted the coffee to his lips, not once looking away.  I forgot to breathe as he studied me with an unnerving intensity.  It vaguely reminded me of how Frank watched me at dinner, minus the creepiness...and the kicking.  The man held me spellbound.  I couldn’t look away.
 
   If not for the boys holding my hands, I would have stopped to stare some more.  As it was, they continued to pull me forward past the window.  When our eye contact was broken, so was this man’s hold on me. 
 
   What had just happened?  The way he looked at me, the way my stomach flipped, and my hands started to sweat...these weird reactions confused me.  Did I subconsciously recognize him?  Could he be one of the many men Blake had brought over to the house?  The thought scared me, and I tried to remember all their faces.  I couldn’t recall his face, but there’d been so many.  Yet, I didn’t even consider turning around and going back to the car.  I would kill us for sure if I didn’t take a break.  Besides, there was a very real possibility that my exhausted mind had devolved to a state of cluelessness that meant...I couldn’t even think what it meant.
 
   The bell above the door rang as we walked in, and I glanced toward the man.  He didn’t turn to look.  My fears eased a bit.  If he knew me, he’d have turned to look, right?  I gazed out the windows and scanned the parking lot again.  Nothing out there.
 
   I looked down at the boys.  Both watched me.  I gave their warm little hands a gentle squeeze of reassurance then viewed the diner.
 
   The inside of the place appeared clean and smelled wonderful, like grilled meat.  Booths lined the front of the building by the windows as well as the right exterior wall.  Scattered tables took up the rest of the open room.  Two kitchen doors occupied the left wall, which divided the dining area from the kitchen.  A large opening in the section of wall between the two doors gave the cooks a counter to pass the completed orders to the waitress.
 
   The waitress passed us on her way to refill some of the patrons’ coffee and told us we could sit anywhere.
 
   Tugging the boys forward, I passed the man in the booth and chose a spot near the bathrooms at the back.  A strategically sound location.  I could see everyone inside as well as the door.  I let the boys slide in first.  It probably looked weird with all of us sitting on one side, but it felt safer.  Anyone walking up to the table would need to go through me to get to them.  However, I doubted I’d put up much of a fight in my current state.
 
   “Mimi,” Liam said, calling me by the pet name they’d made up for me.  If he and Aden had their way, they’d call me mom, having never known our mother.  He had to tap my arm to break into my thoughts.  I’d been staring at the placemat, not paying attention, and hadn’t noticed the waitress standing next to us.
 
   I looked up at her.  “I’m sorry.  What did you say?”  I attempted to return her smile.
 
   She gave me an overly patient look.  “Can I get you anything to drink?”
 
   “Yes, apple juice for all of us if you have it.  And can I get the special and an order of french fries?”  I didn’t want to wait to order.  We needed to eat then keep running.
 
   She asked if we wanted anything else, and I tiredly shook my head.  She offered the boys some crayons before she left.  Liam thanked her politely and turned over their placemats.  They took turns drawing shapes while we waited.
 
   I didn’t know what to do next.  The need to keep running had kept me awake so far, but I would soon need real sleep or I would risk running us off the road.  Where could we go that we would be safe?  The image of Blake’s teeth popped into my head, and I doubted anywhere would be safe enough.
 
   Propping my chin in my hands, I aimlessly looked around.  My eyes found their way to the man in the booth.  He had finished his meal and sat sipping his coffee, not looking at anything particular.  The waitress grabbed his empty plate on her way past.
 
   My attention started to drift, and before I could prevent it, my eyes closed.  It took three attempts to open them again, and when they did, I struggled to focus.  Safe from Blake or not, we might not be able to leave the parking lot when we finished eating.  I blinked to clear my vision and saw the man glance my way.  I sat straighter and rubbed my eyes.
 
   When I glanced back at the man, he again looked out the window while he sipped his coffee.  His bill lay on his table, and I hoped he’d leave soon.  Even though I felt certain I’d never seen him before, something about him made me very aware of him.  Maybe just the fact that he’d caught me dozing.  I really didn’t want any witnesses when I face-planted my meatloaf.
 
   The waitress brought our drinks, and I took a big gulp for something to do.  I leaned back in the booth and saw the man watching again so I arched a brow at him.  If he wasn’t after me, what was his deal?  Didn’t his mother teach him it wasn’t nice to stare?
 
   He had the nerve to grin at me.  My stomach did a weird flip again.  I frowned and looked away then started asking the boys about what they’d drawn.
 
   The man’s smile hadn’t been a leer or even a smile-because-she-looks-crazy type of smile.  It had been a kind, hi-how-are-you smile...with a dimple.  So, what was up with the stomach flip?  Sure, he looked attractive.  But hadn’t I learned not to react to how someone looked?
 
   After a few minutes, the waitress came back with our meal and extra plates.  I divided the special between the three of us and placed the french fries so they could share.  Hot mashed potatoes were a nice change from chips, but reminded me of the last dinner with Blake and his men.  I shuddered and took a bite of the meatloaf instead.
 
   The boys dug into their food, and I felt a pang of guilt.  I’d been caring for them for four years.  Crying babies, diapers, throw-up, you name it.  In the beginning, Richard had helped, but Blake made the rules and didn’t want Richard near me.  In reality, Blake had wanted me to bond with the boys so he had power over me.  Yet, he never allowed me to care for them without supervision.  David watched everything and controlled our time together.
 
   I brushed Aden’s hair back tenderly.  I loved them so much...even at their most annoying.  I just wanted them to be safe.
 
   We’d made it over forty-eight hours without any Blake sightings.  That had to mean something.
 
   The few other customers who’d been sitting when we entered slowly trickled out as we ate.  Eventually, only the man remained.  The boys finished their meals and nibbled on the fries while they continued to draw.
 
   I forced myself to keep eating, diligently working my way through the small piles of food on my plate.  I needed the nourishment as much as I needed sleep.  Eating while I drove hadn’t worked well for me.  Split concentration almost landed us in the ditch.  I just hoped after this break I wouldn’t confuse the pedals again as I had in the beginning.
 
   My continued to struggle to keep my eyes open—they felt hot and gritty—eventually made me to set my fork aside.  I stood and let the boys out to use the ladies room behind us.  My legs felt weak and achy so I leaned against the back of the bench seat.
 
   The waitress spotted me beside the booth and came over with the bill.  I handed her the cash and told her to keep the change.  She smiled her thanks and walked away.  Before I could move, the room started to tilt.  I held onto the back of the booth, waited for it to pass, then went to check on the boys.
 
   When we walked out of the bathroom, the man’s booth sat empty.  I felt slightly relieved...and maybe a little disappointed, too.
 
   We stepped into the afternoon sun, and I noted that the parking lot had cleared since we’d arrived.  Not paying attention, I staggered a little when we stepped down from the curbed sidewalk that surrounded the diner.  I looked around to see if anyone had noticed.
 
   The man stood near his bike, searching in the panniers.  His lingering presence should have made me nervous, but I was too tired to care.  If he left before we reached the car, I’d take it as a sign I should nap in the parking lot.
 
   Between walking, wishing for sleep, and the motorcycle man, I didn’t notice the vehicle parked on the far side of my own.  When I recognized David’s vehicle, I faltered and my stomach sank.  Beside me, Aden whimpered, and I gave both their hands a reassuring squeeze.  We all knew what David’s presence meant.
 
   My tired, strained eyes darted around the parking area, trying to locate David.  He didn’t let me look too long.  With a mocking smile, he stepped from behind his SUV.  Dressed in his usual khaki pants and dark V-neck sweater, he looked fresh and ready to drag me kicking and screaming back to my prison.  He looked me over, unconcerned that I’d stopped walking and stood several feet away.
 
   Suddenly, I didn’t feel so tired.
 
   “Michelle, you look terrible,” David said in a patronizing tone.  “In fact, I’d have to say you look like hell.  Not surprising since you’ve only been sitting still a few minutes at a time.”  His smug look evaporated, leaving impatience.  “I’ve followed you long enough.  It’s time to come home.”
 
   Followed?  I stared at him blankly.  I’d been checking my mirrors and staying to the back roads.  I never planned where I was going to turn until I turned.  I would have seen him.
 
   David laughed at my expression.  “Good thing Blake knew Richard arranged for you to have this,” he patted the car.  “You might have disappeared without a trace otherwise.”
 
   I stared at the car for a moment before I understood.  Angry, I swallowed hard and met his eyes again.
 
   “How’s your head?” I asked, refusing to acknowledge the fact that our escape had been a lie.  “You went down pretty hard.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes at me, but I didn’t cower.  That part of my life was behind me.  We were in a moderately populated area.  If I screamed, someone would notice.  If I sent Liam running back into the diner to call the police, David would be in trouble.  He had no hold over my brothers or me, and thanks to Richard, I had our birth certificates to prove it.  I only needed to keep him away from the boys until help arrived.  If he got one of them, he’d have the advantage he needed to force my compliance.
 
   “Walk away, David.”
 
   He stuffed his hands in his pockets and looked down at his shoes briefly before meeting my eyes again.
 
   “You know I can’t.”
 
   His look held no apology, only determination and, perhaps, a bit of fear.
 
   So he did know about Blake.  Then, we both knew he couldn’t walk away.
 
   He took a step forward, and I nudged the boys behind me.  David looked deceptively calm as I stood my ground.  He took another step toward me, and I could see the promise in his eyes.
 
   I opened my mouth to tell Liam to run for help, but David paused.  His attention shifted as he looked past me.
 
   “This man have any legal rights to these kids?” a smooth baritone said from somewhere behind me.
 
   I didn’t turn to look at the speaker.  I knew who it was because I hadn’t heard the motorcycle leave yet.  I hadn’t expected his help, though.
 
   “None,” I said, keeping my eyes on David.  “Their father recently passed away.  This man is no relation to me or my stepfather.”  I listened to the faint scrape of the man’s boots on the blacktop as he came closer.
 
   The man’s calm voice held no a trace of anger or threat when he spoke.
 
   “Then you and your partner should walk away like she said.”
 
   The word partner made my stomach sink, and I risked looking away from David.  Another man had been making his way around the other side of the car, obviously trying to circle behind us.  I felt a surge of relief that it wasn’t Blake, himself.
 
   David didn’t look very concerned that someone wanted to help me.  In fact, he smiled, and I understood why.  Both David and his partner had bulk—not the fluffy kind—compared to the motorcycle man’s lean, muscled build.
 
   “Two to one.  Better for your health to move along,” David said using a tone that usually meant punishment.  Lockdown for me.  And for my brothers, a cuff upside the head and then a lockdown.
 
   The man behind me gave a low chuckle.  “I’m not too worried about it.”
 
   I was.  The boys each clutched one of my legs and peeked around me.  I reached back with both hands and hid their faces in my shirt as David pulled a gun from behind him.  A small sound of terror escaped me as the barrel swung toward the man.  Then David’s partner moved toward us, walking right into David’s line of fire.
 
   From the corner of my eye, I saw motorcycle man dive for David’s partner.  He hit the guy hard and brought him to the ground.  David grunted and swung the gun in motorcycle man’s direction.  I shuffled back a step.  David caught my movement and glanced at me as motorcycle man’s elbow drew back then shot forward, lighting fast.  A sickening crunch sounded.
 
   Motorcycle man ducked around the front of the vehicle, leaving me alone to face David.  I couldn’t blame him for running.
 
   Flushed with anger, David glanced at me then cautiously backed up a step.  He glanced around the side of his SUV, and I understood he thought the man wasn’t gone.  After a moment, David quietly rounded the back of his vehicle.  The loud thud I heard made me jump.  Then, there was silence.  I started backing up again, too afraid to hope.
 
   A scuff of noise drew my attention.  The man with the smooth voice and friendly smile emerged from behind the SUV.  He looked completely unharmed.  His eyes swept over us, and he gave me the faintest smile.
 
   My throat tightened with the need to cry as I stood there shaking with relief.  My stomach started doing those crazy dips and flips again, but I didn’t care.  I loosened the death grip I had on the boys’ heads.
 
   “Thank you,” I managed to whisper, not taking my eyes from him.  His face held my attention.  He felt so familiar.  I wished I knew why.
 
   He studied me closely with a slightly troubled expression.  I could guess at what he saw.
 
   “You’re tired.  Can you drive for a few miles?”
 
   Could I?  I didn’t have a choice.  We needed to keep running.  So I nodded.
 
   “I’ll follow you to make sure these two don’t.”
 
   Gratitude swamped me.
 
   “Need help getting your kids in?” he said as he looked down at Aden and Liam.
 
   My kids?  I didn’t correct him.  Physically, I looked older than my nineteen years.  The last several years had matured me.
 
   “No, but thanks.”
 
   He stayed close as I opened the back door for the boys.  I made Liam crawl through first with an order not to look out the window.  They both listened immediately, wide-eyed and quiet.
 
   Once the boys were in, the man held my door for me.  He leaned on the frame, watching me as I buckled.  Worry lined his face.
 
   “Just drive south,” he said.  “I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   I nodded, and his eyes glided over my face in another close study before he closed the door.  He’d most likely been trying to figure out how long I would be able to drive.  I honestly wasn’t sure.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 2
 
   His motorcycle roared to life, a signal that I needed to put my key in the ignition.  I didn’t look to the right as I backed out of our spot, but I knew I’d cleared all prone forms when I didn’t hit any speed bumps.  The persistent roar of the motorcycle reassured me as I pulled out of the parking lot and headed south just as he’d said.  After a few minutes, we passed the town’s sign thanking us for visiting.
 
   The adrenaline from the confrontation stayed with me for a few more miles then I started to slump.
 
   The motorcycle suddenly grew louder, and I checked my mirrors, only swerving a little at the distraction.  He pulled out from behind me as if to pass but, instead, stayed next to me.  I spared a quick glance at him.  He rode with his visor up so I could see his troubled eyes.
 
   He pointed to a spot in front of us—a small combination used car lot, junkyard, and farm implement supplier—and motioned for me to pull over.  I nodded, fumbled for the blinker, and braked firmly.  Thankfully, I’d pressed the correct pedal.  I turned onto the gravel driveway still going a bit too fast, and my tires slid over the gravel for a few feet, making my backend swerve.  I barely managed to pull to the side and park.
 
   Heart racing from the wild turn, I put my head back against the headrest, closed my eyes, and willed myself to stop shaking.  The boys remained mute behind me.  I knew I needed to reassure them, not just about my driving but also about our future.  I didn’t know what I could say that wouldn’t end up as a lie.  Would everything be okay?  David had found us, they could follow our vehicle, and I appeared to be listening to a complete stranger.  No, I had nothing.
 
   A knock on my window made me jump.  The man stood next to my door, his motorcycle already parked behind him.  He eyed me with concern.  I hadn’t even noticed the roar of his engine die.  This close I could distinguish the deep blue of his eyes from his pupils.  I cautiously rolled down the window a few inches.
 
   “You were starting to swerve,” he said quietly, stuffing his hands in his pockets.  “How long since you last slept?”
 
   I didn’t want to admit that the swerving was just the way I drove.  I considered his question.  About thirty-three hours if I counted the very short nap I’d taken while stopped at a stop sign until someone had honked at me.  I knew people could survive a heck of a lot longer than that without sleeping.  I wasn’t sure I could go much longer, though.
 
   “It’s been a while.”  My voice came out scratchy.
 
   “That man, David, hinted this was how he followed you,” he said gesturing to the car.
 
   It took me a moment to catch up with his thinking, and I understood why he’d wanted me to pull over here specifically.  I needed a different car.
 
   I looked at the single small building on the property.  A man stood just outside the door, watching us.  When the man noticed my attention, he started walking toward us.  My stomach flipped and not in a good way.  I had no idea what I was doing.
 
   “Come on, guys.  Let’s unbuckle and get out.  Stay close,” I said unnecessarily.  The man backed up so I could open my door.  He glanced at the salesman then turned his attention back to us...me.
 
   I really needed to ask his name, but the salesman wasted no time closing the distance between us.
 
   “Howdy, folks.  What can I do for you?”
 
   “I need a different car,” I said while Aden climbed out and moved close to me.  Liam already stood at my side.  I gently ran my fingers through their hair, trying to give them what comfort I could without being obvious about it.
 
   “A trade?” the salesman said.  I nodded, and he looked thoughtful.  “To be honest, your car is probably worth two of any of the cars I have.”
 
   I glanced at my mother’s car.  The bright red paint sparkled in the afternoon sun.  I didn’t know a thing about cars, but even four years old, it still looked new.  Part of me wanted to cry at the thought of leaving it behind.  I had nothing else of hers.  When we’d run, we’d run fast, just as Richard had said.  I hadn’t even grabbed any clothes.
 
   “It’s okay,” I lied.  “The insurance on this thing is too much for me.  I need something worth a little less to bring down the premiums.”  Not bad for someone using the few cells still awake in her brain.  Even locked away as long as I’d been, I wasn’t completely clueless.  Blake often rewarded good premonitions with simple things like magazines and books.
 
   We trailed behind the dealer as he moved through the collection of vehicles on his tiny lot.  He showed us a dark blue truck flecked with bits of rust.  It had dual gas tanks, but I would probably only get half the mileage I’d been getting.  Not that it mattered.  I still had a good chunk of Richard’s cash.
 
   “I’ll take it,” I said firmly.  The motorcycle man looked a little surprised that I’d agreed right away.  I didn’t care about fair deals.  I just wanted to keep moving.
 
   “Come inside, and we’ll sign the papers.  Do you have the title with you?”
 
   It took me a moment to process his request.  Title.  Paperwork from Richard.  Glovebox.
 
   “Yes, I think so.  Let me go get it.”
 
   “I’ll get it for you and move your things,” the man said from behind me, making me glad he hadn’t left yet.  My thoughts didn’t flow as quickly as they should.
 
   The boys and I walked to the office building with the salesman.  The motorcycle man joined us a few minutes later with the papers from the glovebox.  It didn’t take us very long.
 
   We walked out of the office fifteen minutes later with the truck’s unfamiliar keys biting into my palm.  I questioningly glanced at the motorcycle man as he walked next to us.  Why hadn’t he taken off yet?  It wasn’t that I minded him being there.  It was just unexpected, as was his motorcycle already sitting in the bed of the truck.
 
   “I hope you’ll accept my help for a little longer.  You need to move from here, but you don’t look like you’ll be able to stay awake for very long.”  He glanced from me to the boys, who craned their necks to look up at him.
 
   Since my driving sucked even when I was well rested, I needed to think of the boys.  If I got behind the wheel, I’d be just as dangerous as David.  But could I consider the man in front of us any less dangerous?  He’d just beaten two men with apparent ease, and I still didn’t know his name.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked.
 
   “Emmitt, for now.  When you’re more awake, I’ll give you whatever details you want.”
 
   I nodded, too tired to think of another option.  Accepting a stranger’s help was better than falling asleep somewhere and risking recapture.  If that happened, it wouldn’t be me who Blake would punish.  I gently squeezed Aden’s and Liam’s hands.
 
   Emmitt walked with us to the passenger door and held it open while we piled in.  The truck only had a single bench seat; we would be driving illegally for a while.  I put Liam in first and kissed the top of his head.  After putting Aden next to him, I buckled them in together.  Out the back window, I noticed the car seats in the bed with the motorcycle.
 
   I settled myself into my own tight space aware that Emmitt was waiting until I buckled up to close the door.  As he walked around the hood of the truck, his eyes scanned the road, the direction from which we’d come, and it made me glad he was still with us.  Plus, I liked looking at him.  My stomach agreed.
 
   He slid into his own seat, asked Liam if he had enough room, then started the truck.  He pulled out and nodded to the salesman as we passed.
 
   “Which direction should I head?” he said after a few minutes of silence.
 
   The sound of his voice startled my eyes open.  I couldn’t remember closing them.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” I said as I drifted again.
 
   Aden pressed against my side.  I felt him reach over and run his fingers through my hair, his security blanket.
 
   For the next few hours, I lightly dozed.  Each time I surfaced, I heard Emmitt talking to the boys.  Mostly he played I-spy with them or talked about things like favorite foods.  Despite his efforts, the boys remained quiet.  The sound of his calm voice and Aden’s hand in my hair reassured me enough so I could sink into a light doze again.
 
   When we stopped moving, my still gritty eyes popped open.  We sat in the parking lot of a motel.  The sun hung low on the horizon, casting long shadows everywhere.
 
   “Michelle, the kids could use a break, and I think you’d benefit from some real sleep,” he said.
 
   I liked his smooth voice but didn’t care for his suggestion.  Stopping at a motel with a strange man?  Bad idea.
 
   “How about I get the three of you a room while I stay with the truck?”
 
   Oh.  Well, that didn’t sound so bad.  But I still cast a worried glance at the keys.  If he took off while we slept, we would be screwed.  I didn’t have enough cash to buy a new car.  When I looked back at him, he was studying me.
 
   “You can hang onto the truck keys, of course,” he said.
 
   The idea of a bed called to me.  Just three or four hours.  Then we could move again.  I grudgingly nodded my acceptance.
 
   He told the boys to keep an eye on me as he opened his door and stepped out.  Before he closed it, he pressed the lock down.  I reached over to lock mine, but it already was.  I didn’t remember doing it.
 
   I glanced at the boys who gazed after Emmitt, tracking his purposeful stride across the blacktop to the office.  They looked a little curious.
 
   “How did it go while I was sleeping?” I asked them.
 
   “He’s nice,” Liam said quietly.  “He played games with us like you do.  He stopped because Aden has to go.”
 
   I looked over at Aden who nodded.  We’d driven a long time, again, especially since they’d each had a large apple juice at the last stop.
 
   “Sorry, buddy.  You could have woken me.”
 
   “Emmitt said you were tired.  He said we could wake you up if we were scared but should try not to,” Liam said.
 
   I thoughtfully studied the motel, a single story structure with russet wood siding.  It looked like something from the seventies but seemed well maintained on the outside.  Emmitt really seemed to be trying to help us.  He was doing way more than what just some guy who’d been in the right place at the right time would do.  But why?
 
   He came out with a room key just then.  He held it up and smiled at the boys.  His gaze met mine briefly, and my heart fluttered.  Troubled, I looked away.  I needed sleep.  My emotions were all over the place.  He was just being nice and didn’t need some silly teen constantly staring at him because she didn’t have her head on straight.
 
   Climbing back into the cab, he apologized to Aden for taking so long then moved the truck to park it directly in front of the room’s window.  With a small smile, he handed me the room key and the truck key then quickly got out to open the door for me.
 
   I didn’t know who he was beyond his first name, or why he wanted to help, but I wasn’t ready to question him.  I wearily climbed out of the truck and helped lift the boys down.
 
   He waited by the truck as I tried to unlock the door.  When I failed the second attempt, he came over and held out his hand.  I willingly surrendered the key and backed up a step to give him room.  He slid the key into the lock, and the door immediately clicked open.
 
   “If you need anything, I’ll be right here.  Yell, and I promise I’ll hear you.”  He moved aside to let us into the room.
 
   Before I could walk passed him, he caught my hand.  I turned in surprise.  He lifted my hand, placed the key in my palm, and wrapped my fingers around it.  I realized I would have walked into the room without asking for the key back.
 
   Trying not to dwell on his warm touch, I nodded, stepped into the room, and closed the door.  I watched through the peephole as he went back to the truck and got comfortable.  He didn’t lock the doors for himself as he had for us.  He closed his eyes and appeared to sleep right away.
 
   I clicked the bolt into place and tiredly turned around.  Aden and Liam stood beside me, watching.
 
   “Both of you use the bathroom,” I said, bending to kiss their foreheads.
 
   Aden made a beeline for the toilet, and I shook my head.  Poor guy.
 
   I looked around the room.  It appeared clean enough with a queen-sized bed, television, and small table for eating.  Honestly, it could have been a cave with a pile of straw in a corner, and I would have found it inviting.
 
   Pulling back the bed covers, I kicked off my shoes and listened to the boys giggle as they washed.  The bed tempted me, but as soon as my head hit the pillow, I knew I’d be out.  I waited until they finished in the bathroom.
 
   “I like Emmitt,” Liam said softly after taking off his shoes.  Aden did the same and nodded.
 
   “I’m glad you like him.  I think he might be willing to help us for a while.  At least until I get some real sleep.”
 
   They climbed up on the bed.  I knew they weren’t tired but would stay close to me while I slept.  Thankfully, the room had cable with a cartoon channel.  I showed Liam how to turn on the television then went to use the bathroom.  As I washed my hands, I saw a plastic-wrapped cup on the bathroom counter.  I opened it, filled it with water, and brought it back to the bed with me.  Liam watched me set it on the nightstand.
 
   “Use this on my face if you need to wake me up fast,” I said.  He looked at me in surprise.  “It’s okay, buddy.  Use it if you think you need to.  I won’t be upset.”
 
   I gave them both tight hugs and planted a kiss on top of each of their heads.  No one but me to keep them safe now.  I studied them as they watched cartoons.  Neither smiled nor laughed.  We were such a broken family.  Tears gathered in my eyes for them, and I wiped them away quickly.  I just needed some sleep.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Distantly, I became aware of a wet hand gently tapping my face.  Peeling my eyes open, I saw Liam peering down at me.  I blinked and focused on his concerned expression.  He stood beside the bed, holding the cup of water.
 
   It took several heartbeats for everything to click back into place.
 
   “I’m up,” I said quickly to avoid a soaking.  “What’s wrong?”  I looked over and saw Aden sitting up in bed, quietly drawing on a piece of motel stationary.  They must have been awake awhile.
 
   “Emmitt is knocking on the door.  I looked out the window and saw it was him.”
 
   I nodded and pulled back the covers, forcing myself to stand though I still felt tired.
 
   I checked the peephole.  Emmitt stood in the dark, illuminated by the outdoor light.  My stomach did its strange flutter again.  Apparently, my sleep-deprived brain hadn’t imagined how good he looked.  He watched the door.  It felt like he was looking right at me, but I knew that wasn’t possible.
 
   He had left his jacket off and wore a plain, white tee with his jeans.  I blinked slowly and looked at his hands.  He held a plastic bag in one hand and a paper bag balanced on top a drink-carrier in the other.  Food.  I opened the door and stepped back so he could enter.  He nodded at me as he stepped in.  When he walked past, he seemed to slow, and I couldn’t help but notice he smelled good, too.
 
   The boys perked up and inched toward Emmitt when they saw him enter.  He smiled reassuringly and waved them over to the table where he set the paper bag and drinks.
 
   “There’s a fast food place nearby.  Since everything’s been quiet, I made a quick run,” he said as I closed and locked the door.  When I turned around, he offered me the plastic shopping bag.  “I noticed you didn’t have much, so I also picked up a few things.”
 
   I took the bag, opened it, and blinked at the contents: toothbrushes, toothpaste, new socks, and t-shirts for all three of us.
 
   “Thank you,” I murmured, not looking up.  Gratitude warred with suspicion.  He’d bought us things.  He didn’t even know us but saw our need and shopped for us.  Instead of trying to resolve my feelings over his kind gesture, I nudged the boys toward the bathroom.
 
   While the three of us crowded around the sink and brushed our teeth, Emmitt set the food out on the table.
 
   The boys brushed longer than usual to make up for the missed brushings—Liam’s idea.  I smiled at them.  When they finished, we closed the door so they could change into their new clothes.  The best part was the clean socks.  Aden’s little feet got so sweaty when he had to wear shoes for an extended period.
 
   Emmitt leaned against the wall near the motel door, looking relaxed with a hand in his pocket as he drank his coffee.  Two fast food wrappers already littered the garbage.
 
   The boys settled at the table and tentatively reached for some food.  I went straight for the coffee then sat on the edge of the bed.  I finally glanced at the bedside clock.  I’d slept for five hours.  Good enough for now, but it would catch up with me fast.  At least I could think better.
 
   Suspicions I should have already considered continued to creep in.  Why would a complete stranger want to help me to the extent he had?  Was it just chance he’d hung around so long at the diner?  Feeling watched, I glanced at Emmitt and met his gaze.  Did something lay hidden there?  I couldn’t tell anything beyond the intensity in which he watched me.
 
   “Sorry for waking you up so soon.  I could hear the boys saying they were hungry,” he said quietly, shifting his gaze to look at my brothers.
 
   Having his attention diverted brought relief.  Perhaps I was just being paranoid, but it felt like he constantly watched me.  Maybe he just wanted to figure out what he’d gotten himself into.  Or maybe he already knew.  The suspicion that he’d been planted at the diner rose in my mind, but I quickly killed it.  David had been following me.  I’d picked directions at random, never knowing where I wanted to go until I turned.  He’d been halfway through his meal when we’d arrived.  There was no way he could have been there for me.
 
   I followed his gaze and smiled at the boys.  They took huge bites, plowing through their burgers.
 
   “Slow down, you two, or you’re going to choke,” I warned them.  I glanced back at Emmitt.  “We haven’t been eating right, so it’s good that you woke me.  They needed this.”
 
   “And you need more sleep.”
 
   The soft concern in his voice made my stomach do a very large, very crazy spiral, and I decided to change the subject.
 
   “I’m rested enough for you to tell me who you are and why you’re helping me.”
 
   He nodded.  “Name’s Emmitt Cole.  I was recently discharged from the military.  Now, I’m just taking my time seeing the country as I make my way home to Montana.  And I’m helping you because, back at the restaurant, you looked like you could use someone on your side.”  He paused a long moment.  “As long as it wasn’t anything illegal, I had no reason not to help.”
 
   I sipped the coffee in quiet thought, very aware the boys listened as they ate.
 
   “I appreciate what you did.  I wasn’t doing anything illegal.”  In the parking lot, anyway.  “They had no right to take us back with them.”
 
   He studied me and nodded.  “I figured as much from what David was saying.  I’m guessing you’re running.  Going anywhere particular?”  His gaze flicked to the boys briefly.  “I’d be happy to tag along to make sure you safely get to where you need to be.”
 
   His question brought a pang of guilt, and I waged another silent war with myself.  The boys were counting on me.  Could I really keep them safe on my own?  Blake had changed before my eyes.  He wasn’t normal.  Didn’t appear human.  My hand holding the coffee shook slightly.  I wrapped my other hand around the cup, too, trying to steady it and my thoughts.  How could I hide from what I didn’t know, from what I didn’t understand?  I needed help.  But, could I trust a stranger?  Even if I did, was it fair to put him in danger, too?
 
   “Emmitt, we could use help, but I don’t think it’d be right to accept it.”  I looked at the boys.  “There’s a lot going on that I can’t explain.”
 
   He didn’t say anything as he studied me.
 
   I took another sip of coffee then answered his original question.  “I didn’t have a place in mind when I left.”
 
   “Can I make a suggestion?”
 
   I nodded.  Never hurt to listen.
 
   “Keep moving.  As long as you’re awake, get further from the last place they found you.  He knows you’re exhausted.  He’s going to count on you needing to stop.  If I were him, judging from how rundown you looked, I’d bet you would crash hard, too.  He’s going to start checking likely places where you might have stopped, calling and asking for you by name.”
 
   I realized then that Emmitt had booked and paid for our room.  I’d been too tired before to notice.  He’d known what he was doing.
 
   “If he can’t find you still sleeping, he’ll at least look for a trail to follow.  Switching vehicles was a good start, but they’ll have found the dealer by now and gotten a description of the new one.  It’s only a matter of time,” he said slowly, meeting my eyes.  “Unless you can disappear.”
 
   My heart stuttered in fear at his words, and I looked down at my coffee to hide my frown.  I’d disappeared four years ago and didn’t want to disappear like that again.  I just needed a place to hide.  A place where I’d be in control.
 
   “What exactly do you mean?”
 
   “I live on a big spread.  No neighbors close by.  Plenty of room for you to lay low without feeling like you’re being locked away.”
 
   His words, echoing what I had just thought, continued to pluck a familiar cord of fear.  I looked up, met his eyes, and searched for a hint of an ulterior motive.
 
   “What’s in it for you?”
 
   He shook his head slowly and frowned slightly.  “Haven’t you ever had anyone help you just to help?”
 
   I sighed.  If someone had, it happened in a past I barely remembered.  Should I trust again?  And a stranger?
 
   “May I see your wallet?” I asked cautiously.
 
   I doubted he had anything to do with Blake, but I still needed to assure myself that he was whom he said and wasn’t trying to hide something.
 
   He didn’t hesitate.  A complete stranger reached into his front pocket to hand me his slim bi-fold wallet.
 
   Liam, no longer pretending to eat, watched me closely.  Fear had crept into his eyes.  I gave him a weak smile, and feeling slightly embarrassed, I opened the wallet.
 
   The name he had given me showed in print on his license, military ID, and library card.  I looked at the library card for a long moment.  I didn’t own one.  I studied the driver’s license.  Emmitt Alexander Cole, twenty-six years old and, surprisingly, not an organ donor.  He would help a random stranger by fighting off two guys at a diner, but wouldn’t donate?  I stared at it for a second before looking at the rest.  I pulled out a credit card and eyed the same name.  Everything matched.
 
   I found three pictures tucked into the main pocket, along with several large bills.  The first picture showed a very attractive woman with blonde hair and eyes that matched his.  When I looked at her, I had a vague sense of recognition, but couldn’t place it.  The other two photos were of men who bore an obvious resemblance to Emmitt.
 
   “Family?” I asked, indicating the pictures.
 
   “My mom, brother, and dad.”  He pushed away from the door and moved closer to look at the pictures with me.
 
   The picture of his mom couldn’t be recent.  She looked amazing.  I would have guessed sister because of the resemblance.  I looked through the rest of his wallet and found a piece of paper with phone numbers, but no names.
 
   “What are these?” I held up the piece of paper, and tilted my head to meet his eyes.  The focus I found there made my stomach dip and heat suddenly.  I looked back down at the paper.
 
   “The first one is the compliments of my mom,” he said in an affectionate tone that made me miss my own mother.  “It’s the number for a friend of the family close to where I was stationed, in case I ran into trouble.  The next one is my brother’s number.  I left just after he and I moved down here from Canada.  I wasn’t sure I’d remember the number.”
 
   “How can you be from Canada but in US military?”
 
   “My mom’s from the US and insisted both Jim and I be born here.  It drove my dad crazy because she didn’t want to leave home until the last minute.  He swore it was her sheer determination that kept us from being born on the ‘wrong’ side of the border.”  A genuine smile split his face, and I could see his family meant a lot to him.
 
   I looked away and noted we also had Aden’s undivided attention.  I smiled at Liam and nodded toward the bathroom.  It was a nod Liam knew.  He had seen it many times before.  Liam seemed more relaxed as he grabbed his brother’s hand.  Emmitt’s answers must have passed his muster, too, so far.
 
   They moved into the bathroom to clean up, and I turned back to Emmitt.
 
   “The last number?”
 
   “My parents.  I figured if something ever happened to me, those three numbers would be good emergency information.”
 
   It seemed like a normal wallet.  I looked at the floor, debating.  I hated driving.  If we went with him, we were far more likely to arrive at our destination safely just because of that.  But I didn’t know him.  I thought of Richard and scowled.  Did you ever really know someone?
 
   “Is it so hard to trust?”  His quiet and curious question penetrated my thoughts.
 
   “You have no idea,” I whispered more to myself than to him.  “Tell me more about this big spread.”
 
   He smiled wide.  “It’s been awhile since I’ve been there.  It’s an old three story with wrap-around porches.  Before I left, my brother and I talked about dividing it into six apartments.  From what he’s told me, he’s done the dividing and now just needs to complete the finishing work in three more apartments.  It also has a huge backyard that’s a pain to mow, according to him,” he said with a slight laugh.
 
   “Just you and your brother, then?”
 
   “No, a friend of our parents, Winifred Lewis, who we call Nana Wini, moved in as soon as he completed the second apartment.”
 
   I really wanted the picture he painted.  A quiet secluded home where we could roam outside all day and, finally, in the sun.  I wanted that badly.  But I needed to think clearly, beyond what I wanted.  What were my options?  I could cut ties with this man, and the boys and I could try it on our own.  With the truck, I might have a chance...if it was just me.  I listened to the boys whispering in the bathroom.  I couldn’t keep running as I was with them along.  They needed a safe place, and if I wanted to give them that, I needed help.  Accepting Emmitt’s help sounded nice, but what would be the repercussion?
 
   Why couldn’t my premonitions just tell me what to do?  I dropped my head into both hands, frustrated and afraid of making the wrong choice.  Sometimes when things sounded too good to be true, it was because they were.  His offer might be sincere.  The place he described might even be real.  But, he had no idea what he was getting himself into.
 
   “You should know they won’t stop looking for me.  Ever.”  I had to give him the chance to turn us away, and part of me cried at the thought of never finding a safe place to stay.
 
   “Doesn’t matter to me.  You’ll be welcome as long as you like,” he assured me.
 
   I looked up as the boys walked out of the bathroom hand in hand.  Both watched me closely, the little eavesdroppers.  Their carefully blank expressions decided me.  They tried to hide what they felt, just as we’d been taught, but I knew what hid behind their masks.  We all were scared and needed somewhere to finally feel safe.
 
   “We’ll go with you and take one day at a time,” I said, turning to meet Emmitt’s eyes.  A wide smile split his face.  It stole my breath again, and I hoped I was making the right decision.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Emmitt drove the rest of the night.  The boys fell asleep almost immediately.  I tried staying awake but gave up after twenty minutes.  Several times, I woke and looked over at Emmitt’s face, illuminated by the dash lights.  Each time my eyes fell on him, my stomach flipped and my heart fluttered.  Without fail, he would sense my attention, meet my gaze, and gently say I needed more rest.  My eyes always agreed and drifted closed again.
 
   We continued driving the next day, stopping only for short breaks.  Emmitt entertained the boys again with games, jokes, and stories while he casually watched the road behind us.  I did the same.  Whenever Emmitt caught me checking a mirror—he caught me every time—he assured me everything was okay.  As the day progressed and there was no sign of David, my fears eased.
 
   Before dinner, Emmitt posed a question.
 
   “Do you want to stop for dinner or drive on to your new home?”  He didn’t look away from the road as he said it, and I was glad.  The way he said home had filled me with so much longing that I flushed.  I glanced at the boys, but they didn’t voice an opinion.
 
   “How much longer?”
 
   “About thirty minutes,” he said.
 
   “Let’s keep going.”  Then I started to imagine every possible scenario that we might find when we arrived, from nudist commune to axe murderer in waiting.
 
   My nervousness grew, and I paid closer attention as we drove.  We passed a bar, which Emmitt said had good food.  Across the street from it, a small convenience store’s window displayed a blinking neon sign for beer.  After that building, there was nothing but trees and a few rutted driveways whose frequency decreased the further we drove.  My stomach churned with worry.  Please don’t be a weirdo.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 3
 
   The truck began to slow, and I spotted a rutted, gravel path marked with a battered, metal mailbox.  Emmitt eased onto the tree-lined drive.  I nervously clasped my hands in my lap and listened to branches scrape the truck as he followed the bumpy trail.  After a distance, the trees gave way to an impressive view of a huge and slightly rundown house.  Wider than it was tall, the building had a wrap-around balcony on each of its three levels just as Emmitt had described.
 
   Emmitt followed the driveway to the rear of the house and parked near the back porch steps.  Turning the key to cut the engine, he smiled down at the boys.
 
   “Welcome home.”
 
   Home.  My stomach lurched in a worried way while my heart excitedly fluttered.
 
   He looked up at me, his smile fading slightly as if sensing my turmoil.
 
   “Everything will be fine.  I promise you’re safe here.”
 
   Hope surged until Blake’s crazed and determined face resurfaced in my mind.  The building hope fell.  I needed to remember my own words to Emmitt.  They wouldn’t stop looking for me.  Emmitt mentioned other people living here.  Would my presence jeopardize them?  Yes, it definitely would.
 
   I nodded to show that I heard him; and despite knowing I was being selfish, I opened my door, hopped down from the truck, and turned to help Aden.  There was nowhere else for us to go, and this man was willing to help.  But, telling myself that did little to ease my guilt.
 
   Aden and I looked around as I set him on the ground.  Trees boxed in the spacious yard on three sides.  A garage, set back from the house, listed to the side within the overgrown grass.
 
   Everything smelled so fresh.  I breathed in deeply and eyed the green expanse of lawn.  It had to take hours to mow.  I itched to sit down and run my fingers over the blades.  It had been over a year since I’d felt grass tickle the bottoms of my feet.  Richard had let me walk outside in the moonlight as a reward after an exceptionally profitable premonition.  The reward had lasted less than a minute, long enough for David to call Blake.  I shut out the memory and took another deep, slow breath.
 
   Liam slid across the seat and joined us in our rapt study.  Like me, they had rarely been allowed outside.  If the boys liked this view as much as I did, we’d never spend time inside.
 
   A man dressed in jeans and a dark fitted t-shirt opened the back door, disrupting our awe.  The boys moved closer to me, and I gave them a reassuring squeeze.  I easily recognized the man as Emmitt’s brother from the picture in Emmitt’s wallet.  He stood about six feet tall with enough muscle to nicely fill in the height.  He wore his light brown hair a tad shaggy, which looked good on him.  An impressive tan covered his arms and face, and I guessed he spent a lot of time outside.  His wide, welcoming smile reached his grey-blue eyes as he stared at Emmitt.
 
   “Emmitt!  About time they let you go,” he said as he sprang down from the porch.  The brothers greeted each other with an enthusiastic hug.  Emmitt pulled back and grinned widely at him.  Then, they both turned to look at my brothers and me at the same time.
 
   Emmitt’s eyes locked with mine.  “Jim, this is Michelle and her two brothers, Liam and Aden.  Michelle, this is my brother, Jim.”
 
   Before either Jim or I could respond, an older woman stepped out onto the porch.  Her long white hair, twisted into a thick bun, lay pinned to the back of her head.  Dressed in tan slacks, white blouse, and pink cardigan, she looked the picture of someone’s loving grandmother.  I felt a pang of envy.  We never had a grandmotherly figure.
 
   She marched straight to Emmitt and pulled him into a tight hug.  “It’s so good to see you,” she said.  Then she turned to us.
 
   Her warm smile grew as she looked at the boys.  “I’m Winifred, but everyone calls me Nana Wini.”
 
   “This is Michelle,” Emmitt said, introducing me.  I held out my hand, and she clasped it affectionately.  She emanated strength.
 
   “I’m so glad he brought someone home with him.”  She turned her attention to the boys and bent to pull them both into a tight hug.  Surprised by the brief embrace, they didn’t even have time to think about fighting it before she straightened again.  She looked back at me with a twinkle in her eyes.  “I have to say, I always thought it would be Jim who brought someone home first.”
 
   Emmitt looked slightly embarrassed.  “Nana—”
 
   “But, I’m very happy.  How long have you two been together?”
 
   I looked at Emmitt helplessly while my face flushed scarlet.
 
   “Two blissful days, Nana,” Emmitt said dryly.  “Michelle and her brothers need a place to lay low.”
 
   Nana looked over her shoulder at Emmitt, her expression unreadable.
 
   Emmitt’s expression turned quietly serious.  “She needs us,” he said.
 
   “Of course she does,” Nana said turning back to me.  She smiled mischievously and winked.  “Since you’re not with Emmitt, would you be interested in going out with my nephew Cameron?”
 
   “Nana!” Emmitt said in an exasperated tone.
 
   She laughed.  “It’s good to have you home, Emmitt.  Jim’s been good company, but these young men are going to be a welcome distraction from the monotony around here.”  She held out a hand for each boy.  “Let’s go in and have dinner.  After that, I’ll see if I can find any of Jim and Emmitt’s old toys.  Believe it or not, they used to be smaller, like you two, and liked playing.  Still do.  So you better keep an eye on the things I give you.  They’re likely to try to convince you to let them play, too.”
 
   The boys looked back at me.  I could read the hesitation in their faces as Nana waited patiently with hands outstretched.
 
   “We’ll follow you in,” I said with a tentative smile, instead of encouraging them to take the hand of a stranger.  I hoped she didn’t think me rude, but I couldn’t ask them to do what she wanted, which was to openly trust.  Their exposure to the outside world had been limited to television.  Their exposure to people had been limited to me, Richard, David, and Blake.  They didn’t have a good base for building trust.
 
   Nana led the way to the house.  Emmitt and Jim trailed behind us as we stepped inside.  The oversized back door opened to a grand entrance, and our footsteps echoed on the newly refinished wood floor.  The entryway was completely barren except for a sweeping staircase that led up to the second and third floors.  At the base of the stairs were two doors, one on each side of the steps.  Further along the walls, I could see more signs of the remodeling Emmitt had mentioned.  Someone had patched two large, door-shaped places with plaster.
 
   Nana moved toward the open door on the right and walked into a cozy living room decorated in rose and cream colors.  Knick-knacks adorned the bookcase, and pictures of nature scenes hung on the walls.
 
   She waved for us to follow her into the kitchen.  Lemon yellow accent towels matched the color of the walls perfectly.  The aroma of warm chocolate chip cookies enveloped us as soon as we entered.  The boys eagerly looked around.
 
   Nana laughed at their expressions and handed Aden forks.
 
   “If you help set the table, I’ll give you the big cookie I made for Jim,” Nana said to Aden.  Then, she handed Liam the plates with a promise that he’d receive the other big cookie she’d made for Jim.
 
   Liam and Aden looked to me for approval before doing as she asked.  I gave a slight nod.
 
   Jim pretended to pout as he and Emmitt sat at the worn, light oak table.  The two men playfully “helped” set the table by moving things around when the boys weren’t looking.  Neither boy knew quite how to react.  Liam tentatively reached out to straighten the fork he’d already placed.
 
   “Can I help with anything?” I said, turning back toward Nana.
 
   She shook her head.  “You just sit.”
 
   After all the driving, I wouldn’t have minded standing but didn’t argue.
 
   Emmitt paused his antics and nudged out the chair beside him.  His warm, inviting smile tugged at my stomach, and I felt a flush creep into my cheeks.  I tried ignoring it, hoping he would too.  He didn’t look away until I sat beside him.
 
   It felt weird to sit while someone else did all the work.  Nana removed a pan of baked chicken from the oven along with a side of rice and buttered corn.
 
   “If you’re lucky, they’ll leave some for you,” she said with a laugh when I gave the enormous amount of food a questioning look.
 
   Jim mumbled something that sounded like “maybe” as he winked at Aden.
 
   “Liam, Aden, you had better pass your plates down.  I’ll fill them before Jim fills his,” Emmitt said.
 
   It turned out most of the food did go to Emmitt and Jim.  Aden, who sat between Jim and me, kept a suspicious eye on Jim after his first piece of chicken went missing.  To Jim’s credit, he kept a straight face while he finished his meal.  When both Emmitt and Jim leaned back in their chairs, not a crumb remained.
 
   I couldn’t remember a meal that had been so pleasant.  Breakfast and lunch under David’s scrutiny had been tolerable at best.  The dinners...I shook off the thought, not wanting to ruin the pleasant feeling this meal brought.
 
   After we helped clean up, Jim offered to give us a tour of Emmitt’s apartment.  I’d thought it odd that Jim would provide the tour until Emmitt confessed he hadn’t seen the apartment yet.  The boys ran up the two flights of stairs with ease then solemnly turned to watch us.  At home, David would have yelled at them for running and closed them in their room for the night.  Neither Jim nor Emmitt said anything about running as we followed them up.
 
   Jim opened the apartment door with a flourish.  I stepped back to let Emmitt through first, but he shook his head.
 
   “You and your brothers can stay here,” he explained.  “I’ll stay downstairs with Jim.  So go ahead and have a look around.”
 
   The boys stayed beside me, waiting for permission.  I stood there, stunned.  Our own place?  I’d said we would take things one day at a time, not intending to impose on them for too long.  But the more I saw, the longer I wanted to stay.  We’d just found a secluded place to hide with an awesome yard, two good-looking neighbors—I wasn’t blind—and the Grandmotherly figure I’d always wanted.  And now he threw in our own apartment.  I couldn’t say no.  I gave a slight nod, trying to mask my hopeful excitement, and stepped through the door.
 
   The main door led to a living room similar to Nana Wini’s.  Unlike Nana’s place, no wall divided the kitchen and the living room.  While I looked around, Jim mentioned he’d been the one to decorate.
 
   In the living room, a battered sofa helped fill some of the space.  A single lamp was on the floor beside the sofa.  I couldn’t picture how it’d even be useful from there.  A tube television sat on an old breakfast cart with wheels.
 
   The kitchen lacked a table but did have a breakfast bar with two mismatched stools.  I could eat standing up while the boys sat.  A new queen-sized bed occupied the smaller bedroom, and I felt guilty that Emmitt wouldn’t even be the first one to sleep in it.
 
   I overheard Jim tell Emmitt he’d made the master bedroom into a weight room and office.  The huge grin on Jim’s face puzzled me until I saw free weights on the floor and an office chair in the corner.  Nothing else.
 
   Emmitt smirked at his brother and shook his head.  They obviously shared the same sense of humor; Emmitt was just a little more reserved about it.
 
   “We’ll get better furniture soon,” Emmitt said when he caught me watching.
 
   “No, everything’s perfect.”  And I meant it.  I’d lived in a home furnished with the best money could buy and had been miserable.  So what if the sofa had a few lumps, or I stood while we ate a meal.  Because of Emmitt, the boys and I were together and free.  I just hoped it would stay that way.
 
   “I’ll run down and get your things,” Emmitt said pushing Jim out the door.  Jim waved goodnight to the boys, who stood staring after the pair.  They didn’t close the door behind them so we all heard Emmitt chase Jim down the stairs.  My brothers looked up at me.  They were unused to that kind of play.  I shrugged.  I wasn’t used to it either.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   At some point during the night, I woke with a start.  I lay sandwiched between Liam and Aden.  Breathing quietly, I listened for what might have woken me.  The apartment remained quiet.
 
   After several minutes of silence, I tried going back to sleep, but my imagination wouldn’t let me.  Every time my eyes closed, I saw Blake’s face peering through the window, his canines extended like vicious, ivory blades.
 
   I knew I wouldn’t sleep again until I checked the apartment.  Heart hammering, I untangled Aden’s fingers from my hair and crept from the bed.  I was still dressed from the day before.  It made me feel safe.  Ready.  Despite my overwhelming desire to stay, I knew I needed to limit our time here to protect these people.
 
   My wild imagination drew me toward the window.  There, I stood torn.  I had to know, yet I feared what I would see.  Heart thumping painfully, I slowly pushed the shade to the side.  Blackness filled the window frame.  I panted with relief and let the shade fall back into place.
 
   I left the bedroom and went to check the apartment door.  There was no peephole so I pressed my ear against the panel.  I didn’t hear anything but that didn’t stop my imagination as I gripped the knob.  Would I open it and find Blake there?  Maybe David again?
 
   A light tap on the other side of the door almost made me pee myself.  A startled squeak escaped me.
 
   “Michelle?”
 
   I recognized Emmitt’s voice and opened the door with shaking hands.  Emmitt stood barefoot, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt.
 
   His dark eyes roamed my face, and a worried frown creased his brow.
 
   “I didn’t mean to scare you.  I heard someone moving around up here and wanted to make sure everything was okay.”
 
   My stomach did its flip routine, which I ignored.  “The walls are that thin?”
 
   He shrugged.  “I have good hearing and couldn’t sleep either.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say to that, so I stared at him while the silence and my discomfort grew.  His eyes never left mine.
 
   “Do you want to come down for pancakes tomorrow morning?”
 
   I nodded.  I hadn’t thought about what we would eat while we were here.
 
   He smiled, just a slight tilt on one side of his mouth.  “Okay, then.  I’ll see you in the morning.”  He turned and quietly went back down the stairs, his steps somewhat reluctant.
 
   I closed the door and went back to bed, oddly reassured that Emmitt listened below.  Smiling slightly, I realized that for the first time in four years someone had made me feel safe.  In spite of that happy feeling, my mind wandered to thoughts of the things we needed like food and clothes, to the envelope on the floor next to the bed, and to everything that tied me to the life from which I ran.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 4
 
   Little tugs at my hair woke me.  Aden lay next to me, eyes wide open as he stroked my hair.  Sunlight peeked around the drawn shade.
 
   “Morning, buddy.  Did you go to the bathroom yet?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “Come on.”
 
   I sat up and helped Aden from bed.  Liam, who was also awake, followed us.  While they used the bathroom and brushed their teeth, I went to the kitchen to check the time on the microwave.  On a typical day, David let us out of our rooms by seven.  I’d slept past nine.  They had to be starving.
 
   After they allowed me a little time in the bathroom, we went downstairs.  Both Nana and Jim’s doors stood open.  From Jim’s apartment, I heard a shower running and someone singing boisterously.  Aden giggled, and I looked down at him in surprise.  He caught my look and grew serious again.  I felt horrible that my glance had killed his amusement.  I gave him an encouraging smile and his hand a light squeeze, but the moment was gone.
 
   The sudden sizzle of frying food came from Nana’s apartment and interrupted the singing.  I led the way into Nana’s while calling out a tentative hello.
 
   “Good morning, sleepyheads,” she called from the kitchen.  “Come in and eat.”
 
   Only three settings waited on the table.
 
   Nana caught my puzzled look.  “As soon as they smelled the food, they started snitching.  I told them they might as well eat,” she explained.  She then smiled at the boys.  “I saved some for you.”
 
   Emmitt came in while we ate, followed closely by a still damp Jim.
 
   “Ready to head into town and do some shopping?” Emmitt said.
 
   Mouth full of pancake, it took me a second to answer.  The thought of clean clothes appealed to me, but the likelihood of Blake finding us remained lower if we stayed hidden in Emmitt’s home and tree-enclosed yard.
 
   “Not today,” I answered.  Maybe not ever.  I could live in these clothes forever if it meant Blake never found us.
 
   Emmitt tilted his head and studied me for a moment.  “If you’re worried about money, I—”
 
   “On Saturday’s, I usually comb through the paper,” Nana said, interrupting him.  “This morning I found a few family rummages.  Would you like to come with me?”
 
   I set down my fork, feeling a little interrogated.  “Thank you, but I think we’ll stay here and play if that’s okay.”
 
   From the corner of my eye, I saw Emmitt frown.
 
   Nana smiled reassuringly.  “It’s not everyone’s cup of tea.  Would you mind if I looked for things for the boys?”
 
   I eyed my brothers and knew I couldn’t say no.  I wanted to stay here for a few days, at least, before moving on.  It would help to have some spare clothes.
 
   “I don’t mind.”
 
   She and I talked sizes while Liam and Aden finished eating.  Jim and Emmitt stayed in the kitchen, listening.  I felt Emmitt watching me and resisted the urge to meet his gaze.
 
   Jim sat next to Aden and mischievously eyed Aden’s plate.  Aden pulled his plate away and shifted his body to give Jim his back.  Jim grinned but left Aden’s food alone.
 
   After cleaning up our places, the three of us followed the rest outside.  Nana wasted no time pulling her small car of out the driveway, and I wondered if I should have given her my sizes, too.
 
   Emmitt ambled to the garage where a riding lawnmower sat with its deck removed.  Old, dried grass clumps littered the area around it.  Jim joined Emmitt, and they started talking lawnmower care.  Emmitt pointed out the need to do general maintenance, and Jim congratulated Emmitt on his new job.
 
   Liam, Aden, and I lingered on the porch and stared at the yard.  Our eyes saw freedom, but our minds didn’t quite believe it.  Clasping hands, we walked down the steps together.  At the last minute, I sat and pulled off my shoes.  Liam and Aden did the same.
 
   Grass tickled the bottoms of my feet as I stood.  I smiled at the feeling and took a slow deep breath.  The grass felt just as I remembered, and I wanted to do cartwheels and summersaults on it.  A feral desire to hold onto this place claimed me, and thoughts began tumbling in my head.  Maybe Blake wouldn’t find us here.  Maybe we could just stay.  The boys held my hands, walking circles in the grass with me.
 
   Eventually, I realized Jim and Emmitt’s playful banter had stopped.  When I looked up, I found both men watching us.
 
   I self-consciously cleared my throat and turned to the boys.  “What do you want to play?”
 
   “There’s no swing,” Liam said as he looked around the yard with a very serious expression.
 
   Without Jim and Emmitt’s gazes, I would have shown my brothers the things I wanted to do.  Instead, I bent and plucked a blade of grass from the overgrown lawn.
 
   “We don’t need one to play.  Here.”  I handed each boy a blade of grass and proceeded to teach them how to make a whistle using the grass, their thumbs, and cupped hands.
 
   I entertained them with simple things I remembered from a long time ago, until Aden’s stomach growled.
 
   “I’m hungry,” Jim called out, right on cue.  “Anyone else?”
 
   Aden immediately answered with a quiet “Me.”
 
   As I stared at Aden in surprise, forgetting that I needed to encourage him rather than stare, a premonition hit.  Like a song played too often on the radio, it crawled into my head and stuck there on repeat.  I didn’t visibly react but did start to worry.  When I’d run, I hadn’t given any thought to what I would do with them.
 
   When it came to my premonitions, my brain acted as a broken ticker.  A string of letters and numbers, the market code followed by the gain, repeated until I passed the information on to someone else.
 
   I’d once tried withholding the information from Richard, but that hadn’t worked out very well for me.  I discovered that the longer the letters and numbers repeated, the more uncomfortable I became.  My head began to ache annoyingly, and I grew irritable.  The pain gradually expanded until it reached an agony so piercing that it brought me to my knees, sobbing and clutching at my head.  I ended up screaming the market code to Richard.  I never willingly withheld the information after that.  But I did learn something very significant from the attempt; as soon as the information left me, the pain ended.
 
   I bit my lip as I followed everyone toward the house.  I couldn’t just give the information to Liam and Aden; I’d tried that once, and it hadn’t worked.  My need to stay hidden limited my options to the other three adults in the building.  If I gave it to one of them, they wouldn’t think anything of it the first time.  But what about the fifth or sixth?  Offloading a tip always earned me a week’s reprieve until the next premonition struck.  Always seven days apart.  To the minute.  They’d notice and would start asking questions I couldn’t answer.  Maybe I should have gone with Nana.  I could have given it to some random person, then.
 
   Both Liam and Emmitt stopped on the porch to watch me when I lagged behind.  I suppressed a sigh and followed them up the steps.  I would easily make it through the rest of the day.  Tomorrow, though, I’d suffer if I didn’t come up with a plan before then.
 
   Emmitt stood aside while Liam and I entered Jim’s apartment.  The back of my neck tingled, and I knew he studied me.  I couldn’t consider him as an option.  He saw too much.
 
   Jim stood in front of the refrigerator, listing out possibilities for lunch.  His large frame put emphasis on the tiny boy standing next to him.  Aden barely passed Jim’s knee.  Jim seemed to understand Aden’s timid nature and only asked yes and no questions in a teasing manner.  By process of elimination, Jim helped Aden choose cold cut sandwiches.
 
   I sat quietly and watched Jim explain to the boys how he made his triple-decker sandwich.  The meat-stacked sandwich towered on his plate, and I wondered how he’d even bite it.  I studied Jim and realized he might be a perfect answer to my current problem.  He seemed like the type of person who teased and smiled a lot, not taking anything too seriously.  The kind of person who wouldn’t take a stock tip seriously.  I tried to think of a way to pass the information to him without being obvious, but with Emmitt’s gaze still on me, nothing inspiring came to mind.  So, I kept quiet.
 
   We were still eating when Nana walked in, carrying three paper bags.  Emmitt quickly rose to help her.
 
   “I think you’ll be happy with what I found,” Nana said, setting two bags on Jim’s couch.  “Emmitt, can you get the other bags for me?  They are on the porch.”  He nodded and stepped out.
 
   Nana reached into one of the bags and pulled out a ball cap.  “I have one for both of you.  It’s good to wear outside so you don’t burn,” she said to the boys.  She set the caps on the couch then turned for the next item in the bag.
 
   I glanced at the boys to see what they thought but, instead, witnessed Jim reach over and take a huge bite of Emmitt’s sandwich.  He grinned at me while he did it.  My lips twitched, surprising myself.  Both the boys smiled when they saw my reaction but ducked their heads down to keep eating.
 
   Emmitt walked back through the door with three more bags.  He set them on the couch and went back to his sandwich, and I turned my attention back to Nana.  From the corner of my eye, I saw him give Jim an annoyed glance before eating the rest of his sandwich in two bites.
 
   From the bags, Nana pulled out a stack of shorts for each boy, several pair of long pants, shirts, shoes, sandals, and swim trunks.  She had provided both with a full wardrobe, including brand new underwear and socks.  Two of the six bags remained untouched.
 
   “Michelle, I hope you don’t mind, but I found a few things that I couldn’t resist getting for you.”  She indicated the bags.  “Would you like to see?”  She gave me a hopeful look, so I nodded.  Who was I kidding?  I felt giddy that she’d thought of me.
 
   Like the boys, I now owned several pair of shorts, two additional pair of jeans, and several printed tees.
 
   “I’ll let you look through the rest on your own,” she said, stopping halfway through the second bag.  “If something doesn’t fit, just let me know.”
 
   Jim piped up behind me.  “What?  No suit for her?  Come on Nana, tomorrow’s the fourth.  We could go to the lake.”
 
   Nana shot Jim a dirty look.  “Of course, I bought her one.  She can look for herself.”
 
   Jim grunted loudly, and I turned to look at him.  Emmitt stood close beside him.  Neither met my gaze.  Both Aden and Liam smiled down at their plates.  Suspicious, I looked down at my plate.  Empty.  The last two bites had vanished.  My lips twitched again, and I shook my head and looked at Jim.  Jim widened his eyes and pointed discreetly at Emmitt.  Aden burst out in giggles.
 
   I turned away from the foursome.  Jim’s antics would bring the boys out of their shell.  But what trouble would they learn from him?
 
   Nana apparently had the same thought as she repacked the bags.
 
   “Jim, if you can’t behave, you can go mow the lawn.  Boys, put your plates in the sink if you’re finished.  Emmitt, can you help me bring these up to their apartment?”  She indicated the bags as she picked up two herself.
 
   The way she said “their apartment” warmed me, and I smiled at her as she passed.  I liked how she brought everything to order easily.
 
   Jim put his plate in the sink, winked at Aden, and sauntered out the door as Emmitt grabbed several bags from the couch.  Aden quickly put his plate in the sink and followed Jim, saunter and all.  I caught Emmitt do a double take.  His lips tilted at the corners before he left, too.  Having Aden out of my sight for even such a short time worried me, and I was glad Liam remained by me.  Together, we quickly cleaned up lunch then went outside.  I easily spotted Aden.
 
   Jim squatted next to the mower, Aden at his side mirroring his pose.  I could hear Jim explaining the names of the tools Emmitt still had laid out beside the now attached deck.
 
   “What do you think, should we take her for a test drive?” he asked Aden.  I eyed the mower with concern.
 
   Jim looked up at me.  “What do you think, Michelle?  If I hold him, can we go for a ride around the yard?”
 
   Nana’s voice rang from inside the house, saving me from answering.  “Jim, I think the boys would be better served if you went to the basement to look for some of your old things.  I recall seeing gloves and a ball somewhere in that mess.”
 
   Both Aden’s and Jim’s faces fell, but I was relieved that she’d discouraged the idea and saved me from saying no.
 
   “Aden, you and Liam can wait on the porch with me,” she said as she walked out holding two plates, each with a cookie.  “It won’t take Jim long.”
 
   The boys walked toward the porch.
 
   Jim scowled playfully.  “Where’s my cookie?”
 
   “You had more than your share of food at lunch.  If you want dessert, learn to eat what’s on your own plate,” Nana said mildly and patted each boy’s head as she handed over the cookies.
 
   Jim walked passed me and mumbled, “Notice Emmitt doesn’t get a cookie either.”
 
   I smiled and rolled my shoulders.  The ticker continued its repetition, and the symptoms crept in, a tightness in my shoulders and back of my neck.
 
   “Michelle, I can keep an eye on them if you want to go look at the clothes quickly.  You might find something you can change into.  I can send the boys up as soon as they finish.”
 
   I hesitated to leave them.  Everyone here was nice, but we’d only been here a day.  Both boys, still full from lunch, nibbled slowly at their cookies.  Liam watched me closely.
 
   “Is that okay, Liam?” I asked hesitantly.
 
   He turned to look at Nana, and she patiently let him judge her.  Finally, he nodded.
 
   “I’ll be right back if you don’t come up first,” I assured them.
 
   I took the stairs two at a time and arrived at the door out of breath just as Emmitt stepped into the hall.  He gave a small smile as he passed me.  I hesitated in the doorway until he reached the second landing.  I didn’t want an audience when I looked through the clothes.
 
   The bags lined the couch.  I knelt and started digging through them, hurrying to sort everything into piles.  At the bottom of my bag, I found new underwear, a swimsuit, and a sport bra.  Gratitude swamped me.  Clean clothes!
 
   Tromping footsteps announced Liam and Aden’s impending arrival.  I helped them change into shorts then begged them to watch some fuzzy cartoons on the TV while I showered and changed.
 
   Excited, I closed myself into the bathroom, and then realized I had a problem.  The towel rack sat empty.  No shampoo lined the shower ledge.
 
   Nana had graciously provided the clothes, but we still needed a few other basic items.  I went to the bedroom and counted out the remaining cash.  Thanks to the magazines I’d read, I could guess the cost of new shoes, tops, or designer jeans.  But what did second-hand clothes cost?  And what about basics like flour, milk, shampoo, and deodorant?  Uncertain, I plucked two of the one hundred dollar bills from the pile.  She’d brought back six bags of clothes...it had to be close.  I assured the boys I would be right back and ran downstairs.
 
   The lawnmower droned outside.  Both Nana’s and Jim’s doors stood open, but I didn’t see anyone.
 
   Before I could decide if I should knock or just start shouting out names, Nana called from the porch.  Both she and Jim sat on the steps, watching Emmitt mow.
 
   Jim leaned back in the sun, barefoot, shirt off, and wearing jean cutoffs while he grinned at his brother.  Emmitt glanced our way when I walked out the door.  Jim definitely looked good, but he didn’t give my stomach fits of churning delight like Emmitt did.  Thankfully.  One distracting me was enough.
 
   “I wanted to thank you for the clothes, Nana,” I said ignoring both men.  I handed her the money, which she accepted.  “And I was wondering if I could borrow a towel and shampoo for a shower.”
 
   She looked at the bills.  “This is more than what I spent on the clothes.”
 
   At least it wasn’t less.  “It’s okay.  I really appreciate what you did for us.  It saved me from having to—”  I caught myself.  “It would have been boring for Liam and Aden, and I didn’t want to leave them alone.”
 
   She nodded in understanding.  “How about we send Jim to the store to buy some picnic food?  Then, we can go to the lake tomorrow like he suggested.  It’s a public lake but remote enough that not many people go there,” she said before I could decline.
 
   My mind raced through several possibilities.  One being that if we stayed on this property, hidden, Blake might not ever find us.  Sure, I knew he wouldn’t give up, but how would he know to look here?  I liked it here.  I liked Emmitt, his brother, and their neighbor and knew that Liam and Aden did, too.  But, I knew that by tomorrow my pain would be worse.
 
   Staying here meant I needed to find a way to deal with the premonitions.  A random conversation with Jim about stocks, a topic just about everyone my age would naturally avoid, wasn’t the best idea.  If we went to the lake, I could put something on someone’s car window.  Or draw it in the sand where someone would see.  The lake provided more opportunities.
 
   I nodded, and she handed Jim one of the bills.  He laughed mischievously.
 
   “I’ll be right back.”  He went into the house and came back out a minute later wearing sturdy boots and a sleeveless shirt.  Small keys dangled from his little finger.
 
   “Jim...”  The warning in Nana voice was clear as he jumped from the porch.
 
   Emmitt looked up from his mowing as Jim swung a leg over Emmitt’s motorcycle and inserted the key.  The drone of the mower died as the bike’s engine roared to life.  Jim laughed loudly and revived the bike over Emmitt’s shouted words.  Saluting us, Jim took off.
 
   “Nana!” Emmitt called in frustration.  It reminded me of Liam when Aden wouldn’t share a toy.  “You couldn’t stop him?”
 
   Just then, we heard Jim rev the engine again and squeal a tire on the blacktop road.  The sound faded much too quickly.
 
   Nana glanced at me with a small smile.  “Jim was lonely without Emmitt.”
 
   “I can tell,” I said absently, turning to watch Emmitt run a hand through his hair.  His lips moved rapidly, and I guessed if I stood closer, I would hear swearing.  “Did Emmitt miss Jim, though?”
 
   She laughed.  “Let’s get you that towel.”
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Emmitt finished mowing the backyard and moved to the front before Jim returned.  Pieces of grass stuck to our feet when Liam, Aden, and I ventured out onto the newly cut expanse.  I loved the smell of it.
 
   Nana called to us from the porch and presented the boys with the gloves and ball that Jim had unearthed in the basement.
 
   I helped them fit their small hands into the large gloves as she went to the garage to fetch a rake.  Without a glove to play, too, I grew restless watching the boys toss the ball to each other.
 
   Living in confinement hadn’t been bad if I followed the rules, but it had been boring.  Given our options at that time, boring had been better than David’s harassing presence or Blake’s furious attention when I did something outside of the boundaries he set.  But being bored while the ticker ran in my head just brought my increasing tension into focus and reminded me that the ache would only get worse.
 
   I went to the garage, found a second rake, and helped Nana, stopping occasionally to roll my shoulders.  I caught Liam watching me with a knowing look and was glad Emmitt wasn’t within sight.
 
   The motorcycle roared into the yard while the mower still rumbled in the front.  The boys stopped their play to watch Jim park.  He put his feet down to stop and grinned widely at the boys.
 
   “I’ve got some cool stuff for tomorrow!”
 
   Liam looked at me for permission, but Aden inched his way toward Jim before I even nodded.  Jim stood and swung a leg over the bike, handing a bag to each boy as they crowded close.
 
   I set the rake on the grass and joined them.  Through the plastic bags, I saw boxes for sparklers, smoke bombs, spark fountains, and more.  I didn’t see one food item.  I glanced nervously at Nana.  Jim had blatantly disobeyed.
 
   The mower in the front quieted.  Jim grinned wider, looking down at the boys’ rapt expressions.  I doubted they even knew what they looked at.  Nana set her rake down and strode toward Jim to peer into the bags.
 
   “James Grayson Cole.  That wasn’t your money.”  The growled intensity in Nana’s voice surprised me.  Even the boys looked up at her.
 
   Though Jim’s grin remained on his face, it started to look a little forced.
 
   “I got what we needed, Nana.”  He met her eyes steadily.
 
   I watched the byplay, feeling uncomfortable.  There was an obvious silent message there, but I didn’t know what.  Would they start arguing?
 
   Emmitt walked around the side of the house just then.  My heart skipped a beat at the sight of his damp shirt and glistening skin.  His eyes met mine as he closed the distance, and he gave me a wink.  My stomach did an extra special twirl.  On top of my nervousness, it didn’t feel too good.
 
   He set a hand on Nana’s shoulder.  “Let’s save this conversation for another time.”
 
   Nana’s eyes didn’t leave Jim’s, but she did nod in agreement.
 
   Emmitt bent to look in the bag that Liam still held with uncertainty.  “Do you think we should light some of these tonight?”
 
   Liam’s eyes darted to me, then between Jim and Nana.  I didn’t blame him.  It felt like the wrong answer could set off a landmine.  Even Aden looked at the group in confusion, his bag hanging loosely from his chubby fingers.
 
   “I think we should go inside,” I said softly, holding my hands out.  Liam dropped his bag, and Aden immediately did the same.  They ran to me, wrapping their little hands in mine.
 
   The three other adults didn’t move as I led the boys away.  I felt Emmitt’s eyes on me and risked a backward glance.  Our eyes met, his concerned and sad gaze followed my progress.  I quickly looked away.
 
   Both boys remained quiet as we walked to the house, as did the group behind us.  I wondered what lecture waited for Jim.
 
   We spent the rest of the evening in Emmitt’s apartment.  I discovered paper in one of the kitchen drawers and played tic-tac-toe with them.  When we grew bored with that, I found a movie we could all watch while lounging on the lumpy couch.  We remained quiet just like we used to do when David grew angry.  If we were quiet, he eventually calmed down; and we avoided being locked back in our rooms.
 
   Dinnertime approached, and the annoying ache officially upgraded to a headache.  Since coming inside, I hadn’t heard anything from below.  Back home, a quiet house after Richard returned home from work meant trouble.  Neither boy mentioned anything about dinner so I ignored it, too.
 
   Eventually Aden started to yawn, and I suggested we all get ready for bed.  Thanks to Nana, we changed into pajamas and snuggled in for the night.
 
   Despite the pain in my head, I slept hard.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 5
 
   “But I’m hungry...”
 
   The faint whisper penetrated my foggy mind.  Pain throbbed in my skull, steady and insistent.  I wanted to drift to sleep again, but I heard Liam’s solemn answer.
 
   “Mimi’s head hurts.”
 
   At five, Liam knew the power of my pain.  In the past, Blake had used it to gain my obedience.  It worked just as effectively as threatening the boys.
 
   “It’s okay, buddy,” I mumbled lifting my head.  I pretended it didn’t feel like it would fall off.  “I’m hungry, too.”  I blinked, and it took a moment to focus.
 
   They stood beside the bed already dressed in swim trunks.  I wondered if we would still go to the lake after yesterday’s discord.
 
   I pulled back the covers and stumbled from the bed.  Aden backed up, giving me space, and held up my swimsuit.  I smiled shakily and took it from him, unable to disappoint him.
 
   “I’ll change after we eat, okay?”  He nodded and led the way to the kitchen.  When he turned the corner, I tossed the suit over my shoulder, not caring where it landed as long as he didn’t notice.
 
   In the kitchen, I opened cupboards only to stare at their empty cavities.  The refrigerator equally disappointed me.  I looked at the boys.  We would need to beg from our neighbors again.  I hoped that Nana and Jim had worked out their differences yesterday and there wouldn’t be any lingering tension.
 
   Forgetting about personal hygiene, I shuffled to the door.  The boys followed.  I heard Aden’s stomach growl.
 
   “We’ll see if Emmitt has some food.  ‘K?”  He had been the coolheaded one of the bunch yesterday.
 
   The stairs challenged me, and I needed to grip the railing to keep my balance.  I rolled my shoulders, subconsciously trying to ease the pain.  Liam moved beside me and held my other hand.  I tried smiling again and gave his hand a light squeeze.
 
   Before the end of the day, I would be babbling and crying.  I needed to get rid of the information.
 
   Emmitt stood at the bottom of the steps, waiting for us.  He tilted his head slightly as he monitored our slow progress.  The concern from yesterday crept back into his eyes.
 
   When we reached the bottom, he stepped forward and gently touched my forehead.  He pulled his hand back before I could lean into the comfort of it.  His light touch, though brief, lingered on my skin.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.  Just a headache,” I said clutching the railing.
 
   Liam stayed beside me, but Aden stepped forward, craning his neck to meet Emmitt’s eyes.
 
   “I’m hungry,” he said with quiet uncertainty.
 
   Emmitt smiled down at him.  “Of course you are.  You skipped your supper.  Would you like some pancakes?”
 
   Aden nodded enthusiastically and reached up to hold Emmitt’s hand.  I looked at their joined hands, and my heart ached for Aden.  He obviously wanted a man in his life who could care about him.  I empathized.
 
   “Would you like some aspirin or something?” Emmitt asked as Aden tugged him toward Jim’s apartment.
 
   I shook my head—very gently—and followed them, still holding Liam’s hand.  Jim stood at the stove, cooking.  When he glanced back at us, he caught my eye and winked.  Had my head not hurt, I would have smiled.  Whatever happened after we left yesterday hadn’t changed Jim’s mood.
 
   The smell of the grilling pancakes turned my stomach, but I sat with the boys at Jim’s kitchen island.  Emmitt nudged Jim to the side while talking to the boys.
 
   “If you add a big scoop of batter in the middle,” he turned slightly to show Liam, “and add two smaller scoops to the top on each side, do you see what we can make?”  Liam shook his head, and Emmitt’s lips twitched in a smile.  “No?  Well, we’ll see if you can guess it when we’re done.”
 
   We all watched Emmitt reach into the refrigerator and pull out the can of whipped cream.  He set it on the counter in front of Liam then turned to flip the pancake.  He let it in the pan for another minute before he put it on a plate.
 
   “Ready, Liam?”
 
   Liam nodded, and Emmitt uncapped the can.  Within seconds of applying the cream, Liam began giggling.
 
   “Know what this is, yet?” Emmitt asked tilting his head to look at his creation.
 
   Aden laughed with Liam.  For a split second, it’d looked like a famous mouse, but then the heat of the pancake had melted the cream so it looked more like a bear with a grimace.
 
   “Well, that didn’t work so well,” Emmitt said, sliding the plate toward Liam.  “Try a bite and let me know if it tastes better than it looks.  I’ll start another one for your brother and sister.”
 
   I struggled to swallow down the bile that rose at the thought of eating.  Sliding back, I nudged Aden off my lap and onto the stool then quietly excused myself.
 
   I escaped outside into the fresh air.  On the porch, I leaned against the column near the stairs and looked out at the yard.  A warm, early morning breeze swept away the smell of cooking food, easing my stomach but not my head.  My eyes watered with the increasing pain.
 
   Inside, a phone rang.  The sound chipped at my skull.  Thankfully, Nana answered on the second ring.
 
   Emmitt came out to stand next to me.  “Liam said your head really hurts.  Are you sure I can’t get you something?”
 
   Liam didn’t understand the cause, only the level of pain I endured.
 
   “No, I’m fine.”  I didn’t move.
 
   I could hear Nana’s conversation.  “Sam, I don’t know any better than you do.  I thought all you did was research the trends, read financial reports, and watch for promising growth opportunities.  When I read the paper, I look at the funnies.  Now that I can help you with...”
 
   My ears perked up.
 
   Emmitt moved down to the step in front of me, bringing him closer to eye level as he faced me.  “If not aspirin maybe Nana has something that could help.”
 
   I shushed him and turned slightly to look at Nana’s window, fully listening.  He tilted head, watching me.
 
   Nana rattled off four characters, paused, and said four more.  “Just pick?” she questioned the person at the other end.
 
   “Pick the first one,” I said over the pain.  Emmitt’s eyes widened slightly at my volume.  I could barely hear myself over the thumping in my head.  The information spilled from my mouth.  “Ride for a one point six increase then drop it.”
 
   The pain abruptly disappeared, and I sighed before I could catch myself.  Emmitt still watched me, his expression carefully blank.  His striking, dark blue eyes saw too much.  My pulse picked up as I noticed details my headache had obscured.  His damp hair.  How close he stood.  The concern still in his eyes.
 
   In the background, I heard Nana repeat my recommendation and wanted to cringe.  Instead, I forced my face to relax, keeping it bland.  How could I have been so stupid?  So obvious?
 
   Emmitt’s calm gaze gave nothing away.  “We were still thinking of going to the lake after breakfast.  Nana went for groceries this morning.  Will you come with?”
 
   I nodded slowly, waiting for what would come next.  Questions I couldn’t...wouldn’t...answer.  But he didn’t say anything about my headache or spontaneous yelling.
 
   Instead, he nodded at my clothes.  “You might want to change.”
 
   I looked down at myself and winced.  I still wore lounge pants and a baggy t-shirt.  Fuzz coated my teeth.  A blushed crept into my cheeks as I looked up at him again.  Amusement twinkled in his eyes.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Driving to the lake posed a bit of a problem.  My truck, technically, fit three; Nana’s cute car fit four; Jim apparently didn’t own a vehicle; and Emmitt had his bike.  Clearly, I didn’t want to drive, which meant tagging along with someone else.  Jim suggested we leave the truck because it drank gas and go with the motorcycle and car.  Everyone looked at me, and I didn’t immediately understand why.
 
   Nana spoke up.  “It would be safest if the kids rode in the car.  That leaves the front seat open for someone while the other two follow on the motorcycle.”
 
   Oh.  I looked at Emmitt and Jim.  Well, I couldn’t see them riding together.  Jim had a smirk on his face as he watched me have my epiphany.  It would serve him right if I insisted on driving with the kids.  I shifted my attention to Emmitt’s ever-watchful gaze.  He hadn’t questioned me when I acted weird before.  I owed him.  The thought of being so close set my stomach twisting and jumping.
 
   “Do I need to go change, again?”  I wore shorts over my swim bottoms and a t-shirt over the top.  Sandals covered my feet.
 
   “No,” he assured me.  “You’ll be completely safe.”
 
   I didn’t contradict him but knew differently.  Not about the bike but about the stupidity of going to the lake or anywhere public now that my headache was gone.  However, after agreeing to it and my weird behavior this morning, I didn’t think there was a way to back out quietly.
 
   Mentally sighing, I smiled slightly at my brothers who excitedly spoke to Jim.  If our freedom was limited, I couldn’t rob them of today’s adventure.  The problem of Blake would still be there after the lake.
 
   I helped the boys buckle in and told them I would follow them.  They didn’t seem to care as they began to pepper Nana and Jim, who had already claimed his spot in the front seat, with questions about sand castles, swimming, and picnics.  This whole experience would be new to them.
 
   Emmitt waited for me by the bike.  He sat first and held it steady while he pointed out where I should place my foot to swing my leg over.  He didn’t say anything about where to put my hands once I was on, though, and my palms started to sweat.  I mounted quickly without touching him and landed with a thump that bounced the bike slightly.  I mumbled an apology and reached behind me to hold onto the bar back there, not completely comfortable with wrapping my arms around him.  My stomach dipped in disappointment.  Stupid thing wouldn’t settle down around Emmitt.  Just another reason not to get too close to him.  I wasn’t sure how I’d really react.
 
   Nana’s car pulled out, but Emmitt didn’t start the bike.  Instead, he turned to look at me.  “Are you sure you can hold on like that?”
 
   I nodded, blushing, not meeting his gaze.
 
   He hesitated, opened his mouth as if he would say something more, then turned around.  He slid sunglasses on and handed me a pair.  I would have rather had a helmet.  I loosened my hold briefly to put on the sunglasses.  The engine purred awake, and he eased the bike forward.
 
   Nana waited at the end of the driveway.  When we approached, she turned right, and Emmitt smoothly did the same.
 
   I discovered a love for motorcycles.  The wind whipped my hair in my face with stinging lashes, and bugs occasionally hit my shins with brief piercing bites.  But, I learned to crouch a little and tuck myself closer to Emmitt, who shielded me from the wind and bugs.  By doing so, I could revel in the freedom of the open ride.
 
   At the first stop sign, I asked Emmitt to wait and struggled to braid my hair quickly.  Knots and tangles slowed my progress.  When I finished, I tucked it into the back of my shirt and told him to go.  The car had already disappeared.
 
   He pulled away smoothly and sped up, quickly catching up to them.  Jim held something out the window—a camera—and Emmitt nodded.  He twisted the throttle slightly and pulled around the car.  I looked over in time to see two grinning boys in the back, cheering, and a bright flash from the front seat.
 
   Emmitt pulled ahead, taking the lead.
 
   A few minutes later, we turned onto another gravel lane, much nicer than their driveway, and followed its length to a sun-speckled body of water.  A sandy beach lined the shore beyond the empty parking area.  Seeing the vacant lot, I felt relieved that I’d offloaded my ticker information before arriving.
 
   Emmitt pulled to a stop.  I quickly hopped off and stood on shaky legs as I waited for the boys.
 
   “Did you like it?” Emmitt asked, studying me.
 
   I nodded.  Far too much.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   After testing the chilly, clear water, I chose to sit on the blanket Nana had spread on the sand.  It was the perfect spot to keep an eye on the boys.  Jim and Emmitt didn’t hesitate to join my brothers in the water.  I overheard Emmitt explaining the game of chicken to Liam.  He had Aden’s attention, too.
 
   The sunglasses hid my wandering eyes as I watched water run down Emmitt’s chest.  I rationalized away my guilt over my pathetic eye groping.  After all, Blake could catch me at any moment and shove me back into my prison.  Was it so bad to create a few happy memories before that happened?  My tiny, rational voice insisted it was, and that I shouldn’t be wasting mental resources gazing at Emmitt’s beautifully sculpted and glistening chest; I should be trying to think of a way to be free of Blake permanently.  I shushed that voice.
 
   Nana reclined next to me, reading and occasionally flicking a glance at the water antics.  When she offered me a magazine, I took it to further disguise my growing fascination with Emmitt’s water-coated torso.
 
   Despite the sunglasses and magazine, Emmitt always seemed to look up when I drifted from idle ogling to fully immersed fantasy.  My telling blush would cause him to flash a small, knowing smile which tweaked his dimple and set off a firecracker in my stomach.
 
   Before the sun started to set, we packed up.  When Emmitt mounted the motorcycle, he offered his hand to help me, but I ignored it.  I didn’t do it to be rude.  I’d spent a good portion of the day mentally drooling and didn’t think physical contact would be in my best interest.  Still, I enjoyed the ride back as much as I had the ride to the lake.  Maybe more...
 
   Nana went into the apartment to make dinner while I brought the boys upstairs to change.  Emmitt and Jim promised to have the fireworks ready by the time we returned.  I slipped into a pair of cotton shorts and a tank top and had the boys do the same.
 
   The boys raced ahead of me down the stairs.  When I reached the door, they already stood in the darkened expanse of grass with Jim.  Each held sparklers and drew designs in the air.  Nana sat on the porch steps, watching their pretty patterns.
 
   Emmitt waited by the bottom step.  The two sparklers he held illuminated his face.  A hint of a smile tickled his lips as our eyes met, and he drew me in with his dark-eyed focus.  When I stepped down, he handed me a sparkler.  Our hands brushed.  With that contact, I left the real world behind.
 
   A very young girl dressed in lounge pants and a loose top, sat cross-legged in a spot of sunlight on a living room floor.  At first glance, she appeared twelve, but as I watched her move, I guessed she was closer to her late teens than her early teens.
 
   So many open books littered the brown area rug under her that they surrounded her in an almost complete circle.  She removed one from her lap and set it on top of another open book.  Turning slightly, she pulled a new one into her lap and leafed through the pages.  She kept her ash blonde head bent over the text, intently studying it as she took notes in a spiral notebook also resting in her lap.
 
   I looked out the window to try to see where we were.  Oddly, despite the sunlight, the other side of the street lay shrouded in mist.  I could only see as far as the curb bordering her front yard.  Turning back, I tried to look for anything else that might help me figure out who she was.
 
   Next to her lay a huge dog.  Its massive head rested on its paws.  As I watched, I noticed its gaze on the book set directly in front of it.  I looked closer in amazement.  Its eyes moved as if it read the words on the page.
 
   Whoever this girl was, she owned an unusual pet.  I tried to move closer to get a better look at her partially hidden face, but it felt as if I were wading through mud.  I gave up and watched some more.  The dog turned to look at the girl who’d been mumbling to herself.  It showed its long sharp teeth, not in a menacing way but more of a weird doggy smile.  The girl reached over, absently petting him, and he laid his head back down.  Whoever she was, she looked peaceful and happy.  And so did the dog.
 
   The vision disappeared abruptly.
 
   “Michelle?” Emmitt said, trying to get my attention.  His hand still touched mine.
 
   “Sorry,” I whispered in disbelief.  “Daydreaming.”
 
   He gave me a funny look but didn’t say anything further.
 
   After years of wishing to have a premonition of something other than the stupid stock market, it finally happened.  And when I had touched Emmitt.  Holding the sparkler, I pulled my hand away and moved into the darkness.  I wanted to think where his watchful gaze couldn’t observe my every reaction.
 
   The premonition didn’t make much sense.  I hadn’t recognized the girl, the room, or the dog.  I waited for the premonition to repeat, but it didn’t.
 
   I snuck a peek at Emmitt as he helped Aden light a new sparkler.  He remained focused on the task and an abrupt pink glow lit their faces.  My heart skipped a beat, and my stomach flipped.  Maybe Emmitt was the key.  I reacted to him physically every time I saw him.
 
   My sparkler sputtered out, and I wandered back over to the porch to sit next to Nana.
 
   The boys burned through the sparklers then sat on the porch to watch Jim’s small fireworks show.  They loved it.  Their first Fourth of July ever.  And it really meant something.  Three days without a sighting.  Real freedom.
 
   I watched Emmitt and wondered if I’d found where I was meant to be.  But, was it actually safe to stay?
 
   


 
  

Chapter 6
 
   A soft knock on our door woke me early Monday.  I slid from between my sleeping brothers and quietly answered it.
 
   “Morning,” Emmitt said.  I liked the way he smiled at me.
 
   “Could I borrow your truck?”
 
   “Sure,” I whispered.  I left him at the door and went to get the keys.  “You can drive it any time you want,” I said handing them over.  “But why the change from the motorcycle?” 
 
   He frowned a little.  “Jim took it to work.”
 
   I smiled at his disgruntled expression.  “Tell Jim to take the truck tomorrow.”
 
   After Emmitt left, I showered and got ready for the day.  When the boys woke, we went downstairs, still not having any food in our apartment.
 
   Nana called out to us when we reached the first floor.  She had breakfast waiting and told the boys that Jim would be at work most of the day.  Aden was noticeably disappointed.  Three mornings of eating downstairs left me feeling like a mooch, but Nana didn’t seem to mind.  When we finished, I insisted on doing the dishes.
 
   Nana and the boys played a board game in the other room until I finished.  Then we went outside.  I sat on the step by Nana and watched the boys toss the ball back and forth.
 
   The vision I had the day before of Emmitt and me in the bedroom still hadn’t repeated itself, and I suffered no ill effects from it.  The sudden variation in my ability worried me because I didn’t know the rules.  What did I need to do with the information?  How long did I have to act on it?  What consequences were there if I didn’t act on it?
 
   I had no answers.  I nibbled at my thumbnail, slowly removing the excess with my agitation.  It didn’t help that I had nothing to do to distract myself from my thoughts.  So, I fidgeted when I ran out of nail.
 
   The crunch of gravel heralded Emmitt’s return several hours later.  The boys dropped their ball and ran to watch him pull up to the porch.  Lumber, a grill, and a bright yellow slide stuffed the back of the truck.  As soon as Liam spotted the slide, he started to cheer.  Aden, still clueless, joined in weakly.
 
   Stunned, I sat on the porch and stared at the supplies for a swing set.  I hadn’t even committed to how long we would stay.  Sure, I wanted to stay, but I still hadn’t figured out what to do about Blake.  He would track us down eventually.  Leaving here permanently might keep these people safe from him, but it wouldn’t help us.  I wasn’t sure what would.  I needed to know more about what he planned, but the only way to learn more was to ask him.  The thought of facing Blake set slivers of ice through me, and I pushed all thoughts of him away.
 
   The supplies in the back weren’t all Emmitt had purchased.  A mountain of grocery bags clogged the front seat.  When Emmitt opened the door to step out, I stood and asked if we could help carry in his things.
 
   “Actually, they’re your groceries.”
 
   He’d purchased a ridiculous amount of food, but I didn’t comment.  I handed a bag to each of the boys, and they took off into the house.  Fewer trips to the store were better, less exposure.  Plus, cooking would give me something to do.  But the swing set just seemed too much for temporary guests.
 
   “Why the worry?” he asked, studying me as he handed me a bag.
 
   I didn’t pretend I wasn’t worrying.  “The swing set is great, but I don’t know how long we can stay here.”  It hurt to admit it aloud.
 
   “I told you, you can stay as long as you want.”
 
   He didn’t understand, and I couldn’t explain.  Instead, I just nodded in agreement as a feeling of hopelessness and longing consumed me.
 
   “I’m not sure my freezer will be able to hold all of the meat,” I said, grabbing another loaded bag.
 
   “Don’t worry.  We’ll put the extra in Jim’s freezer.”
 
   Given Jim’s appetite, I seriously doubted the meat would be there when we needed it.
 
   I continued carrying up groceries while the boys helped Emmitt unload the swing set.
 
   On the way back down to grab more from the truck, I met Nana on the steps.  She carried three paper bags.  I smiled my thanks.  I didn’t know how she managed without dropping something.  It had to be a practice thing.  I strained to carry two up the stairs.
 
   She helped me put all the groceries away; and together, we marinated steaks and made a salad.  With the windows open, I could hear the boys animatedly talking to Emmitt.  His responses were much quieter and harder to hear than theirs were, but I could tell from his tone that they amused him.  He even laughed aloud a few times.  It was a toe curling sound.
 
   Jim came home before dinner, took one look at what they worked on, and pitched in.  Thankfully, they were all starving and easy to pull away from their task once they smelled the cooking steaks.
 
   The next day followed the same routine with the exception of Jim stealing the motorcycle.  Before Jim came home, Emmitt announced the swing set, with its plastic climbing wall, slide, and fort, was complete.  The boys cheered and began scrambling all over the thing.
 
   I sat on the step, slightly bored again.  Watching Emmitt assemble the swing set had been a nice distraction.  I sighed, and he moved to sit by me.
 
   “I bought a movie when I went to the store,” he said, looking out over the yard.
 
   I turned to study his profile.  He had a strong jaw, straight nose with a slight bump on the bridge, and firm lips.  My stomach dove for my toes for half a heartbeat before it sprang back with a twist.  I caught Nana watching me from the chair she’d brought out to the porch and blushed.
 
   “Would you like to watch it with me?” he asked softly.
 
   The way he said it, a soft rumble of invitation, made my heart jump with excitement.  I looked away, focusing on my brothers as they played in the yard.  I struggled with what I should say versus what I wanted to say.
 
   Nana interrupted my thoughts before they fully formed.  “I can watch the boys out here if you two want to go in.”
 
   That decided me.  He and I needed to talk.  I stood and told the boys that I would be right inside if they needed me.  Emmitt let me lead the way to Jim’s apartment.
 
   The movie waited right next to the TV.  Emmitt went to it and lifted it with a dimple-showing smile.  I stood behind him and schooled my features into a serious expression while my insides went crazy.
 
   “Emmitt,” I said with quiet reluctance.  “I really appreciate you letting us stay here, but I need to say something.”  He turned toward me.  His smile faded, and I swallowed hard.  “I don’t know how long we’ll be here and can’t afford any emotional distractions.”
 
   He was quiet for so long I thought he wasn’t going to say anything, and I started to worry.
 
   “What are we talking about, exactly?”  His voice, low and steady, sounded a bit upset.
 
   “The way you look at me...” I whispered with a blush.
 
   Though my mind would willingly paint us in a white-picket-fence dream, the reality was that any emotional connection with these people would just be another way for Blake to hurt me if—no, when—he caught up with us.  Plus, I couldn’t afford any entanglements that would prevent me from leaving when the time came.
 
   “I see.”  He didn’t sound mad, just thoughtful.  “Michelle, when I saw you in the diner, and again when you faced David, I knew you needed a friend.”
 
   Friend?  As if someone had thrown a boulder down my throat, something heavy hit the bottom of my stomach and embarrassment began to flood me.  Had my attraction to Emmitt twisted what I thought I saw into what I’d wanted to see?  I wanted to disappear.  Instead, I tried to salvage the humiliating situation with a feint at ignorance.
 
   “Friendship might be more than I can manage.”
 
   He slowly nodded and looked down at the movie in his hands, making it hard to read his thoughts.  After a moment, he looked up with a relaxed, easygoing smile and slightly lifted the movie.  “So, is that a no to a movie?”
 
   Cherry red and wanting to run, I still couldn’t say no.  I was too curious about my reaction to him.  Too tempted.  At least, we both knew where we stood, and I could breathe again.  Well, not really.  Not with him so close, but he didn’t know that.
 
   For the next two hours, we sat side by side, not quite touching.  We watched a movie but instead of focusing on the story, my mind kept wandering to the premonition and the talk we just had.  Was it just coincidence I had a vision when I touched Emmitt?
 
   Jim got home as the movie ended and plopped down on the couch next to me.  He slipped an arm around my shoulder.  He felt hot and sweaty, and it made me wonder what he did for a living.
 
   “Where do you work?” I asked, turning to him.
 
   Emmitt got up to turn off the television.  Jim’s eyes followed him, and a knowing grin split his face.  I didn’t understand it and turned to look at Emmitt.  Knees bent, he squatted in front of the DVD player, his back mostly to us.
 
   “Roadside construction.  Thanks for letting me use your truck,” he said and leaned toward me, planting a quick kiss on my cheek before standing.  The kiss surprised me.
 
   “You need to shower,” Emmitt said in an oddly flat voice, not turning around.
 
   Jim laughed and sauntered back to the bathroom.
 
   I stood, too.  “Thanks for the movie, Emmitt.”
 
   He nodded, not looking at me, and I left to check on Liam and Aden.
 
   The swing set hadn’t yet lost its appeal, and I watched them climb around on it for a few minutes before I called them in for dinner and baths.  They groaned, but listened.  Beside me, Nana chuckled at their reaction, and I thanked her for watching them.  She assured me they were a joy.
 
   Once they slept, I paced the apartment.  Though I had freedom, I stayed close to the boys and had nothing to do.  I recalled Nana’s packed bookcase and left the door open as I skipped down the stairs.  Her door stood open, as usual.  Before I could call out to her, Emmitt opened Jim’s door.
 
   “Do you know where Nana is?” I asked pointing at her open door.
 
   “She stepped out for a walk,” he said in a hushed voice as he closed the door behind him.  I heard Jim’s chuckle through the door and understood why Emmitt had closed it.  “Did you need something?”
 
   “I wanted to ask if I could borrow a book.”
 
   He smiled and motioned for me to follow him into Nana’s apartment.  “She would insist you take your pick.”  He waved his hand indicating the large bookcase.  “She used to be a teacher, you know.  She loves curious minds and reading.”
 
   His last comment assured me that she wouldn’t mind, and I stepped up to look at the titles.  I plucked two from the many rows and asked Emmitt to let her know what I took.
 
   I felt his eyes follow me as I jogged back up the stairs.  Carrying one of my selections to bed, I read until I passed out.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The next morning, I listened to the boys plan what they wanted to do that day.  Play on the swing set, of course.  After they finished their oatmeal, I put on my suit with a tank top over it as the boys quickly dressed.  With my book and a blanket from Emmitt’s closet tucked under my arm, I followed them downstairs for another sunny summer day.
 
   Both apartment doors on the first floor stood open, again.  It made me smile.  We went from a house with bars and alarms to a house without doors, and I loved it.
 
   We left the cool, quiet indoors and stepped out into the singing heat.  Birds chirped in the trees, and crickets spoke to each other in the tall grass next to the house where the mower couldn’t reach.
 
   A metallic clink echoed within the dim recess of the garage, explaining where Emmitt hid.
 
   The boys contented themselves with playing pirates on the swing set while I spread my blanket near the porch in the first sunny patch of the morning.  I lay down on my belly and began to read my science fiction.
 
   Eventually, I heard Aden’s excited exclamation and looked up.  They no longer played in their area.  They had wandered to the back corner of the garage where they hunkered down on their heels, heads bent, and pointed at something on the ground.  I set my book down and rose to investigate.  Please don’t let it be a snake.
 
   When they saw me coming, they ran toward me and excitedly told me about a large animal track.  Aden tugged on my hand to lead me to the corner and pointed to a huge, muddy paw print the size of my hand.
 
   “Um, new rule,” I said staring at the monstrous mark.  “No petting strange dogs.  Ever.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about that here,” Emmitt said, startling me.
 
   I turned as he came closer.  He wore cut off jean shorts and a light blue t-shirt that bore a few grease smears.  Friends, I reminded myself as my stomach did its happy dance.
 
   “I’ve seen the animal before,” he continued.  “Met it.  It’s completely friendly to kids,” he assured me.
 
   I nodded but still cautioned the boys to stay where I could see them.  They continued to gawk at the print while I fled to my blanket and book.
 
   Eventually, the sun rose too high, and I knew I needed to find shade or burn.  I retreated to the house to change into shorts then spent the rest of the day on the porch, reading and inspecting whatever new object the pair discovered.
 
   Thursday morning proved to be as uneventful as the prior day.  I didn’t really mind.  Uneventful was better than discovery.  However, moments of consuming anxiety began to occur.  I’d find myself relaxing then wonder how close Blake was to finding us.  The urge to move, to run again, would flood me.  Thankfully, no one was close enough to see my agitation when one of those moments claimed me since Emmitt and Nana had stayed inside to work on the unfinished apartment on the third floor.
 
   By midmorning, the day seemed to drag.  I loved my brothers, but never having spent so much concentrated time with them before, I began to feel a little short-tempered when dealing with them.  Aden seemed especially whiny in the sun so I moved him to the shade.  There he threw a fit because I didn’t make Liam join us.  After I called Liam over to appease Aden’s sense of fairness, they just fought.
 
   Taking a calming breath, I suggested they come in to help with lunch.  It turned into an argument over who should pick what we’d eat.  I settled it by making slightly smashed peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.  They both looked down at the mangled food on their plates and said nothing. Their internal sensors had finally warned them to save themselves by remaining mute.
 
   I opened the windows throughout the apartment and the French doors in the kitchen to allow a breeze while they ate quietly.  Before they finished, I decided I needed more quiet time and plugged in a movie.  However, paint fumes from the apartment next door gradually permeated our living room, and the boys started begging to go outside.  I agreed and trudged after them.
 
   By the time Jim pulled into the driveway, I wanted to rip the keys from his hand and drive to the mountains.
 
   “Rough day?” he called from the truck with a smile.
 
   I nodded, not trusting what I’d say if I opened my mouth.
 
   “Me, too.  Want to go out for a drink?” he asked as he dropped next to me on the porch step.
 
   I turned and gave him an are-you-stupid stare.  I wasn’t opposed to alcohol, but leaving the boys completely alone while I consumed it—no matter how annoying they were—was not going to happen.
 
   He grinned and stood just as I heard footsteps rapidly descending the stairs inside.
 
   “Let me know if you change your mind,” he said.
 
   He walked in as Emmitt stepped out.  Emmitt gave Jim a dark look as they passed each other, but his expression cleared when his eyes fell on me.  He sat next to me, and my stomach danced while my heart stuttered.  A solid smear of brown paint decorated the side of one of his hands.  Tiny speckles of white paint coated his hair.
 
   “Want to watch another movie with me?”
 
   I agreed without hesitation.
 
   Inside, I heard a shower turn on.  Seconds later, Jim began to sing.  Emmitt’s expression changed, appearing more guarded.
 
   “Let’s watch it upstairs,” he suggested.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I sat on the lumpy couch with a relieved sigh.  The door to the apartment remained open.  I could faintly hear Jim’s baritone, and Aden’s answering giggle as the group made cookies in Nana’s kitchen. It was enough noise to know where they were but not enough to bring on a twitch.
 
   Emmitt popped in a movie he’d borrowed from Nana and, still colorfully adorned with paint, joined me on the couch.  This time, I focused on the movie and relaxed...or tried to.  My insides continued to go funny around Emmitt, and it proved as distracting as my worry about Blake.
 
   An hour and a half later, I frowned at the rolling credits and wished for another thirty minutes.  “I made grape drink at lunch,” I said, standing.  “Want some?”  I just wanted to stall going back downstairs.  I still felt out of control emotionally and wasn’t ready to take on my brothers again.
 
   He nodded, lips twitching, and I moved to the kitchen to pour a glass.
 
   “Were they that bad today?” he asked from behind me.
 
   I wrinkled my nose.  Either Jim told him, or he’d witnessed my reactions to them at some point throughout the day.  At least he hadn’t noticed my other freak-outs.
 
   “No.  I’m just not used to being around them so much.”
 
   “How much time are you used to spending with them?”
 
   I shrugged, determined not to say more, and turned to hand him his glass of purple, flavored water.
 
   He didn’t take the glass.  Instead, he reached out and tenderly tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.
 
   A girl stood in a busy, mall food court.  She wore heavy makeup.  The girls with her talked and laughed.  She smiled but didn’t stop scanning the crowd.  Dark shadows circled her eyes.  I guessed she was younger than she appeared.  Probably sixteen or seventeen.  It seemed as if she wanted to hide her youth behind the makeup and clothes.
 
   Her skittish gaze began to make me nervous.  I looked around, trying to figure out what she searched for.  I saw in the food court clearly, but the shops further away faded into a haze.  I wondered what it meant that I could only see the immediate area in these visions.
 
   Looking closely at the area visible to me, I spotted a man watching her from across the food court.  He appeared several years older than she did.  She hadn’t noticed him, yet.
 
   He pulled a phone out of his pocket and dialed a number.  I could hear his end of the conversation clearly even over the distance that separated us.  It would have been impossible in the real world, but perhaps in my vision world I could hear anything I could see.
 
   “Gabby, I found her, but—”  He stopped and listened, never taking his eyes from the girl.  “Yes.  I understand you think she’s important, but she’s not even eighteen.  How am I supposed to get her to come with me?”  He paused again.  “Fine.  You better be there when we get there.”  He hung up the phone and slipped it back into his pocket.
 
   I became aware of the present and Emmitt’s thumb softly trailing across my cheek.  My heart skipped a beat, and I struggled to breathe.  He stood so close.  Friends, I reminded myself.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” Emmitt asked.
 
   I took a slow breath.  “Nothing.”
 
   He dropped his hand, and his eyes searched mine.  “We all have our secrets, Michelle.”
 
   I wanted to snort in disbelief.  What secret did Emmitt have that could possible rival the laundry basket of secrets I carried?
 
   He continued to watch me then frowned slightly.
 
   “I want to show you something,” he said slowly as if just making up his mind.  “My secret.”  He moved half a step back and held out his arm.  “But I don’t want it to freak you out.  I just want you to see you can share your secrets with me.  I want you to be happy here.”
 
   I doubted knowing any secret of his would encourage me to reveal mine, but I dutifully looked down anyway.  He had nice hands.  Strong hands.  A light dusting of hair covered his corded forearm.  How could looking at someone’s arm make my stomach go crazy?  I struggled to focus.  At first, I thought I needed to find a tiny hidden tattoo or something.  As my eyes searched, I noticed his arm hair change.  It grew longer and thicker.  Startled, my gaze flew to his.
 
   “You can make your hair grow?”  My gaze flitted to the hair on his head.  It didn’t look any longer than it had a moment ago.
 
   “Sort of,” he said lowering his arm.  “There’s more.”  He pulled back his lips in a parody of a huge smile.
 
   I stared at Emmitt’s elongated teeth in horror.  Panic bloomed.  Clutching the glass in my hand, a growling scream erupted from my throat, and I drew back my arm to throw the glass at him.  At the same time, I lifted a knee and clipped his groin.  He dropped like a stone before I launched the glass.
 
   Eyes wide, I looked down at his prone form.  He had closed his eyes, and his gritted teeth still exposed his canines.  I couldn’t look away from them.  Panting, I tried to make myself move.  Run.  Run!  RUN.  The word echoed in the cavern of my mind until I broke free of my paralysis.  I dropped the glass and sprinted for the door, clearing it as the glass shattered and Emmitt grunted.
 
   How many of these things existed?  Protect the boys.  Was this all just a game?  Protect the boys.
 
   I sprinted down the stairs, taking three at a time in my panic and almost fell.  Jim met me a few steps from the bottom.  He held both hands out in front of him, palms toward me.
 
   “Michelle, it’s okay.  We can explain.”
 
   No, not him.  Of course him.  They were brothers.
 
   “God,” I whispered, skirting around him.  My eyes darted to Nana’s door, which stood slightly ajar.
 
   He let me pass, but his eyes flicked up the stairs.  I didn’t turn to look.
 
   Reaching the bottom, I pushed the door the rest of the way open.  Both the boys sat on the couch.  They remained focused on the movie still playing, unaware of the danger.  My sudden appearance didn’t disturb them.  Nana however, stood waiting for me just inside the door.  Her stance partially shielded them from my view.
 
   “Michelle, let’s talk in the hallway,” she said calmly.
 
   My heart hammered in my chest.  They would not take the boys from me.  I braced myself, ready to fight, but didn’t get a chance.  Fingers curled around my biceps and pulled backward.  Nana stepped forward and nudged the door shut, closing her in with my brothers as I bumped against a hard chest.  I struggled until I heard Emmitt’s voice.
 
   “Please,” he whispered, holding me firmly.  “Let me explain.”  His breath tickled my ear.
 
   Eyes wide, I panted in fear and wondered what he’d do in retaliation for the kneeing.  A tear leaked from the corner of my eye.  I stared at Nana’s door and tried to think.  There had to be a way to get them out safely.
 
   “Shh,” he soothed, running a hand down one arm.  “You’re still safe.  I promise.”
 
   I used his distraction and loose hold as an opportunity to elbow him in the ribs.  It hurt my elbow.
 
   He grunted again but didn’t let go.  Instead, he leaned in closer, his nose touching the tender place just below my ear.
 
   “Please,” he whispered.  His lips brushed the lower part of my neck.
 
   A tremor ran through me in response.  I froze, holding my breath at my reaction.  It didn’t fall in line with my let’s-not-be-friends-because-I’d-rather-unman-you attitude I’d had upstairs.  I struggled to think past the mind-numbing panic.
 
   His exhale tickled my skin as he pulled back slightly and trailed the tip of his nose around the shell of my ear.  All thought stopped.
 
   “I’ll take every knee, elbow, or fist you throw at me because it means you’re still here, and I still have a chance to explain.”
 
   I couldn’t make myself move.  I didn’t know how to fight like this.  What was he, and why did I react to him?  It was too unnatural.  A sob escaped, and I shook in his arms.
 
   “No,” he whispered fiercely as he turned me to face him.
 
   I braced my hands against his chest, trying to put space between us.  He didn’t seem to notice.  He cradled my face and touched his forehead against mine.
 
   “Please,” he whispered.  “Give me a chance.  Give me time.  I’m different, but nothing to fear.”  Desperation laced his words.
 
   Nothing to fear?  He was everything I feared.  How soon before they called Blake?  When would he show up to gloat over my stupidity?
 
   “I want my brothers,” I said in a broken whisper.
 
   “Of course.  Nana only wanted to protect them.  She didn’t want them to see you like this and worry.”
 
   The disbelief I felt showed on my face, but his earnest expression didn’t change.  I experimentally pulled away, and he reluctantly dropped his hands.  Warily, I watched him as I put distance between us.  He straightened and met my gaze steadily.  Clotted blood adorned his forehead.  Remembering his forehead pressed against mine, I reached up and wiped my face free of tears and potential blood.  Emmitt was right; I didn’t want the boys to see me like this, but I wouldn’t leave them in there, either.
 
   I darted a glance to the side and saw Jim sitting on the steps.  For the first time ever, he neither teased nor smiled.  His sad and concerned gaze tracked my moves.
 
   Angling myself so I could see them both, I reached out to rap my knuckles on the door.  It immediately swung open.  Nana had a hand on each boy’s shoulder.  Gently, she pushed them toward me.  Aden and Liam stepped out and curiously looked at the adults around them.  I extended my hands and only felt moderate relief when their fingers curled around mine.
 
   Now what?  Emmitt watched me.  I could still feel his lips on my neck and shivered.  I doubted he would let me walk out the front door, but I debated trying.  If I would get just one chance, I needed to plan.  I was good at waiting...as long as Liam and Aden were safe.
 
   I nudged Aden toward the steps, steering him to the side to give Jim wide berth.  Liam trailed behind.  I didn’t take a decent breath until we reached Emmitt’s apartment.
 
   The boys remained unusually quiet as I cleaned up the glass, fed them dinner, then got them ready for bed.  I considered trying to sneak out with them that night, but Jim still had the truck keys.  We wouldn’t get far without a vehicle.  So, instead of running, we crawled into bed together, and I took comfort in their little bodies pressed against me.  Aden tangled his hands in my hair, again.
 
   I waited until they both slept soundly before I let my tears of frustration fall.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 7
 
   When I woke, my head ached from too much crying the night before.  I hadn’t planned to fall asleep.
 
   Both boys still snuggled beside me, oblivious.  Weak light peeked around the window shade.  Rain tapped on the roof in a steady rhythm.
 
   Sneaking from bed, I checked the clock in the kitchen.  Not that time really mattered.  I listlessly sat on one of the stools and dropped my head into my hands.  At least in this prison, they allowed us to go outside, I thought.
 
   A soft knock startled me, and I spun around on the stool.  I stared at the door, wondering if they’d already called Blake.  The bubble of safety I once felt no longer existed.
 
   The knock sounded again, making me flinch and forcing me off the stool.  I drifted to the door.  Fear weighted my stomach as I set my hand on the knob.  I wanted to cry again.  Instead, I pulled the door open.
 
   Emmitt stood in the hall.  Freshly showered, he still didn’t look like he’d slept or shaved.  He took in my puffy, red eyes with a quick glance and stepped into the apartment without invitation.
 
   “Michelle,” he breathed.  “I’m sorry.”  He wrapped me in his unwanted embrace.
 
   I didn’t have a chance to fight his touch as I slipped into another premonition.
 
   I stood in an empty bedroom.  A king-sized bed with a white, down comforter monopolized the space.  Two towels sat on the bed.  Folded into the shape of swans, they faced each other to form a heart with their heads and necks.  A black, white, and brown abstract painting hung on the wall above the bed.  To the left, long black and brown patterned curtains dominated the wall.
 
   Emmitt strode through the door on my right.  In his arms, he cradled a woman dressed only in a robe.  They were completely lip-locked.  Emotions warred in me, mostly my physical attraction to him against my good common sense.
 
   Then, I realized he carried me and gasped.  My fingers tangled in his hair, fisting it to hold him in place.  The groaning noise the other me made caused me to blush in embarrassment.
 
   When Emmitt gently laid me on the bed, I tried to look away, but my gaze drifted back.  Because of my discomfort, I missed what I said, but heard Emmitt’s reply.
 
   “It hurts to wait.”
 
   I watched in shock as I bit Emmitt hard on the neck.
 
   My heart raced wildly as the vision left me.  I’d looked very much in love and happy.  He’d been completely ecstatic when I’d bitten him.  Definitely not how I’d look if someone bit me.
 
   Emmitt still held me in his arms.  I struggled to breathe.  Not because he held me tight.  No, his gentle hold didn’t hurt in the least.  A monster held me.  One I would bite.  Were these visions really the future, or were they a warning?
 
   “Give me three weeks,” he said, oblivious to what I’d just witnessed.  “Stay.  Give me a chance.  Get to know me.  If you can’t accept me after three weeks, I will help you go wherever you want to keep you safe from whatever you’re running from.”
 
   I pulled away at his words, and he let me go.  Taking a step back, I put space between us.  Did he really not know?  He watched me calmly, his expression not revealing his thoughts.  I looked down at the floor, my mind working quickly.
 
   Blake’s teeth elongated.  So did Emmitt’s.  Emmitt had shown me more, though.  Could they be different?  No.  I didn’t believe in that much of a coincidence.  How could two people do the same thing and not be the same?
 
   If I didn’t believe in coincidence, then meeting Emmitt at the diner had been a setup.  But how could it?  I’d driven randomly.  Granted, they’d tracked my car, but how could they know where I’d stop.  And, Emmitt had been halfway through his meal.
 
   I remembered the way he’d looked at me.  He’d frozen in surprise as much as I had.  I started thinking of the things he’d done since we’d met.  He’d helped us run, found us a place to sleep, offered us a place to stay, bought us toothbrushes, watched movies with me, played with the boys, built a swing set, and made me feel safe.  None of that matched with what I knew of Blake and his men.  They wouldn’t have done anything remotely nice like Emmitt had.  I told Frank to stuff himself and ended up pinned to a wall.  I kicked and elbowed Emmitt, and his only response was to hold me gently while he had begged me to listen.
 
   I peeked up at Emmitt’s solemn face.  Perhaps, if there were a lot of them out there, he really didn’t know Blake.  Though part of me worried that there might be an untold number of them in existence, I also realized that abundance might work to my advantage.  Emmitt could truly be the help I needed.  Could I learn something useful from him?  Learn what I was up against?
 
   Before I grew too hopeful, the memory of the last premonition swamped me, and my insides twitched as if I’d consumed too much caffeine.  If I stayed, would that be my fate?  To be with Emmitt?
 
   “What are you?”  I asked, afraid of the answer.
 
   He smiled slightly, maybe nervously.  “The most common name would be werewolf, but we’re not the ones from legend.  Not really.”
 
   Werewolf.  I recalled those men as they sat at the dinner table, ate, and eyed me hungrily.  The details of my past four years scared me.
 
   Emmitt continued a quiet litany of his characteristics unaware of my train of thought.
 
   “We change when we want to, mostly as a defense, not because of the moon.  We eat like everyone else.  Pancakes rank as my favorite food in case you haven’t noticed.  We’re the same as humans, but enhanced.  I hear better, see better, can move faster, am stronger, and heal rapidly.  And I’m not an organ donor for obvious reasons.”
 
   I blinked as I remembered I’d noted that fact when I’d looked at his driver’s license.  Did he see everything?  He watched me closely, now.
 
   I hated not knowing what to do.  A premonition about his alliance, or lack thereof, to Blake would have been better than the soap opera I’d witnessed.
 
   Behind me, I heard Aden softly call my name.
 
   “It’s supposed to rain today,” Emmitt said quietly.  “I pulled a few more games from the basement if you want me to bring them up.”
 
   I shook my head.  I wanted nothing from any of them, not now, maybe not ever.  He gave me one last look then left, closing the door softly.
 
   Rubbing my puffy eyes, I contemplated the closed door.  Did the premonition change my determination to leave?  No.  Maybe.  The way he acted confused me.  I sighed and turned to look at Aden who hovered in the hallway.
 
   “I’m hungry.  Can we go by Jim’s?” he asked hopefully.
 
   “Not today, buddy.  Let’s eat breakfast up here.”  So I can plan a way out for all of us.
 
   Liam stumbled into the kitchen as I poured cereal into two bowls.  While they crunched, I dressed and cautiously slipped through the French doors onto the porch.
 
   Rain fell lightly on the roof.  Dry under its protection, I leaned over the railing to look for my truck.  It sat next to Nana’s car.  So tempting, yet not.  Emmitt’s secret terrified me, but he didn’t.  Why did he have to be one of them?  I was either living in the safest place or the second most dangerous.  If they truly didn’t know about Blake, who better to help me?  Emmitt’s litany of strengths rang in my ears.  And if they did know about Blake, or were working with him, this was still better than Richard’s house.
 
   Still looking at the truck, I frowned.  Jim should have taken it to work already.
 
   “I wouldn’t have told you,” Jim said softly, walking around the corner of the house.
 
   Startled, I whirled to face him.  He wore a sad smile.  Seeing him didn’t send a shock of fear through me as it should have.  It was hard to fear someone who always teased or laughed.
 
   “I would have waited for the fear in your eyes to leave.  I would have given you a chance to know me better.”  He leaned on the rail beside me looking out at the yard.  “But not telling you felt like a lie to him.  And he couldn’t stand lying to you.”
 
   I looked at Jim then glanced at both ends of the porch, wondering who else hid just around the corners.
 
   “It’s just me,” he assured me.  He nodded toward the garage below.  “He’s in there.”
 
   The door gaped open, but I couldn’t see anything within the shadowed interior.  It didn’t matter, though.  I knew whom he meant.
 
   “So, are you going to stay?” he asked bluntly.
 
   I thought about asking for the keys.  “Why should I?” I said instead.
 
   “Because whoever you’re running from is still out there.  Here, you’re safe, whether you believe it now or not.  Because we care about you...he cares about you.”
 
   A part of me did a tiny little cheer hearing that.  Still, I worried what it meant.
 
   Jim straightened his full height and looked me in the eye with a stern and serious expression.  “Can I have some cereal, too?”
 
   Through the doors, Aden shouted his approval.  I slowly nodded, coming to terms with several facts.
 
   First, Blake did still lurk out there somewhere.
 
   Second, the actions of an individual or even a handful of individuals within a race...er, species...shouldn’t be used to pass judgement on the entire species.  That didn’t mean I was willing to risk the safety of my brothers by trusting Emmitt, Jim, and Nana.  Yet, I couldn’t ignore the fact that they’d given me no reason not to trust them other than showing me they grow fur, too.  Blake, on the other hand, had given me so many reasons not to trust him.  And, that was before he had even shown his fur.
 
   If Blake and the people here were the same, would it be wise to pass up the opportunity to learn about their kind while we were still relatively safe?  Between the opportunity to learn more, the potential protection they could offer, and the way we’d been treated so far, the reasons to stay outweighed the reasons to leave.  But, not by much.
 
   Lastly, maybe I wanted to stay because I was curious about Emmitt and the vision.
 
   I joined the boys inside and watched them laugh when Jim fished out a mixing bowl as his cereal bowl.
 
   He stayed with us for the rest of the morning, acting as an indoor jungle gym.  The boys climbed all over him, used him as a horse, had him hold blankets while they built a fort, fed him, of course, then settled down to watch fuzzy cartoons with him.  The rain continued to fall.  Without Jim, I would have gone crazy with their energy.
 
   I watched how he interacted and reacted to the boys’ antics.  In his eyes, I saw the typical amusement but also concern when Liam accidently rolled into Aden, causing Aden to cry.  He acted nothing like Blake.  Heck, he acted nothing like David who was human.  It helped further ease my concern about my lost determination to leave.
 
   Before lunch, Jim apologized and said he needed to go back downstairs.  With sad eyes, we all watched him go.  Werewolf or not, I was glad he’d spoken to me, and I was glad he’d stayed.
 
   The afternoon progressed slowly with Aden and Liam requiring all of my time and attention.  My annoyance with them bubbled to the surface again, as it had the day before.
 
   They fought, whined, and pouted their way to just before dinnertime when it finally stopped raining.  Not caring about wet grass or mud, I nodded when Aden asked to go outside then sat in the middle of the retired warzone.  Lunch shrapnel still stuck to the counters.  Overturned stools blocked the hallway to the bedrooms.  Cushions from the sofa littered the floor.
 
   Jim found me in the same spot fifteen minutes later.
 
   “Rough afternoon?” he asked grinning.
 
   “I think I’m ready to start drinking,” I tiredly joked as I threw a cushion closer to its home.
 
   “I’ll make you a deal.  You cook me something, and I’ll watch the kids for you.”
 
   “Deal.”  I didn’t care if I just made a deal with the devil.  I’d lock Aden in a room myself if I had to spend another ten minutes with him.  As soon as I had that thought, I felt horrible.
 
   Jim ducked back into the hall and bellowed downstairs that I would make dinner.  Then, he disappeared, leaving me with my guilty thoughts.  Outside, I heard faint, childish cheering.  I drifted to the porch and watched Jim run out the door and chase Aden and Liam around the swing set.  Jim’s low laugh reached me on the third story.  It didn’t feel fake.  He enjoyed spending time with them.  These people seemed so real.  Please let them be just as they seem.  Please don’t let them turn out to be like Blake.  I turned away from their play, an act of trust that filled me with apprehension.
 
   After straightening the apartment back to its original state, I went to the refrigerator to examine the ingredients.  Whatever I made, I needed a lot of it.  I wondered if Jim’s and Emmitt’s appetites had to do with what they were.
 
   For dinners with Blake, he’d always provided me with a strict menu along with the required quantities, expecting me to cook it all.  The largess made more sense now as did his pickiness.  I’d learned to hone my cooking skills after he’d criticized my first few attempts.  He’d smelled the hint of scorch on a batch of biscuits even though I’d thrown away the burnt ones.
 
   I opened the freezer and pulled out the five-pound package of ground beef to start it defrosting.
 
   “Can I help?” Emmitt asked from the door.
 
   My stomach flipped with joy at the sound of his voice.  I glanced at him.  He casually leaned against the wall just inside the door, watching me with a wary, yet hopeful, gaze.
 
   My heart hammered, and I frowned.  It was easier dealing with Jim because I had no particular reaction to him.  Emmitt divided me.  He pulled me in too close without even trying and that scared me as much as it thrilled me.  Avoiding him would be safer.  At least, until I sorted out my reactions to him and gave the vision of us more thought.  It hadn’t exactly enforced his claim that he just wanted to be friends.
 
   As I took a breath to politely decline, he held up a bottle that he’d held half-hidden behind his leg.
 
   “I also brought up wine.  Jim said you needed it.”
 
   “One glass,” Nana called loudly up the stairs.
 
   Emmitt grinned at me and winked.  His boyish smile and dimple disarmed me, and I found myself nodding.  He didn’t hesitate.  He left the door open and joined me in the kitchen.  Darn it!  Why had I nodded?
 
   He found the biggest glass in the cupboard and filled it to the top with wine.
 
   “You don’t have to drink any,” he said when he caught my look.
 
   I picked up the glass and took a large swallow.  It wasn’t my first glass of wine.  Blake had insisted on wine at the table and me drinking it.  I didn’t mind the taste or the mellow feeling that followed after a few sips.  But I knew better than to drink the whole thing.  I couldn’t afford the resulting dull senses.
 
   The microwave beeped.  I turned the meat, removed the thawed pieces, and put them into a large bowl.  Then, I washed my hands and tossed Emmitt an onion with a request to chop it.
 
   We worked together to assemble meatloaf.  Eggs, oats, spices, ketchup, onion, and brown sugar crowded in the bowl along with a growing pile of meat.  Emmitt mixed while I dug out a pan.
 
   Each time I came back to the counter, I took another sip.  The wine did its job, and I began to relax.  I realized just how much when I opened my mouth to ask for pepper and said something else entirely.
 
   “He locked them in their room when he got tired of them.”  I froze and stared at my hands.  I couldn’t believe what I’d just said.  Obviously, I still felt guilty about my own thoughts in regard to locking Aden in a room.
 
   The water ran behind me briefly.  Then he touched my shoulder, turning me toward him.  Standing a foot apart, I tilted my head a bit to meet his eyes.  He didn’t look at me with pity or any other emotion I could name.  But something in his face, understanding maybe, caused a dam to break.
 
   “My mom died just after Aden was born.  My stepfather, their dad, died two days before I saw you at that diner.  I’m all my brothers have.  I won’t let them be locked in a room again.”
 
   He didn’t touch me, just stood close, listening.
 
   “David will never get the chance,” he promised.  Determination laced his voice, and his eyes took on a steely glint.
 
   Huh?  David?  As I frowned at him, I realized I’d never spoken about Blake, and a spark of hope that he really had nothing to do with Blake surfaced again.  I studied him and tried to read the truth from his face.  I couldn’t see truth or lie, but I saw a flash of something else as his eyes met mine.  Tenderness.
 
   “I’m not afraid of David.”  I turned away, poured the rest of my wine into the sink, then put the meatloaf in the oven.
 
   Emmitt said nothing.
 
   I dug out a bag of potatoes and started peeling.  He stayed by my side and worked through the pile with me.  It hurt to be so close to him.  My stomach wouldn’t settle down.  But I didn’t move away.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I washed dishes in the silence of the apartment and exhaled a sigh.  Outside, the boys cried encouragement to Jim and Emmitt.
 
   With a hot dishrag, I began to wash the counter after I lifted the wine bottle out of the way.  Downstairs, Aden erupted in a fit of giggles.  Playing with a werewolf.  No, werewolves.  My brothers were playing with werewolves.  I grimaced at the thought and continued to wash the counter, wiping away the remains of a dinner that had gone well.  Jim had brought the boys upstairs, and they’d served themselves as Nana joined us.  Everyone had been nice.  It felt like a family.  The thought turned my stomach to ice because I knew what I was doing.  I was deciding to stay—to live—with three werewolves.  What exactly did that mean?
 
   I threw the dishrag into the sink and shook my head in frustration.  I needed to settle this in my head, settle what it meant for us.  I needed to start asking questions.  I needed to talk to Emmitt.  But the thought of seeing Emmitt change again made my insides turn to Jell-O.
 
   My eyes fell on the wine bottle he’d forgotten.  More than half remained, enough to give me courage to ask hard questions and to stay and listen to scary answers.  I pulled the cork back out with a pop and slugged down the remains.  Lowering the bottle, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand then washed the stove.
 
   After a few minutes, I grew warm and the tension eased from my shoulders.  Not all of it, but enough.  I wished I had more wine but headed to the stairs, anyway.  I wasn’t trying to use alcohol to hide from the answers, just to make the answers less terrifying.
 
   At the top of the stairs, I hesitated.  Part of me—the part that was still listing off reasons alcohol use, when discovering the existence of werewolves, was completely reasonable—wanted to march right back into the apartment and go to sleep.  The other part of me agreed.  I turned to go back into the apartment and stopped myself.  No.  I needed answers.  Better now, not later.  I made a face, turned back to the staircase, and marched toward the unknown knowledge I really didn’t want to face, yet.
 
   Emmitt was on his hands and knees being kicked in the sides by Liam with an order to giddy-up because Jim and Aden were in the lead.  They raced around the porch.  I didn’t envy Jim’s or Emmitt’s knees, but they didn’t seem to mind.  The boys didn’t look the least bit tired.
 
   I slipped on the sandals I kept by the front door and joined the fun on the porch.  Nana sat in her chair, acting as a judge to keep the race fair.
 
   “Ready for them to come up to bed?” Nana asked.
 
   Aden protested loudly before he and Jim disappeared around the corner.
 
   “Not yet.”  My stomach dropped a little knowing what I needed to do.  “Could you watch them a little longer?  I was hoping Emmitt and I could go for a ride.”
 
   She turned and considered me.  “You smell like wine.  Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
 
   “It’s the only one I have,” I whispered miserably.
 
   She gave me a sympathetic look.  “Of course, I’ll watch them.  I’ll put them to bed for you, too.”
 
   I nodded and waited for the racers to approach again.  Before I could say anything, Emmitt stopped in front of Nana, and with great disappointment, Liam dismounted.  Emmitt ruffled Liam’s hair.
 
   “This doesn’t mean they won.  We’ll just need to race them again tomorrow.  K, bud?”
 
   Liam perked up at Emmitt’s promise to race again and nodded in agreement.
 
   Emmitt turned toward me and extended his hand.  Swallowing the fear the wine hadn’t killed, I touched my fingers to his.
 
   “Nana will watch you, Liam,” I said as Emmitt wrapped his hand around mine.  Liam nodded again, and Emmitt gave me a gentle, playful tug.
 
   My heart thumped heavily as we walked to the garage.  This time, I used him as a brace to mount because I was just a little unsteady.  I settled on the seat, placed my feet, and reached for the bar behind me.
 
   “No holding the bar this time,” he said, starting the bike.  “Hands around me so I know you’re still with me.”
 
   I nodded and tentatively wrapped my arms around his waist.  After hesitating for a moment, I laid my hands flat on his shirt over his stomach.  I could feel the hard muscle beneath, and the heat of him warmed me more than the wine had.  My stomach went into freak-out mode, twisting and tumbling in a thrilling way.
 
   He slowly pulled out of the garage, and I waved to our audience on the porch while I tried to calm my racing heart.  It was hard to do when his muscles twitched under my fingers with each slight movement.
 
   He turned left and drove for a bit.  I began to relax, loving the ride.
 
   When the bar we’d passed on the way to his house that first day came into view, I tapped his stomach and motioned for him to pull in.  One more drink, and I could do this.  I could ask him to show me what he meant by werewolf and see what Blake really was so I could start asking questions.
 
   He pulled over to the graveled parking lot.  The rather small building’s dark wood siding blended a little too well with trees pressed up against the back of it.  With a faded sign above the entrance and a flickering neon light in a window, it didn’t look like much from the outside.
 
   “I can’t take you in there.”
 
   “Yes, you can.”  I knew I looked old enough.  If they carded, we’d leave.  But I really didn’t think they’d card in the sticks.  I climbed off the bike.
 
   “Nana will kill me.”
 
   “I think you can take her,” I said sarcastically.
 
   “You have no idea,” he muttered as he got off the bike.
 
   He led me into the bar.  Dressed in cutoffs and a tank top, I blended in well with the few patrons inside.  Emmitt walked up to the bar and ordered himself a beer and two shots for me.  My eyebrows rose.
 
   “Isn’t that what you wanted?  Alcohol?”  He looked slightly annoyed with me as he handed me the first one.
 
   I was dealing with the surreal weirdness of my life as best I could and didn’t much care for his attitude.  Narrowing my eyes at him, I drank the tiny drink.  It burned a trail down to my stomach.
 
   “That was awful,” I said making a face.  I definitely preferred wine.
 
   The annoyance left his gaze, and his lips twitched.  He nodded in agreement and handed me the second one.
 
   “Isn’t there something better than that?”
 
   “There is, but that will do the trick.”
 
   I swallowed the second one quickly and waved the bartender back over to ask for a glass of water.  We sat there as he nursed his beer and the fire spread through my veins.
 
   “I think I’m ready,” I said unsteadily.
 
   “For what, exactly?” he asked, taking a sip while he watched me.
 
   “To get to know you.”
 
   His eyebrows rose comically, and I realized how what I said sounded.  A giggle escaped me, and my IQ dropped.  The downside of liquid courage.
 
   “Not that,” I assured him.  “Like you asked.”
 
   A fleeting sadness filled his eyes, but then he shook his head and stood, offering me a hand.  I needed it.
 
   Night had fallen when he led me back outside to his motorcycle.  The ride home was dangerous and exciting.  He went slow, and I held on tight.  Maybe my hands wandered over his chest a bit.  I wasn’t quite sure how much, though, because I couldn’t feel my fingers.
 
   When we parked, I asked my first question.  “What was in that little cup?”  Darn mouth wasn’t saying what I wanted it to.  Shot; I knew it was a shot.
 
   “Tequila.”
 
   “It didn’t taste good,” I said as I struggled to get off the bike.
 
   He twisted and lifted me off as he stood.  It was so effortless that I blinked at him in awe as he got off the bike and stood before me.
 
   “What now?” he asked.
 
   No lights glowed in the windows of the house.  The yard light’s weak illumination just reached the garage.  Enough to see, anyway.
 
   “Show me?” I asked.  My world tilted a little, and I reached out a hand to steady myself.  When the world righted, I absently petted the bicep under my fingers.  Lovely muscle.
 
   “What exactly?”  Emmitt voice rumbled quietly in front of me.
 
   “You said you’re a werewolf.  Show me what that means exactly.”  I slowly blinked at him, watching the shadows the yard light cast on his face.
 
   He studied me for a moment then reached up and gently ran his fingers down my cheek.  “If I show you, will you answer some questions for me?”
 
   I nodded gamely.
 
   “Turn around for a second.”
 
   I spun on my heel and almost tipped over.  Giggling, I pin-wheeled my arms for a few seconds and struggled to regain my balance.  When I found it, I spread my arms wide like a tightrope walker.  My fingers touched fur, and I gasped and looked at my hand.
 
   Beside me stood a huge dog.  The light from the house barely glinted off the beast's dark eyes as it watched me.
 
   “Hi, there!”  I petted its head.  Then, wondering where the dog had come from, I peered around the garage looking for Emmitt.
 
   “Did you see where he went?”
 
   At the dog's feet, I noticed a neat pile of clothes.  Wait, weren’t those Emmitt’s clothes?  I imagined a naked Emmitt running around and grinned.
 
   I bent, picked up Emmitt’s neatly folded shirt, and held it to my face.  It was still warm.  I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes.  He smelled so good.  The dog nudged me, and I realized I’d almost drifted off to sleep.
 
   “Good boy,” I said, patting its head again.
 
   It harrumphed and used its teeth to try to pluck the shirt from my grasp.
 
   “Bad!” I scolded, tapping the dog on the nose.  Its head came to my chest so it wasn’t a hard reach.
 
   Suddenly, the dog began to change, comically distorting in lurching phases.  Fur disappeared, showing smooth skin.  A naked expanse of man-chest.
 
   “Oh!” I said, finally understanding.  I spun on my heel, still clutching the t-shirt.  The ground lurched under my feet then held steady.
 
   The rasp of his zipper had me closing my eyes in humiliation.
 
   “Is it too late to ask for another shot?” I whispered in mortification.
 
   “Yep,” he confirmed from behind me, a second before he scooped me into his arms.
 
   The world spun in a slow motion, and I leaned my head against his chest.  Being carried was kind of nice.
 
   “Now, you promised to answer a few questions,” he said in soft amusement.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 8
 
   Steady pounding woke me.  I groaned and pulled the pillow over my head.  It didn’t block out the noise.
 
   “Mimi,” Liam said, shaking my shoulder.  “Someone’s at the door.  I think it’s Uncle Jim.”
 
   Uncle Jim?  What?  I tossed aside the pillow, struggled to lift my head from the mattress, and tried to focus on Liam’s face.
 
   Last night came back in a rush, and I groaned aloud, letting my head fall back down.
 
   “Should I get the door?” Liam said quietly, shaking my shoulder.
 
   Worst.  Sister.  Ever.  I pulled my hung-over butt from bed and looked at Aden.  He still slept on my other side.  Thankfully, only Liam witnessed my current state.  I stumbled into the kitchen and checked the clock.  Six a.m.  I was going to kill Jim.
 
   I yanked open the door with a scowl and glared not at Jim but at Emmitt.  In one hand, he offered two coated pills.  In the other hand, he had a glass of water.  He elevator-eyed me, and a slight quirk lifted his lips.  I took pain relievers without comment and swallowed them.
 
   “I heard Liam moving around and wanted to know if he’d like to come down and eat with me.”  His warm, soft voice melted my middle and brought back the memory of last night’s question and answer session that had followed Emmitt’s big reveal.  I cringed.
 
   Emmitt: “If you’re not worried about David, who are you worried about?”
 
   Me:  “Can I sleep in your shirt tonight?”
 
   Emmitt:  “Why did David keep you locked away?”
 
   Me:  “Blake told him to.  I really liked when you kissed my neck even though I tried not to.”
 
   Notable pause in questioning.
 
   Emmitt:  “Who’s Blake?”
 
   Me:  “I like you without a shirt.  A lot.”  Long pause.  “I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
   It could have been worse.
 
   “I’m never drinking again,” I whispered.
 
   Emmitt grinned.  “I like your pajamas.”
 
   I looked down at myself.  I wore his t-shirt.  Damn.
 
   “We’re not on speaking terms today,” I said, meeting his eyes again.
 
   He laughed and greeted Liam who joined us, dressed for the day.
 
   “Send Aden down when he’s up.”
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I managed another hour of sleep before Aden woke.  Enough time to lose the headache.  I sent Aden downstairs, jumped in the shower, and contemplated the night before.
 
   After failing to answer Emmitt seriously, he’d carried me upstairs.  I flinched as I recalled how I’d clung to him.  So much for my little talk about being less than friends.
 
   He’d opened the door and set me on my feet, then waited in the living room while I shuffled into the bathroom with his shirt.  I’d sniffed it and grinned like an idiot for a moment before changing.  When I’d stumbled back into the hallway, I’d hesitated.  Despite the tequila, I’d realized the danger in getting too close to him again.  From a good ten steps away, I’d wished him a good night.  He’d grinned at me, wished me sweet dreams, and closed the door.  I’d crawled into bed between the boys.
 
   I took my time drying my hair and getting dressed.  Moving slower seemed wise.  When I left the apartment, the smell of cooking food hit me, and I almost gagged.  I concentrated on the steps to distract myself, and my stomach settled.
 
   At the bottom of the stairs, both apartment doors stood open.  Aden’s voice came from Jim’s place so I stepped through that door.
 
   Nana sat at the island, supervising Aden’s attempt at cutting a sausage until I walked in then her watchful gaze fell on me.  She looked me over from head to toe, turned to Emmitt, and glared at him.  He wouldn’t meet her eyes.  Pretending not to notice, I planted a kiss atop each boy’s head.
 
   “What do you guys want to do today?” I asked quietly.  Though the headache was gone, my head still felt tender.
 
   Jim piped up.  “It’s going to be hot and humid.  Can we go back to the lake?”
 
   I nodded, not really caring.  Napping on the beach didn’t seem like it had a downside.
 
   “Michelle and I will get the groceries this time,” Emmitt said, pouring syrup over a stack of pancakes.  He handed the plate to me.
 
   I wrinkled my nose but reached for it.
 
   “No,” Nana said.  “I think you should take Jim to teach him how to shop.”
 
   Emmitt turned back to the pan, but I caught his slight frown.  I managed a forkful of pancake before my roiling stomach let me know it wouldn’t tolerate more.  I discreetly slid my plate toward Jim.  He took it with a wink and ate the rest in a few large bites.
 
   Emmitt and Jim left with the truck, and while the boys changed into their suits, I helped Nana Wini pack the car.
 
   “So are you staying?” she asked with her head in the trunk.
 
   “It’s not like I have a choice.”  It slipped out before I could stop it.
 
   She straightened and gave me a curious look.  “What do you mean?”
 
   Handing her the towels, I shrugged.  “There’s nowhere else for me to go.”
 
   “And if there were?”
 
   “Then, I wouldn’t have come here in the first place.”  I would have headed straight to that mystery place of safety and never met Emmitt in the diner.
 
   She nodded and put the towels in the trunk next to the blanket.  “Fate has a funny way of working things.  I’d like to say it does things for the best, but how can I when there is so much death and tragedy in the world.  No, the best we can do is think there must be some kind of purpose to this mess.”
 
   Words of wisdom.  There had to be a reason I met Emmitt and came here.  I liked thinking like that.  Better than dwelling on the possibility that he was in league with Blake.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Nana and I drove the boys to the beach.  They ran to the edge of the water while we carried our things to the shore.  I set my armful down, and Nana spread out the blanket.  Since they were content to play in the sand, I eased down onto the blanket, ready to soak up the warm sun.  From her beach bag, Nana pulled out a floppy sun hat and wordlessly handed it to me.  I didn’t realize how much the sun hurt my eyes, thus my head, until plopping it on.
 
   Sighing, I laid back and closed my eyes.  With the heat relaxing me, I slipped into a light doze.
 
   A drop of something cold splashed on my stomach, startling me awake, and I sat up with a squeal.  Emmitt stood over me.  I squinted up at him.  The sight of him glistening in the sun, without a shirt, made it hard to swallow.  In his hand, he held a sweating bottle of water, the source of the drip.
 
   He apologized with a grin, not looking very repentant.  Before I could say anything, he sat behind me and handed me the water.
 
   “Your head will start hurting again.  Drink up.”
 
   As usual, my stomach went crazy with him so close.  Unable to lie back down, I accepted the bottle and eyed the water level.  It didn’t reach the top.  He shrugged and grinned when I arched a brow at him.
 
   I took a few large swallows and handed him the bottle, expecting him to leave.  Instead, he settled back on his elbows and looked out at the water.
 
   Nana mumbled something I didn’t catch, stood, and joined the boys at the water’s edge.
 
   “About last night,” Emmitt started.
 
   “Don’t want to talk about it.”  I moved over to Nana’s spot and lay back.  My head hit abs, not sand.  I sat up again and did a double take.
 
   “How did you move...”  I didn’t finish my question.  I didn’t want to know.
 
   “I thought after showing you what I am, you’d have more questions for me.  Other than if you could wear my shirt.”
 
   My face flushed.  I tilted the hat to block his view of me and wrapped my arms around my knees.  “Nope.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yep.”  I didn’t really have questions, just a whole ton of worry and what-if’s.  Nothing I could talk about without getting into the deeper subject of me.
 
   “Green.”
 
   The random word caught me off guard, and I turned to look at him without thinking.  “What?”
 
   “It’s my favorite color.  What’s yours?”
 
   “If I tell you, will you let me lay down again?”
 
   He flashed me a wide grin but didn’t answer.
 
   “I don’t know that I have one,” I said honestly.  It wasn’t anything I’d given thought to.  “I like looking at the sky, though, so maybe blue.”
 
   He moved over on the blanket.  His attention stayed on the water.  I drank some more, and after a few minutes of quiet, I cautiously lay back down.  With the hat blocking the sun and a light breeze to keep me from getting too hot, I gradually relaxed.  My breathing slowed.
 
   Lying in the sun’s restful rays, I floated on the cusp of sleep.
 
   “What kind of music do you like?” Emmitt asked quietly.
 
   “I don’t remember,” I mumbled.
 
   “Why not?”  His soft voice neither lulled nor intruded on my peace.
 
   “Blake hated the noise,” I said on an exhale and drifted away to that leg-twitching place between awake and asleep.
 
   A gentle tug on my hair anchored me to the beach.
 
   “Who’s Blake?”
 
   A good question, and I wished I knew the answer.  The memory of Blake’s contorting face bobbed to the surface in an ocean of memories.  This time his long teeth didn’t draw my attention.  Behind him, the men at the table changed in small ways, too.  Hairier arms, miss-happened ears.  Nothing I noticed that last night but saw easily, now.  Richard’s ashen face, shaking hands, but otherwise calm presence as he sat at the table.  Run as fast as you can.  He’d known.  Richard’s dead.  This changes nothing.  And Blake had killed him.  Why?  He had a plan.  Scent you...bite him...establish a Claim.
 
   Another memory bubbled to the surface.  Emmitt leaning close as he held me still.  His breath tickling my neck on an exhale.  His nose gliding along my hairline, near my temple on an inhale.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I sat up abruptly.  Twisting, I saw Nana reclining in the spot Emmitt had occupied when I fell asleep.  Water splashed.  Giggles erupted.  Squinting against the glare of the reflecting sun, I spotted the other four in the water.
 
   Nana glanced up at me.
 
   “How long was I out?”  I asked.
 
   “About an hour.  Almost time for lunch.”
 
   I waited for my stomach to rebel at the thought of food, but it remained steady.  A good sign.  Digging my toes into the hot sand at the edge of the blanket, a sigh escaped.  I rested my chin on my knees and watched their water play.  Emmitt showed the boys how to cascade a wave of water at Jim, using his fisted hands.  As he spun, the muscles on his back rippled.
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” I asked quietly, recalling the way Emmitt had held me when he’d begged me to stay.  Nana set her book down, an indication of her willingness to answer.  “Do I have a scent?”
 
   “Everyone does, dear.  As unique as a fingerprint.”
 
   I liked that she didn’t ask me what I meant.  I needed to face the truth.  Get the facts.  Start learning.  I watched Emmitt in the water.
 
   “Why would a werewolf want to scent me?”
 
   Emmitt’s head swiveled my direction.  Instead of blocking Jim’s spray, he unflinchingly caught it on his left side.  I bet he had an ear full of water.  He didn’t move as he stayed intensely focused on me.
 
   “I’d be happy to answer that question, but I need to explain more than that for you to understand.  If you’re willing...”
 
   I nodded.  Liam tugged on Emmitt’s arm, encouraging him to get revenge on Jim.  Emmitt turned away to rejoin the fun.
 
   “Emmitt shared with me that he showed you who we are.  People use the term werewolf, but we are more than a shape-shifting creature of the night.”
 
   I briefly gazed down at the sand the first time she used we, having a hard time picturing her with teeth like Blake.
 
   “We are the opposite of a person with multiple personalities.  We are one personality with two bodies.  Who we are doesn’t change, no matter the form we choose.  However, there are benefits to each form we wear.  We are faster on four legs than two, but not by much.  When in our fur, we have better protection because of our teeth and claws.  However, some things don’t change.  Our sense of smell, hearing, and sight.
 
   “Our sense of smell is more vital to us than our sight.  We can smell an object long after it has disappeared.  A scent can tell us more than we could ever see.  Emotions like fear and desire can flavor a person’s usual fragrance.  Through our senses, we read the world and react to it.
 
   “Scenting is when we use our sense of smell to identify potential Mates.  Their scent calls to us.  It’s more than just liking the fragrance.  It’s the rightness of it.”  She paused for a moment and smiled kindly at me.  “I’ve never had to explain this to someone who didn’t have our noses.  So let me know if I’m not making sense.
 
   “I like the smell of strawberries, but I wouldn’t want my clothes to smell like them.  It’s a good smell, but not right for clothes.  So, although my scent may be pleasant to several, it might not be just right for any of them.  Because of the nuance between an alluring scent and the rightness of that scent, nature threw in a backup plan.  It’s something we feel deep inside ourselves, like a tug in our stomach, reeling us toward the one we’re meant to be with.  The scent calls us, possibly from a greater distance than we can see, but the pull cinches the deal.”
 
   My eyes locked on Emmitt, and my stomach summersaulted as usual.  Panic flared.  What was Nana telling me?  Emmitt continued to play with the boys, but I could tell by the cant of his head that he listened.  Was he waiting for me to try to run?
 
   Nana reached over and patted my hand.
 
   “It’s a lot to take in, but nothing to worry about.  With humans, we werewolves typically don’t feel or scent anything that would indicate we’re compatible with you.  Oh, a few have tried to have relationships, but they were shallow connections that never lasted long.”
 
   Emmitt cast a quick scowl at Nana over his shoulder before returning to the game he played with my brothers.
 
   Nana picked up a water bottle lying in the shade of her bag and handed it to me.  “Would you like me to tell you more about our kind?”
 
   Until she mentioned the last bit about humans and werewolves not working, I’d been tying my mental running shoes, thinking my vision an inevitable outcome.  Could I take more?  Think of your brothers, I told myself.  If I wanted to avoid the fate Blake had planned for me, I had to understand what his words had meant and why he’d forced those monthly dinners.
 
   I nodded, took a sip of water, and tried to relax.
 
   “Werewolves live in packs.  Historically, at least as far back as we can remember, packs were small with an alpha pair leading maybe three other Mated pairs and their young.  Since Charlene came to us, Emmitt and Jim’s mother, there have been several changes, which include all of the smaller packs merging into a large one.  Charlene put the backbone back in our pack and brought us together by sheer determination.  It’s because of her plans for pack growth that I am here with Emmitt and Jim.  We are trying to establish another pack location because the main one in Canada is growing too large for the space.
 
   “Our society is like any other in that we each have a place in it.  Elders are the keepers of knowledge and peace.  Pack leaders keep the peace within their own pack, but Elders keep the peace between packs.  Almost all werewolves belong to a pack.  However, some werewolves choose to live on their own.  Those we call Forlorn.  They can still hear the Elders and have the same compulsion to obey, but they follow no pack leader.”
 
   “So Emmitt’s mom is the pack leader?” I asked trying to wrap my head around everything she’d shared.
 
   Nana laughed softly.  “Technically, no.  Emmitt’s father is the leader.  But Charlene influences the pack in her own right.”
 
   I mulled over the information.  General information about werewolves was helpful and none of it sounded too bad, but I didn’t see how it connected to what Blake said the night he pinned me to the wall.
 
   “Where in there does biting become involved?”  The question slid out of my mouth before I could consider how it sounded.
 
   Nana gave a little cough, Jim roared with laughter, and Emmitt gazed at me, looking troubled.  I dropped my eyes to the sand, feeling a flush creep into my face.  Apparently, biting wasn’t a polite topic of conversation for werewolves, either.
 
   “Can I ask where these questions are coming from?” she asked after a moment.
 
   “Just curious,” I mumbled.  “Maybe we should eat lunch,” I suggested diverting the direction of our conversation.
 
   I didn’t ask any further questions for the rest of the day even though Nana offered to continue her explanation of their race.  Instead, I moved away from the water to sit in the shade of the trees that lined the beach.  Humidity weighed the air, making it difficult to breathe as the day progressed.
 
   Before the sun set, we packed up and headed back home.  I insisted on dinner in our own apartment.  No one liked my answer.  My gaze locked briefly with Emmitt’s before I turned to go upstairs.
 
   If werewolves and humans weren’t a thing, why had Blake’s men scented me?  More to the point, why had Emmitt?  I had no doubt that was what he’d done when he held me just outside of Nana’s door.  Were they all just looking for a “shallow connection” with me because of my premonitions?  That answer would make sense if Emmitt knew about my premonitions.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   My stock market premonition struck before the boys finished breakfast.  It marked the end of our second week away from Blake.  So much had happened in that time yet, other than moving locations, nothing fundamental had changed.  Blake still trapped me.  He held me through my fear of discovery.  That, and the fact that werewolves were still present in my life, kept me wary.  I’d been used for my predictions for too long to trust easily.
 
   Liam and Aden raced downstairs to bug Emmitt and Jim, and I absently followed.  How I could smoothly pass along the information without being obvious?
 
   The humidity from the day before still lingered.  Sweat beaded on my forehead as I sat in the shade of the porch.  Jim eyed our glistening faces and ran into town, returning with a sprinkler.  The boys squealed with excitement once he explained its purpose.  Another first for them.
 
   I watched them from the porch, not feeling up to joining in the fun.  Emmitt stayed close, watching me.  I struggled to hide any visible sign of the worry I felt as the ticker continued to run.
 
   Nana stepped onto the porch, making her first appearance of the day.  She held her cordless phone to her ear.
 
   “Michelle, I have my friend on the phone from last week.  He wanted to thank you for your recommendation, which looks really good so far, and he wanted me to ask if you had any other advice.”
 
   I stared at her for a moment, thinking.  This was perfect, but I couldn’t just spew out the information again with Emmitt watching so closely.
 
   “Uh, I haven’t looked at the paper, yet.  If we have one, I can take a look at it.  Maybe you could give your friend a call back later this afternoon?”
 
   I hoped it would look like I had researched the information and had just been very lucky.  I would have to figure out something else for the next one, though.  Three in a row wouldn’t go unnoticed.
 
   Nana nodded and disappeared inside as she conveyed the message.  She came back a moment later with the paper.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The next morning, the boys excitedly ran downstairs.  I had no reason not to let them terrorize the neighbors.  Aden came back up a minute later crying because Jim had already left for work.
 
   To console him, I suggested we cook for Jim.  Aden perked up at the prospect.  We decided on some cookies.  While we measured out the flour, Nana knocked on the door.
 
   “Good morning, Michelle.  Liam mentioned he didn’t know the ABC song.  Would you mind if they spent some time with me a few times a week so I can work on their alphabet with them?”
 
   I stared at her as a horrible, sinking guilt made me shrink inside.  My brothers had been denied so much.  As soon as they could speak, they hadn’t left the house, and their care had fully fallen to me.  Defiance on my part had meant a lock down for all of us.  When locked in our separate rooms, they went without food or contact, except for each other.  David hadn’t liked kids and only tolerated them outside of their room when they kept quiet.  I’d taught them basic things that applied to our caged life at the time but hadn’t thought of teaching them more.
 
   Something must have shown on my face because Nana stepped further into the apartment, looking concerned.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with them not knowing the ABC’s, yet.  Four and five is just the right age to start learning.  I have so many of my old materials left, and, frankly, I miss working with children.  I thought I would offer.”
 
   Emmitt’s comment came back to me.  Who better to teach them than a teacher?  I reluctantly nodded and promised to send Aden down as soon as we finished the cookies.  He felt strongly that he needed to help make them for Jim.
 
   When he tromped downstairs a while later, I sighed.  As much as they drove me nuts, they also kept me company.  With nothing else to do, I lounged on the couch and read the book I’d borrowed.  Their enthusiastic singing echoed the halls as the oven warmed the apartment to unbearable.  Baking cookies in summer was not a good idea.
 
   Sweating, I tossed the book aside and changed into my swimsuit.  I opened all the windows and doors to let out the heat.  When I opened the French doors to the porch, a nice breeze shifted past me, and I stepped outside.  Protected by the overhanging roof, shade cooled the wooden deck.  I stood there for a moment letting the wind tease my skin and realized I’d found the perfect place to read.
 
   I went back inside, took the last batch of cookies from the oven, then grabbed my book and blanket.  The porch didn’t just give me a cool place to read.  It also muffled the boys’ boisterous singing.  I relaxed on the blanket and enjoyed the breeze.
 
   An hour later, Emmitt stepped onto the porch from the door of the adjoining apartment.  I glanced up from the book.  When he saw me, he paused.  He was laden with paint cans, rollers, and plastic and looked like he could use a hand.
 
   “Let me help,” I said, jumping up.  I took two of the cans from his hands and smiled up at him.
 
   His face flushed.  He swallowed hard and glanced down at what I wore.
 
   I pretended not to notice his reaction and lifted a can.  “What are you doing with all of this?”
 
   He met my eyes again, and his voice was rough when he spoke.
 
   “The outside needs painting, too.  I thought I’d start on it while the paint dried in there.”
 
   He gave me one last look, turned, and walked to the far corner of the porch where he set down the painting supplies.
 
   “Is the apartment almost done?” I asked as I trailed behind him.  I set the two cans next to his pile.
 
   “I still need to work on some plumbing, but its close.  Want to see it?” he said, looking at me once more.  The flush had faded, but he was careful to maintain eye contact.  The steady look made it hard to pretend I didn’t feel underdressed.
 
   “That’s okay.”
 
   “I could actually use your input on the colors in the bathroom.  Nana bought a variety of cans on clearance, and I’m down to a yellow and a grey.”
 
   The idea of talking about paint colors shouldn’t have caused my stomach to dip or a pink flush to spread across my skin.  Yet, it did.  I pushed down the jitters, resisted the urge to tug at the edges of the bikini top, and nodded.
 
   He smiled at me.  His dimple made my heart stop.  He extended a hand to indicate I should lead.  I turned and walked to the apartment’s porch entrance.  The door led into a large, open-concept living room and kitchen.  Thick, clear plastic covered the beige carpet immediately inside the door, protecting it from paint spills.  White speckles already decorated it from painting the ceiling.  He had painted the wall dividing the living room and kitchen from the rest of the apartment a dark brown.  A warm, light brown coated the remaining walls.  The main door to the apartment was located just inside the kitchen area where the beige carpet transitioned into large earth-toned tiles.
 
   “Wow.  This looks great.”
 
   “I’m glad you like it,” he said quietly.  “Let me show you the bathroom.”
 
   He led me to the hallway where an orphaned toilet waited for installation.  He stopped just outside the bathroom door.
 
   “We can’t go in.  The grout is still wet, but you can see the colors in the tile from here.”
 
   He moved aside so I could lean against the wall and peek into the room.
 
   In the process of leaning forward to look, I knocked over a loose piece of molding.  It tipped inward toward the newly grouted floor.  I didn’t even have time to wince before Emmitt snapped it out of the air, impossibly fast.  The move reminded me of our differences, and a tiny bit of fear grew in the pit of my stomach as I recalled how quickly Frank had leapt over the table to claim his right to scent me first.
 
   A shudder ran through me.
 
   “Don’t,” Emmitt whispered hoarsely.
 
   I turned to him, confused.
 
   “You are the one person who will never have to fear me.”
 
   Fear him, why would he say that?  Usually, I just felt confused.  Like now.  The only time I felt fear around him, I’d ended up kicking him in the...
 
   “I’m sorry I kneed you.”
 
   He reached out and gently touched my cheek, feathering his fingertips over it from temple to jaw.  My heart started to beat faster.
 
   “I’m sorry I scared you,” he murmured as he moved closer.
 
   I glanced down at his lips.  My breath hitched.  I looked up, and I couldn’t think.  His deep blue eyes held me in place, waiting, anticipating.  His head lowered.  My lips parted.
 
   “And I’m sorry I missed it,” Jim said from the living room, startling me.
 
   Emmitt’s hand dropped back to his side, and his eyes flicked down the hall in annoyance.
 
   Free of the spell, I put some space between us, tried to calm my thundering hear, and peeked at the bathroom one more time. 
 
   “The yellow won’t work, but the grey might.  Too bad you didn’t have a blue-grey to match the flecking in the tile.”
 
   I kept my eyes locked on the bathroom, not wanting to explore what might be in Emmitt’s gaze.  He apparently hadn’t understood my friendship speech as well as I’d hoped.  He needed to be the strong one and stay away from me, because I had very little willpower when it came to him.
 
   “Thank you,” Emmitt said.
 
   I nodded and led the way down the hallway, thankful for Jim’s intervention.
 
   “Why are you here, Jim?” Emmitt said before we reached the end.
 
   “Aden mentioned something about cookies...”  Jim’s words trailed off as I stepped into view.  Then, he wolf-whistled.
 
   “I regret my decision to think of you as a sister,” he said with a grin.  “Nana can sure pick a suit.  I think you should really wear a t-shirt over that, though.”
 
   “Shut up, Jim,” Emmitt said flatly behind me.
 
   I blushed and kept walking toward the porch door.  Emmitt and Jim stayed behind in the apartment.  I could hear their low, murmured voices as I picked up my blanket and book.
 
   In that moment before Jim interrupted us, Emmitt had wrapped me in his spell.  I’d wanted nothing more than his kiss.  Nana’s comment about shallow connections rang in my ears.  While the boys played school with Nana, I vowed I’d use that time to learn, too.  Time to start Werewolf 101.  Tomorrow.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   After Nana collected the boys for their morning lessons, I grabbed a cookie and went to search out Emmitt.  He wasn’t hard to find.  I followed the sound of a quick, metallic rasp outside on the porch.  Paint flakes decorated the decking by our doors.  Free of loose paint, the third floor of the back of the house awaited its turn at rejuvenation.
 
   Turning the far corner, I almost ran into Emmitt and smashed the cookie between us.  His quick reflexes caught me and robbed me of the cookie.  Grinning, he took a bite before he offered it back.
 
   “I actually brought it for you,” I said.
 
   His face lost a little of its playfulness.  He tilted his head, studying me with a silent question.
 
   “Will you tell me about your family?”  I reached for the nearby broom.  “Please.”
 
   “What do you want to know?”
 
   “Anything.  Everything.”  I shrugged.  My stomach was in knots.  I wanted to know, but I didn’t.
 
   “My dad’s side is from Canada.  My mom, from the states.  They met when she was pretty young.  The way my dad tells it, it was love at first sight.  My mom just rolls her eyes.”  He grinned at me between brisk scrapes.  He made quick progress, stripping the boards of paint.  I struggled to keep up with him as I trailed behind with the broom.
 
   “My dad’s brother lives in Canada with them at the Compound.”
 
   I stopped sweeping and looked at him.
 
   “It’s a collection of old buildings; the community I grew up in.  It has been struggling for decades to support itself while keeping away from the corrupt influences of the outside world,” he said with a hint of humor.
 
   “Corrupt?”
 
   He quickly swiped around the window.  “Some believed that humans would lead the world to devastation through their wars, pollution, and overpopulation.  They thought, by withdrawing from it, they could save themselves.”
 
   “The day my mom showed up, about thirty years ago, changed the direction they’d been headed.  She made them see they were hurting themselves by hiding from the truth.  They’d created their own distrust by not learning about the changes they were scorning and made it harder for future generations to rejoin the world.  That’s part of the reason they sent me back here to live with Nana Wini.
 
   “The more of us who leave to learn about the world, the better it is for others when we go back and share what we learned.  The money we earn doesn’t hurt, either.  Part of the reason I know what I’m doing here is because I grew up helping with this kind of work back home.”
 
   We rounded the corner, and he began scraping on the front of the house.  Behind us, I left neat little piles of paint chips.
 
   “My mom started making improvements as soon as there was money, and she hasn’t stopped.  People actually have beds to sleep in now.”  He looked at me after he said the last piece as if he wanted to take it back.
 
   How horrible to be so poor that there wasn’t even beds to sleep in.  After Blake appeared in my life, I’d found the opulence of Richard’s house distasteful as it represented a way of life I wanted nothing to do with.  Clothes, food, an exercise room.  Everything had been high-end and bought at the price of my freedom.  I’d run from it, willingly risking a potential future without beds, warmth, or food, to save us all from a worse fate.  And poverty would have happened, if not for Emmitt.
 
   I reined in my thoughts.  “So the remodeling inside, the painting outside, you learned all this from your mom?”
 
   He nodded, looking adorable with paint flakes dusting his hair.  “Can I ask you a question now?”
 
   Reluctantly, I nodded.  I didn’t promise to answer it, though.
 
   “Will you tell me about your stepfather?”
 
   I sighed and stopped sweeping again, remembering how it’d been in the beginning.  “It was just me and my mom until after my thirteenth birthday.  She met Richard through a friend of a friend.”
 
   “Richard?” he asked, looking puzzled.
 
   I nodded and realized I’d never mentioned Richard by name before.  “He was nice.  He treated my mom well, and I think he really loved her.  Then, things changed.”  Things I wasn’t ready to share with Emmitt.
 
   My premonitions had struck.  I hadn’t understood what I’d been seeing and wrote it down on paper to show my mom.  By that time, they had married and were expecting their first child.  Richard had found the paper and known what it was.  He’d been amused by what I’d written, but after seeing the accuracy of my predictions, he’d started to use them.  He hadn’t demanded anything from me, just said I could give them to him when I thought of any more.
 
   Everything had been fine for a while.  We’d moved into a better house, the one in the gated community.  We’d been happy.  Liam was born, time passed, I went to school, had friends, went on my first parent-supervised date, and my mom got pregnant again.
 
   I wasn’t sure how Richard got involved with Blake, but he had; and Blake had started coming to dinner.  My mom had disliked him immediately.  Seeing past events clearly for the first time, I understood how much Blake had truly controlled our lives.  It had started with my mom’s death.  An accidental death that I could now see wasn’t so accidental.  Blake had killed her just as he had Richard.  After she died, Richard had become Blake’s lackey.
 
   “How did they change?” Emmitt asked quietly, watching me closely.
 
   I’d daydreamed through half the front of the house.  I shook myself and finished sweeping quickly.
 
   “My mom died just after Aden was born,” I said softly, remembering how alone I’d felt.  “Richard shut us away from the world for four years.”
 
   Emmitt had stopped scrapping and studied me closely.
 
   “Richard.  Then, who’s Blake?”
 
   With Blake’s identity firmly glued to my secret, at least in my head, I couldn’t talk about him without everything spilling out.  I didn’t want to tempt Emmitt with the power he could gain by possessing my premonitions.  I didn’t want him to turn out like Blake.
 
   “I have to check on the boys,” I said in a rush.  I leaned the broom against the wall and fled.
 
   I sequestered myself with my brothers for the rest of the day.  The other occupants of the house let me be.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 9
 
   Emmitt knocked on my door the afternoon following our talk.  The boys were outside playing, and I was alone.  I quietly backed away from the door.  It seemed every time we spent time alone, I let too much slip.  We needed distance.  I needed distance.  So, I snuck to the bathroom and avoided him with the skill of a master thief.
 
   After his footsteps faded in the hallway, I risked a quick look out the bathroom door.  The sunlit pattern of the French doors on the kitchen floor caught my eye.  The island blocked a good portion of it, but not the top half.  The shadow of a man drifted through the bright patch.  I spent the afternoon reading on the toilet.
 
   It proved more difficult to avoid Emmitt the following day.  He stood outside the apartment door when the boys ran out in the morning.  Stunned by his unexpected appearance, I gapped at him for a moment before my brain kicked in.
 
   “I have to take a shower,” I said in a rush then slammed the door in his face.
 
   I stayed under the hot spray until my fingers pruned, then I crept around the apartment, stealthily checking the windows and doors.  When time passed without spotting Emmitt, I changed into my swimsuit and grabbed a book.  No more toilet reading.  My legs had gone numb the day before.  I eased open the French doors and tiptoed onto the porch.
 
   The warm summer air surrounded me, and I took a slow, deep breath and shook out my blanket.
 
   “Michelle?”
 
   The sound of his voice directly behind me almost made me scream.  Heart hammering, I clutched the blanket to my chest and spun to face him.  My master thief skills were more like apprentice level.  I caught a glimpse of his hurt expression before he smoothed his features into a carefree mask of indifference.
 
   “I need to go into town for more paint soon.  I was wondering if you wanted to come with me and help pick out the color.”  His eyes held mine as he spoke.  He stood a few feet from me, wearing paint splattered cargo shorts and an equally colorful printed shirt.  A brush hung from a loop on his shorts.
 
   I didn’t answer immediately, and he tucked his hands in his pockets, waiting.  My stomach did its weird flutter.  After talking to Nana, it felt more like a tug.  It made me nervous all over again.  Why did I react like that to him?  It had to be the reason I couldn’t seem to keep my mouth shut.
 
   “I’ll pass.  I’m more comfortable here,” I mumbled.  Riding to town to get paint meant taking the car since Jim had the truck.  Thinking of any amount of time in the confines of Nana’s little putt-putt, alone with Emmitt, did funny things to my insides.
 
   “Okay,” he said with a small nod.  Then he turned and walked away.  My shoulders sagged in relief.
 
   He left me alone for an hour.  Laying in the shade of the third floor porch, I heard his footsteps approaching, but didn’t scramble to my feet fast enough.  He caught me on my knees.
 
   “Thirsty?” he asked holding out a sweating glass of water.  Who is Blake?  The last time he offered me something to drink, I said too much.
 
   Fine.  The drink had nothing to do with it.  Not really.  Emmitt was the problem.
 
   “No.”  I popped up as if pulled by a string connected to the top of my head.  “I have to pee.”  I dashed through the French doors and closed myself in the bathroom.  Again.
 
   After a few minutes, I ducked into the bedroom, threw on a shirt, and rushed downstairs to ask Nana and the boys if I could join them.  The boys eagerly welcomed me while Nana gave me a curious look.  She didn’t stop her lesson, though.
 
   Since she kept her door open, I saw Emmitt pass by several times before lunch.  Each time my stomach trembled, and I wished the stupid thing would stop causing me so much trouble.
 
   When Nana announced her lessons complete for the day, I left the apartment with trepidation and led the boys upstairs for lunch.  Our door stood open.  I made Liam go in first while I hid around the corner.
 
   “Emmitt!  Are you cooking lunch today?”
 
   Liam’s excited greeting caused me to throw a spontaneous quiet tantrum in the privacy of the hallway.  There was a lot of silent foot stomping and some pantomimed fainting involved.  Thankfully, Aden walked in right after Liam and missed my awesome display.
 
   Straightening my shoulders, I stepped through the door.  For the first time ever, Emmitt didn’t look up at me.  Not even briefly.  He focused on the boys and their sandwiches.
 
   “Yep.  I thought maybe I’d eat with you guys.  How about we carry these sandwiches downstairs and eat on the grass?”  He handed each boy a sandwich and, carrying one for himself, left with the boys.
 
   Owl-eyed and confused, I stared at the empty door as the lone sandwich he’d left on the counter mocked me.  I’d hurt his feelings with my avoidance.  Drifting to a stool, guilt ate at me.  Dejectedly, I took a bite of the sandwich.  Turkey.  With bacon.  Frowning at the delicious taste, I set the sandwich aside.  Didn’t he know I had no choice?  Couldn’t he stop asking me questions for five seconds?  Cradling my head in my hands, I grimaced remembering his questions today.  Simple, harmless questions.
 
   I sighed and admitted an ugly truth.  The problem wasn’t Emmitt.  It was me.  I wanted to tell him everything.  How stupid could I be?  Not even a week had passed since he’d revealed his secret.  Though I’d decided to learn what I could from him, I’d yet to resolve a few things in my mind.  Primarily, the trust issue.  It was too soon for that.
 
   Hardening myself against the guilt, I decided to keep avoiding him.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   A brief rain shower Friday morning, followed by a hazy, breezeless sky, spiked the humidity.  Instead of lessons inside, Nana encouraged the boys to play in the sprinkler while they recited the things they’d learned during the last few days.  The sweltering heat of the apartment drove me outdoors, too.  I brought the blanket and book with me.
 
   Emmitt painted upstairs until the heat drove him out.  He stepped outside without a word to me.  Calling to the boys to save him some water for later, he disappeared into the shadows of the garage and returned carrying a weed eater.  After a few sharp pulls, it started with a loud drone, and he moved to the treeline, turning his back to the porch.
 
   Part of my frustration with myself was my inability to stop looking at him.  My eyes drifted to his back repeatedly, watching the play of muscles as he held the machine inches off the ground.  I tried lifting my book higher to block the line of sight, but the book always drifted back down on its own.  If only I could get over my fascination, maybe my stomach would stop freaking out and I would lose the urge to spill my guts.
 
   He took off his shirt and tucked it into the waistband of his shorts.  I lost the battle and outright stared, book forgotten.
 
   Finished with the first section of trees, Emmitt killed the motor and moved to the next, glancing up as the boys shouted to him.  I was in his line of sight.  Caught staring, I blushed and lifted my book again.
 
   When the motor started, I quickly offered to make lunch and sprinted upstairs.  I could feel my resolve weakening.  I needed help.
 
   After lunch, Emmitt left with Nana’s car to get the paint he needed.  He hadn’t repeated his invitation.
 
   Nana asked if we wanted to walk in the woods where it would be cooler.  Liam heartily agreed.  Aden, pruned from so much time in the water, nodded.  I insisted they go without me if Nana could manage.  She laughed, assuring me they would be no trouble.
 
   I ran upstairs, changed into cutoffs and a tank top, then waited on the porch.  It didn’t take long for Jim to pull into the driveway.
 
   “Jim!” I called popping up from my spot on the porch and moving to the truck before he parked.  “Will you teach me how to drive?”
 
   His eyebrows rose lifting his sweat soaked hair.  “You don’t know how?”
 
   “I’m self-taught and need practice.  Everyone else is gone.”  I crowded up to the driver’s side door and gave him a pleading look.  Inside my head, a clock ticked.  We still had hours before dinner, and Emmitt would soon return with the paint.
 
   “Sure,” he cut the engine.  “Can I shower quick?”
 
   “I guess.”  I didn’t bother to keep the disappointment from my face.  I really wanted to leave before Emmitt got back.
 
   He eyed me for a moment then grinned.  “I’ll be back in less than five minutes.”
 
   I stepped back as he opened the door.  With a blur and a breeze, he vanished.
 
   Blinking, I looked around.  What game did he play now?  We didn’t have time.  Striding to the house, I heard him singing inside and stopped.  A shower ran.  I smiled.  He moved fast.
 
   I returned to the truck and settled into the driver’s seat.  The keys dangled from the ignition.  I touched them lightly.  I could leave.  So easy.  Of course, my brothers held me—I wouldn’t leave without them—but I could take the keys and wait.  Tell Jim I changed my mind.  No.  At some point, I had come to terms with the fact that we lived with werewolves.  Did I like it?  Not really.  Did it bother me?  Only when I thought about it, which I needed to do more often.  The urge to leave primarily stemmed from my growing fascination with Emmitt.  I needed to figure out a way to deal with that so I could become serious about getting answers about Blake.
 
   The passenger door opened and closed with a gust of wind.  Jim sat beside me.  He was freshly showered and wearing clean shorts, sandals, and a wife beater.
 
   “Start her up.  What do you need to know?”
 
   I cranked the starter and took a moment to remember our quick escape.  “I figured out the gas and the brake.  Sometimes I still mix them up,” I admitted.  He gave me a worried look.  “But it’s mostly the rules I need to know.  Like who goes first at a stop sign, when to use your blinkers, what the ‘N’ stands for here.”  I pointed to the shifter display.
 
   Putting the truck in reverse, I didn’t wait for his reply.  The gas pedal was touchier than I expected, and we flew backward.  Had the garage door been closed, I would have bumped it.  Just a little.  I mumbled a quick apology, shifted into gear, then pulled forward smoothly.
 
   Gravel crunched under the tires as I brought us to the road.  I didn’t quite stop.  Rather, I rolled forward slowly until I could see both ways were clear then pulled out onto the road.
 
   “Okay.  Two things,” Jim said.  “If you’re turning onto a road, use your blinker.  It might not be a law, but it’s polite.  And always stop to look both ways.  A complete stop.”
 
   I nodded and kept driving.  He explained the gauges inside the truck while I kept my eyes on the road.  Mostly.  He suggested I take my foot off the gas when going into a curve instead of trying to keep the speed limit through it.  His advice relieved me as the last curve felt like one side of the truck had lifted off the road.
 
   When we came to the bar Emmitt and I had stopped at, Jim begged me to pull in.  This early on a Friday, cars hadn’t yet crowded the parking lot so I didn’t need to worry about avoiding anything as I jerked the wheel to make the quick turn.
 
   I parked with a jarring stop and uncurled my fingers from the wheel.  Jim was already out of the truck and headed toward the door before I could turn to ask what we were doing there.  I unbuckled, plucked the keys from the ignition, and rushed to catch up.  I caught the door on the backswing and followed Jim inside.  Two window air conditioners hummed in the otherwise quiet bar.  It felt nice inside.  Not a bad place to cool off.
 
   Jim called to the bartender for a double shot of whiskey.  I shuddered, remembering the tequila, and sat on the stool next to him.  The bartender gave him the glass with amber liquid.  Jim drank it down and asked for another before the man could move away.  He repeated the process four times then sighed and asked for two beers.
 
   “Can you get drunk?” I asked Jim once the man moved away.
 
   “Yep, but I have to work harder at it, and it doesn’t last as long.”  He pushed a glass of beer toward me.
 
   “But I’m driving.”
 
   “Nope, not anymore,” he said as he reached over and plucked the keys from my hand.  Considering what he’d just consumed, I thought the key confiscation a bit backward.
 
   “Come on, Jim.  I wasn’t that bad, was I?”
 
   Instead of answering, he asked the bartender to line up another four doubles of whiskey.  He handed me his wallet and told me to stop him when he ran out.  The bartender and I exchanged a look.
 
   “Jim, if I’m not driving and you’re drunk, how are we getting home?”  I’d left my brothers with Nana Wini.  What would happen when they got back to the house and I wasn’t there?  I began to worry.  How could I be so stupid?  When I’d asked Jim to teach me, I’d just wanted to put some distance between Emmitt and me for a while, not drive away.
 
   He winked at me and drank his whiskeys, this time spacing them out by a few minutes.  I took a sip of my beer and dug through his wallet to lay out a few bills.  Jim laughed and pulled out a few more.
 
   “So are you going to tell me why you really wanted to kill me today?” he asked when I glanced at the clock on the wall.
 
   “Jim, we should really go back.  Nana has the boys and won’t know where I disappeared to.”
 
   Jim arched a brow at me, and I pouted a little before answering his original question.  I didn’t really want to talk about it.
 
   “I’m avoiding Emmitt.”
 
   “I’ve noticed.  Just can’t figure out why.”
 
   I shrugged and took another sip of beer.  Wine tasted better, but beer won over tequila.  “It’s hard to explain.”
 
   “Not really.  You just need the proper motivation.”  He nodded toward the dartboard.  “I win, you tell me.  You win, I leave it alone.”
 
   I shook my head before he finished his offer.  “No way.  I have no idea how good you are.”  If he could run faster than I could see, how could he miss a dartboard?
 
   “Dice then.  A game of chance.  I might be ready to go afterward.”
 
   Dice, I could play.  I nodded, and he taught me a quick drinking game, only instead of taking a shot, the loser told a secret.  In my case, why I wanted to avoid Emmitt.  In Jim’s case, who taught him to sing in the shower.
 
   Jim womped me.  I took the last drink from my beer.  Jim motioned for another.
 
   “Because I’m stupid around him,” I said in exasperation.
 
   “Explain.”
 
   “I lose focus on what’s important and start talking about things I shouldn’t,” I said then asked the bartender for a sweeter beer.  He gave me funny look but moved his hand from one tap to another.
 
   “Why can’t you talk about things?”
 
   If only Jim had asked what I couldn’t talk about; I would have clammed up.
 
   “Because people take advantage of information.  They use it to gain power, control.”
 
   The door behind us opened, and a few more Friday patrons trickled in.  I replenished the money on the bar as Jim called for more whiskey.  He grinned at me with a twinkle in his eye.
 
   “So you’re avoiding Emmitt because you’re afraid you’ll say something he’ll use to control you?”
 
   I began to nod then stopped myself.  Had I said that?  Damn.  I eyed my beer.
 
   “Don’t blame you,” Jim said interrupting my thought.  “He’s a bit of a control freak.  O.C.D.  Look at how driven he is to finish that apartment for you.”
 
   What?
 
   “I mean, you haven’t even decided if you will stay, yet.  I tried telling him he needed to chill, but no.  Be prepared.  That’s how he thinks.”
 
   “He’s finishing that apartment for us?”  I couldn’t get past that tidbit.
 
   Jim nodded and nudged my glass.  I dutifully took a drink.
 
   “Yep.  Doesn’t think his apartment is a good home for you and the boys.  Apparently, my decorating doesn’t meet his standards.”  He rolled his eyes.
 
   I hid my grin with another sip.
 
   “If he’s not working on that, then he’s always listening for you.  Or Liam.  Or Aden.  He leaves the apartment door open ‘just in case’.  In case what?  I say let it go already.”
 
   I thought he just opened the door in the morning to welcome the boys.  But to have it open all the time?  My heart melted a little.
 
   The door opened, and a larger crowd of men came in.  A few called hello to Jim.  Jim nodded and smiled but didn’t invite them to join us.
 
   “You know what really puts me over the top?” he asked, looking at me with frustration.  “He won’t let me make the pancakes!”
 
   Several people turned to look at Jim.  I studied Jim in surprise, not sure how to respond to his outburst.  Then, I caught a twinkle in his eyes.
 
   “You brat!”  I smacked him on the arm, and he laughed.
 
   He’d picked on my concerns but had also revealed some interesting information about Emmitt.  Things I didn’t know.  Did I have to worry about Emmitt using the information against me?  I didn’t know because I didn’t really know Emmitt.
 
   “Fine.  You win.  I’ll stop avoiding him.”  My stomach flipped in anticipation, and I let out a shaky breath.  Friends only, I reminded myself.  That would be risky enough.  I’d probably say more than I wanted.
 
   “Good girl,” Jim said, smiling approval.  “Drink up.  The music’s about to start.  It’ll get too loud in here to talk.”
 
   I looked around the crowded room and wondered where everyone had come from.  The glass in front of me was cold and full.  Hadn’t I been drinking out of it already?  I thought I’d almost drained it.
 
   “We can go now if you want,” I offered.
 
   “Please, no!” he said, holding his hands up in surrender.  “I just need a few more minutes.”  After all the alcohol he consumed, he didn’t seem the least bit affected.
 
   Three more beer and two hours later, I needed to use the restroom.  A crowded dance floor occupied the space between my goal and me.  I leaned close to Jim to hear myself over the music.
 
   “Be right back,” I half-shouted and hopped off the stool.
 
   He nodded at me with a grin and lifted his glass to sip the beer I suspected he’d been nursing for the past hour.  If he didn’t want me driving, maybe he was sobering up?  Wait, was he ever really drunk?  I felt a bit light-headed and unsure of the real answer.
 
   Without tripping or embarrassing myself, I made it to the restroom.  The small room did little to muffle the blaring music but did offer my ears a slight respite.  The time away from Jim and his distracting conversation helped me remember my responsibilities.  Liam and Aden.
 
   After drying my hands, I stepped out of the restroom and carefully started to skirt around the group of bodies writhing to the music.  I craned my neck, trying to spot Jim.  We needed to leave.
 
   Instead of seeing Jim, I met a startling pair of dark eyes for a moment before a random dancer moved in the way.  I froze, doubting what I thought I’d seen.  When the dancer moved, no one familiar stood there.  Dark blue eyes or otherwise.  I shook my head, blamed the beer, and continued to inch forward.  Definitely time to insist we go home.  Jim had to be sober by now.  I wanted to get back to my brothers and needed to apologize to Nana.
 
   The mass of dancers drifted, blocking my route along their edge.  Taking a deep breath, I changed tactics and started to snake my way through the dancers.  I mumbled apologies as I went.  Shoulder to shoulder, bodies bumped and brushed each other as they swayed to the music.  I struggled to make any progress.  An arm encircled my waist, stopping me completely.  I tried to spot Jim at the bar, but the crowd was too thick.  The music too loud to yell.  Defeated, I turned to face my captor.
 
   Dark blue eyes, close cropped dark hair, and a perfect mouth swam before my eyes.  Emmitt.  My heart skipped a beat.  He wore jeans and a faded blue t-shirt.  His eyes unwaveringly met mine.  He studied me with an intensity I didn’t understand.
 
   He leaned in to smell my hair.  Tingles skittered along my neck and arms.
 
   “Hi,” I whispered, tipsy and unsure of his mood.
 
   Folding me in his arms with a sigh, we swayed to the fast music.  “You had me worried,” he whispered in my ear.  He rested his forehead against mine.
 
   “My driving’s not that bad,” I protested, pulling back slightly.  He let me have my space as his lips quirked and he shook his head.
 
   “When you stopped talking to me, I thought you wanted to leave.  Then, you did.  With Jim.”
 
   “Oh.”  I didn’t know what to say for a moment.  His eyes burned into mine, capturing me even through the beer haze.  My hands came to life at my side, reaching up to clutch the fabric of his shirt near his stomach.  My knuckles brushed his hard muscles.  I melted a little.
 
   He exhaled and closed the distance between us.  As he lowered his head, excitement burst like a bubble within me, randomly splattering my insides with a cold fire.  The room tilted.  My blood rushed, and my eyes fluttered closed.  I held my breath, lifted my face, and forgot my vow to confine our relationship to the boundaries of friendship.
 
   “Please stop,” he begged.
 
   My eyes popped back open.  “What?” I asked confused.
 
   His mouth hovered inches from mine.  The song changed.  A slow beat to match our sway.  I lifted myself up on tiptoes and let go of his shirt to wrap my arms against his neck.  I felt his breath on my lips.  So close...
 
   He moved quickly, nudging my head to the side with his jaw, giving him access to bury his face in the curve of my neck.  His lips rested against my skin but didn’t move.  He inhaled deeply and groaned.
 
   “Driving me crazy,” he murmured, answering my question.
 
   It took me a moment to understand him.  I drove him crazy?  The look in his eyes, the way he held me, and what he’d just said added up to one conclusion.  Despite his previous assurance that he only wanted friendship, I thought he wanted to kiss me.  Had I misread the situation?  I tightened my arms around his shoulders, and he pulled me closer.  Nope.  I didn’t misread a thing.
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “If you’ll let me, I’ll explain in the morning.  When you’re more lucid.”
 
   The song ended, and he led me from the floor.  I stumbled a bit, the floorboards doing their best imitation of a rollercoaster.
 
   “You found her.”  Jim grinned at me.  “Good.”  He handed Emmitt the truck keys and held out his hand, waiting for Emmitt to surrender the motorcycle key.  “You two have fun.”  He sat back on his stool and began to speak to the woman on his right.
 
   Emmitt shook his head and tugged me toward the exit.  Tripping on the threshold, I fell through the door.  He spun and caught me before my eyes even locked on the gravel rising up to meet my face.  Without a word, he swung me up into his arms.  I snuggled into his warm chest and smiled, touching his shirt.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 10
 
   I woke all at once.  Silence surrounded me.  Turning my head, left then right, I looked for the boys.  Their spots were empty, and I frowned and sat up.  The taste in my mouth distracted me; I needed a toothbrush.
 
   I swung my legs out of bed and stepped on a piece of paper on the floor.  A childishly penciled arrow pointed to the hallway.  I picked up the paper and walked out of the room, curious.  I saw another paper in the living room but detoured to quickly brush my teeth and use the bathroom.
 
   The arrow in the living room pointed to the door.  In the hall, another paper pointed to the apartment across from ours.  The fragrant aroma of browning bacon tickled my nose.  I moved to the door but stopped when I heard a childish giggle below.
 
   Before I could peek over the railing, the door swung inward revealing Emmitt.  He held a spatula in one hand while he looked me over with a slow smile.  Behind him, bacon sizzled on the stove.  My stomach growled.  Unlike the morning after tequila, I felt fine.
 
   “Nice shirt,” he commented.
 
   I looked down at the blue cotton t-shirt that almost covered the bottoms of my hello kitty cotton sleep shorts and fought to hide my smile.  “Thanks.  It’s really comfy.”
 
   “I know,” he said shaking his head.  “Want some breakfast before we face the music for last night?”
 
   I nodded, and he stepped aside.
 
   “How’s your back?” I asked sitting on a new stool at the island.
 
   Without furnishings, excluding the stools and cooking utensils, the sound of my voice rebounded off the walls.
 
   “Fine.”  He grinned as he moved to turn the bacon.  “Is the floor behaving this morning?”
 
   I laughed.  Last night, after he had carried me to the truck, the spinning had continued.  So much that I begged a piggyback ride upstairs when we returned home.  Not waiting for an answer, I’d leapt on him, bringing us both to the floor.  The ruckus brought Nana to her door.  She had looked at Emmitt with disapproval but only said that she would speak with us both in the morning.  Before she closed her door, she assured me that both boys were sleeping upstairs and hadn’t been any trouble.  Guilt had pierced me, then, and still did.  Sharp little jabs.
 
   He set two plates next to the pan and split the bacon.  There had to be a whole pound between the two plates.  Leaving the grease in the pan, he fried up five eggs, sliding two on one plate and three on the other.  He added two pieces of buttered toast to each and set the smaller portioned plate in front of me.  I stared at the food, and my stomach gave a queasy twist.
 
   “Too heavy after last night?” he asked, watching me.
 
   I nodded.
 
   He reached over, picked up a single piece of toast, handed it to me, then set the plate next to his.  “Better?”
 
   “Much.”  I nibbled at the toast and watched him put away the grease-soaked food.  “I was thinking maybe we could spend today together.”
 
   “We could all go to the lake again,” he offered.
 
   I made a face.  “Maybe somewhere less public.  I’d like to learn more about you, like why a strong fast...person such as yourself could get knocked over by a nineteen-year-old light weight.  I’d prefer my brothers not see anything.”
 
   “Nineteen?”  His fork clattered to his plate as he whipped his head around to stare at me.  He looked horrified when I hesitantly nodded.  “She’s going to kill me,” he mumbled pushing away his plate.
 
   “What’s wrong?”  I set the half-eaten toast aside as I watched various emotions flit across his face.  Shock, concern, calculation, back to concern.
 
   “We all assumed you were a bit older than that.”  He quickly gathered the dishes and stacked them near the sink.  “Come on.  Let’s get this over with.”  He offered his hand.
 
   With a frown, I accepted it and followed behind him.
 
   “Are you telling me I look old?” 
 
   “Ancient,” he threw over his shoulder with a wink.
 
   As usual, both apartment doors stood open.  So did the main entrance door.  Outside, the boys were playing on the swing set.  Emmitt led us straight into Nana’s kitchen where Jim already sat contritely at the table.  Nana leaned against the counter, her eyes boring holes into Jim’s soul.  Well, that’s what it looked like anyway.
 
   “Sit,” Nana said.
 
   Emmitt held out a chair for me before seating himself.  I felt small and very guilty.  Taking a steadying breath, I opened my mouth to apologize for leaving her like I did, but she spoke first.
 
   Nana’s gaze again drilled into Jim.  “Your irresponsibility knows no bounds.  What were you thinking taking her to a bar!  Our job is to keep her safe, not keep her stocked with booze.”
 
   Keep me safe?  I blinked at the two repentant looking men, feeling as if I’d walked into a conversation near the end.  So this was about me being at the bar with Jim, not me leaving?
 
   “And you,” she said to Emmitt, “are supposed to have her best interests at heart.”
 
   Why was she putting so much of this on them?  It was my stupid decision.  I took a breath to say just that, but Emmitt beat me.
 
   “That’s why I tracked her down and brought her back,” Emmitt quickly defended.  Jim grimaced.  That explained Emmitt’s earlier look of calculation.  He’d just thrown Jim under the bus.
 
   She turned her steel gaze on me, and I felt myself shrink a little.  “At nineteen, you have no right to be going out drinking.”
 
   Whoa.  My mouth popped open, and my tempter ignited at the absurdity of her misdirected concern.  Had she called me irresponsible for leaving my brothers, I would have meekly nodded.  But telling me I was too young to drink of all things!
 
   “That is so—”  I stopped myself from saying something stupid, knowing it would make me sound younger in their eyes.  “My age doesn’t matter.  It never has,” I said instead, thinking of Blake’s use of me.
 
   “You have a responsibility to your brothers,” she said too late.
 
   I flattened my hands on the table, trying to keep my temper under control.  “No one knows that better than I do.  Their wellbeing, their existence, depended on my obedience.  Complete and absolute.  Don’t speak.  Look up when addressed.  Return to your room when your presence isn’t required.”
 
   “I messed up last night.  I get it.”  In essence, I’d left my brothers with strangers.  I still didn’t know enough about who they were to trust them with my secret, but I left my brothers with them?  What if Blake had shown up?  What would Nana Wini, a fellow werewolf, have done?  Just hand them over?  My fingers twitched on the surface of the table.  Now I was getting angry with myself.  I’d been so stupid.
 
   “They could have been found, and I wasn’t here,” I said.
 
   Nana made a slight noise as if she would continue.
 
   “I don’t need your lecture.  I will not be ruled by another...”   I clamped my mouth shut and closed my eyes with a flinch.  
 
   When I opened them again, three faces studied me with too much intensity.  I had such a big mouth.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   I stood and left my stunned audience sitting around the table in Nana’s cheery yellow kitchen.  I took the stairs two at a time.  As soon as I reached my door, I heaved a sigh of regret.  I shouldn’t have yelled at her.  She had everything right.  I shouldn’t have left my brothers.  Especially not to sit at a bar.  Granted, that hadn’t been the plan, but I could have insisted Jim drive us back.  I could have walked.
 
   With Blake, I hadn’t spent much time with my brothers because I wasn’t allowed.  Now, I had all the time I wanted and didn’t value it enough.  Instead of being a self-absorbed brat who dwelled on her feelings concerning Emmitt, I needed to stay focused, learn about werewolves, and use the knowledge to protect us from Blake.  And, I needed to find a way to test Emmitt’s werewolf abilities without Liam or Aden seeing or hearing anything.
 
   I quickly dressed in a tank top and cutoffs and grabbed the white shirt I’d originally borrowed from Emmitt then trotted downstairs.  Both doors still stood open.  I spotted Emmitt with the boys in the yard.
 
   When I tapped on Nana’s door, she called me in.  Jim still sat at the table.  Though I hadn’t heard any yelling, from the look on Jim’s face, Nana had continued after I left.
 
   “Jim, I’m sorry I used you yesterday.  I should have faced the issue instead of running from it.”  I glanced at Nana’s set face.  “Can I talk to you alone for a minute?”
 
   Nana neither agreed nor disagreed.  Regardless, Jim flew out of his chair as if it had spontaneously started on fire.  There weren’t even retreating steps to mark his passing.  He simply vanished.  Outside, the boys cheered.
 
   “I shouldn’t have said what I did.  You’re right.  I’m not being responsible.  My past, whether good or bad, doesn’t earn me any hall passes.  I’m sorry I left like I did yesterday.”
 
   Nana sighed and deflated a little.  The angry light left her eyes.  “You are an adult.  You’re correct that you don’t need me to lecture you.  We are here to help you, Michelle, if you would just let us.  We don’t know who you’re hiding from or why.  Is leaving here dangerous?  Is there a chance the people you’re hiding from could track you here?”
 
   Hearing her echo my recent thoughts increased my worry.  “I don’t know.”  I ran my fingers through my still wet hair.  “I’m so afraid, Nana,” I admitted.  “I’m afraid they’ll find us and afraid if I trust...”  I looked away for a moment, took a breath, and said as much truth as I could.  “I’m afraid you’ll be just like them.”
 
   She tilted her head and gave me a compassionate look.  “Never, Michelle,” she promised.  “We are an entirely different species.  Loyalty runs deep with us.”
 
   My stomach dropped and bile rose.  She couldn’t have said anything worse.  They didn’t know about Blake, yet.  When they found out he was one of their own, would they just hand me over?  Her words further cemented my decision to learn more about them and to learn it fast.
 
   “You’re right.  You’re different, and I haven’t taken the time to learn about you like Emmitt asked.  I’m sorry to ask again, but can you and Jim keep an eye on the boys?  I won’t ever again disappear like I did yesterday.  I just want to take Emmitt to the front yard where the boys won’t see or hear anything.  Then, I’ll ask Emmitt the questions I should have asked from the start.”
 
   “Of course we will.  You don’t have to ask Emmitt, you know.  You can ask me anything as well.”
 
   I nodded hesitantly, and she smiled at the preference she saw in my eyes.  I didn’t want to face her in any other form than the grandmotherly one she wore.  I thanked her and left.
 
   Instead of going outside, I took a quick detour then headed back upstairs.
 
   In the apartment, with the door closed, I tested his hearing.  “Emmitt, can you come up here, please?
 
   I waited several minutes, but he didn’t appear.  Opening the apartment door, I tried again.  Immediately, I heard his tread on the steps.
 
   He wore an unsure smile.  “Jim told me to pass on his pledge of servitude.”
 
   I smiled slightly in return.  “He’ll pay it back today.  He and Nana are going to watch the boys so I can spend some time with you and learn what makes a werewolf tick.”
 
   “What do you have in mind?”
 
   “According to your boast, you’re faster, stronger, have better sight, hearing, and sense of smell.  I’d like to know just how good you are at each.”
 
   He agreed, and we walked downstairs.  I stopped just outside Jim’s door.
 
   “I went inside and hid something.  Can you find it?”
 
   He quirked a smile at me and walked purposefully into the apartment.  I trailed behind him to watch.
 
   When hiding the shirt I’d borrowed, I’d touched everything, leaving false trails.  I even went so far as to change the hiding place twice.
 
   He walked unerringly through the apartment to the spare room, lifted his pillow, and pulled out the shirt.  Lifting it to his nose, he closed his eyes and inhaled.
 
   “It will never smell like me again.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “I like it better this way.”
 
   I blushed and looked away.  “How did you know where it was?”
 
   “Your scent is impossible to mask.”
 
   “But I touched everything along the way.  I even hid it in two different places before picking here.”  Had he heard me moving around the apartment from outside?
 
   He nodded.  “I know.  Under the couch cushions and in the silverware drawer.”
 
   “But, how...”  He’d walked straight to the bedroom, not even hesitating.
 
   “The fragrance of you led me.  The lighter trails, I ignored.  I went to the place where it was most saturated.”
 
   “How long will they last?  My trails.”
 
   “The places you touched?  Less than a week because of contaminations here.”
 
   “Contaminations?”
 
   “Your brothers, me, Jim.  We are the contaminations.  We touch the same things in here and eventually wipe away the traces of your scent.  On the road, other vehicles do the same to the scent of your truck.  Think of scent trails as delicate strings.  If too many other strings cross them, they break and fall apart.  We might be able to find fragments of the trail after a week, but the longer it sits, the harder it would be to try to follow.”
 
   So the longer we stayed the safer we were?  I felt a small measure of relief.  Maybe last night hadn’t been such a glaring lack of responsibility on my part, after all.  Yet, leaving my brothers alone with two werewolves when I suspected Blake of being the same thing...well, I didn’t want to think about it too much.
 
   I considered Emmitt’s explanation for a moment.  “Is it just my scent that’s hard to mask or any person’s?”  The question appeared to make him uncomfortable.  “Am I asking something I shouldn’t?”
 
   “No, you can ask anything.  I just don’t want to upset you with the answer.”
 
   “If I’m asking, please just answer honestly.  I need the truth, not the dance around it.”
 
   “Everyone’s scent is as difficult to mask, but their scent wouldn’t be as compelling to follow.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   He stepped close to me, crowding into my space.  I didn’t move.  Leaning forward, he inhaled deeply.  “Your scent calls to our kind.  Remember Nana mentioning a certain scent calls to a Mate.  Yours teases all of us.  Calls us closer to test it, to see if you really might be a match for us.”
 
   His cheek brushed against mine.  This close, my stomach reacted.  It clenched, and a flush crept into my cheeks.  I fought to keep my breathing even and myself from leaning toward him.
 
   “And when you do that, it just about brings me to my knees,” he said softly against my ear.
 
   His words brought a wave of embarrassment; I had an idea what I might have just done.  Pulling away to make some space between us, I didn’t meet his gaze.  Instead, I retreated to the kitchen and thought over what he’d shared.  His news that all werewolves would find my scent appealing disturbed me.
 
   “If my scent is hard to mask, and you can smell my trails crisscrossing the apartment, why would one of your kind need to lean in close to scent me?”  Blake’s dictate to allow his men to scent me confused me.  What game had he been playing at?  The feel of Frank’s tongue stroking my neck resurfaced.  Revulsion skittered down my throat, and my stomach churned.
 
   “I’m sorry for upsetting you,” he said softly behind me.  “I didn’t think you—”
 
   “Oh, no, not you,” I said.  “I just meant—”  What did I mean?  I meant the other werewolves you don’t know about yet.  I wanted to smack my forehead.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said quickly.  He nodded reluctantly.  “I’m sorry, Emmitt.  I’m just not ready to divulge all my secrets, yet.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Will you show me again how you shift?
 
   When he agreed, I led him outside.  The warm air felt heavy with moisture already.  Sweat beaded on my upper lip.  I waved to the boys where they played baseball with Nana and Jim on the lawn.  They barely noticed us as we followed the porch around to the front, staying in the shade.
 
   The branches of the trees surrounding the smaller front yard extended over the lawn by several feet, shrinking the view of the sky above.  Stepping off the porch, I walked to the center of the lawn and looked up, focusing on the white wispy clouds streaking the light blue sky while the leaves on the branches danced in the fringe of my view.  The branches meant plenty of shade.
 
   Emmitt interrupted my idle inspection.  “Nana said no full shifting.  She doesn’t want me upsetting you.”
 
   “Um, okay.”  That put a damper on learning things.  “Nana mentioned that the benefits of both forms differ.  What are the attacking benefits of each form?”  He canted his head slightly and studied me.  “I want to know the strengths and weaknesses of each form.  Like speed, for example.  How fast can you move?”
 
   One moment he stood near me, the next he watched me from near the treeline.  Only a slight breeze had marked his movement.  As much as it impressed me, I didn’t like it.  Blake could hide around a corner, grab me, and be gone in less than two seconds.  Worse, he could grab Liam or Aden.
 
   “Can you move as fast carrying someone?”
 
   A strong heavy breeze lifted my hair from my neck as he abruptly scooped me up into his arms without warning and ran the perimeter of the front yard.  Green flashed by in my peripheral vision.  The wind stole my breath, and I buried my face in his neck.
 
   The heat of his skin and the moisture in the air would have created an uncomfortable stickiness if not for the breeze he created.  Even with me in his arms, he showed no decrease in speed or shortness of breath.
 
   I felt his pulse against my cheek.  Steady and slow.  After a few seconds, I noticed how he smelled and leaned in a little closer, unintentionally touching my lips to his skin.  He smelled like the woods after a storm.
 
   Unexpectedly, the heat of Emmitt left me, along with the breeze, and I found myself sitting alone on the grass.  The singing birds, who’d moments ago chirped out their happiness, quieted in the nearby branches.
 
   Unhurt and confused, I set my hands on the cool grass and twisted around to look for Emmitt.  I found him just a few feet away.  He sat back on his heels, knees spread apart and fingertips touching the ground.  His eyes were closed, and his jaw clenched.  Fur rippled along the bare skin of his arms.
 
   I had a clear view of his change.  The bone structure in his face started to shift.  As disturbing as I found the view of his body changing, another concern took precedence.  Hadn’t Emmitt mentioned werewolves changed as a defense mechanism?  My head swiveled around looking for a threat.
 
   “What is it Emmitt?”  I scrambled close to him, clinging to a furry arm as I scanned the trees and hoped Nana Wini and Jim had the boys close.  “Did you hear something?”
 
   He tried to speak but, with his mouth already too far out of human shape, the sounds weren’t intelligible.  He took a slow breath.  His face stopped contorting and began to move back into place.  The fur slowly faded from his skin.  Unclenching his jaw, he opened his eyes and looked at me with a hint of discomfort, but no alarm.
 
   “What?  What just happened?”  If we weren’t in danger, then why had he started to shift?
 
   “I had to set you down.”
 
   “Yeah, the fur gave that away.”  I waited patiently for a better answer.
 
   “I was taken by surprise, that’s all.”  He stood and offered a hand to help me up.  I took it but didn’t let go once I stood.
 
   “By what?”
 
   “You were just a little close, and I wasn’t expecting it.”
 
   I stared at him dumbly for a moment.  “You picked me up, remember?”
 
   He took another deep breath and looked down at our joined hands.  “Michelle, Claiming is pretty serious stuff, equivalent to getting engaged in your world.  If a guy would give you a small, velvet box, your first thought would probably be ‘it’s a ring’.  Turns out, it’s tickets to a ball game.  Guys know girls associate those little boxes with rings, so it’s cruel to use them for anything else, right?  Claiming is a quick hard bite to the neck.  We grow up knowing a werewolf’s neck is a special area that you don’t go near lightly.  It’s the small, velvet jewelry box.  Do you understand?”
 
   Claiming...bite...neck.  Several pieces of Blake’s speech fell into place.  But why would Blake want me to become engaged to one of his men?  I couldn’t picture biting any of them.
 
   The vision I had where I bit Emmitt resurfaced, and I blinked at him.  Engaged?  My stomach did a wild flip, and my heart stuttered in panic.  My nearness to his neck had caused the change to burst upon him.  He’d had to put me down or drop me.
 
   “But you said you thought of me as a friend.”
 
   “If that’s all you can give me, then I’ll respect that.”
 
   Our gazes held for several long moments as what he said settled inside me.  I knew he waited for me to say something.
 
   “Stay away from werewolf necks.  Got it.  Sorry.”
 
   “No,” he said a bit forcefully then grinned ruefully.  “You can get as close as you want to mine.  Just avoid anyone else’s.”
 
   His intense gaze pulled another blush from me before I looked away.  Clearing my throat, I suggested the next test.
 
   “How strong are you?”
 
   “Strong enough that any display would catch the attention of Liam and Aden.”
 
   Bummer.  No proof of that one.  Although, proof wasn’t really necessary.  I trusted what he said.  So far, he hadn’t given me any hope.  Nothing I could use to put to rest my fears of Blake.
 
   “So, how do you fight a werewolf?” I wondered absently.
 
   Emmitt chuckled.  “With another werewolf.”
 
   I turned away before he could see my despair.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 11
 
   After saying that I needed a break from werewolf information, Emmitt and I joined the others in the front yard just in time for sprinkler races.  I let the rest run while I sat in the shade, thinking.  My mental list of questions wasn’t any shorter than when we’d started.  What could I do to stop Blake?  Would he pick up traces of my scent and have enough of a broken trail to follow me here?  Why did Blake want me to Claim one of his men?  And if humans and werewolves didn’t have relationships, why did I feel a pull in my stomach when I looked at Emmitt?
 
   After Emmitt’s explanation of my scent appealing to all werewolves, I really needed Nana Wini to clarify a few things for me.  She’d said scent was how werewolves found their Mates but then hinted werewolves and humans didn’t work.  So what did that mean for me?  And why was biting even necessary?
 
   Since it was too early for lunch, I struggled to come up with an excuse to invite Nana upstairs.  But, I needed the distance and closed door to ensure we wouldn’t be overheard.  I didn’t want to embarrass myself with my line of questioning.
 
   Perhaps my repeated looks her direction gave me away because she came to sit by me without any manipulation on my part.
 
   “Everything okay?” she asked after a moment.  For having run through the sprinkler several times, she didn’t drip water.  In fact, her shirt only sported a few wet marks.
 
   “Could we talk?”  I said it quietly, but Emmitt glanced up at me anyway.  “In private?”  Might as well send up the red flag for everyone.
 
   “Of course.  Let’s go inside.  I saw you did a load of laundry.  I’ll help you fold.”
 
   I nodded, relieved.  I hated folding laundry.
 
   With a basket of freshly washed shirts and shorts between us, we sat on the couch in my closed apartment.  The humidity and heat hadn’t yet seeped in, but it wouldn’t take long before it drove us back downstairs.  Knowing I didn’t have much time, I took a calming breath and prepared myself for the possibility of the werewolf version of “the talk”. 
 
   “You and Emmitt mentioned a few things that I don’t really understand.  I have an idea, but...what does Claiming really mean?”  Her brows rose slightly as I spoke.  “Please keep it cliff-noted,” I said desperately.
 
   She laughed and patted my hand.  “No details, I promise.  I heard Emmitt explain that Claiming for our kind is a bite on the neck.”
 
   My heart thumped heavily in panic and the image from the vision I had starring Emmitt and me resurfaced.
 
   “That bite has a purpose.  It establishes a connection between the pair similar to what I have with each individual—”
 
   I opened my mouth to ask for clarification, but she held up a finger in the universal just-a-minute sign.
 
   “—but at a reduced level.  A Mated pair will know what each other is feeling if the emotions are strong enough.  It can also be a way to sense where each other’s location.  This is especially important to the pair as separation can cause anxiety.”
 
   So it was more than a simple human engagement.  It was a mental tie, an instant tracking device.  A shiver of fear traced its way through my middle.
 
   “Mating is the next stage.”
 
   Whoa!  That got my attention.  I turned crimson and thought about covering my ears.  She laughed at my expression and held up her hands.
 
   “As promised, no details.  But I do want you to know that the connection the pair has because of the Claiming evolves when Mated.  They will be able to send thoughts to each other.  Complete silent communication regardless of distance.”
 
   I felt as if she’d slapped me then caught the other cheek on the back swing.  “Telepathy?”
 
   “Yes.  A Mated pair’s communication is much closer to what I, as an Elder, have with all werewolves.”
 
   “All of them?” Fear clogged my throat.  I could feel Blake’s hands around my neck again, and I gasped for air.  I’d only wanted to know what scenting had to do with Claiming and how it applied to Blake.  I didn’t want to know she communicated with him.
 
   She nodded as she eyed me curiously.  Someone knocked on the door just then, and I jumped slightly.  Nana continued to watch me.  Glancing over my shoulder, I called out in a strangled voice.  Emmitt walked in, saw me, and flashed an annoyed look at Nana.
 
   “She’s fine, Emmitt.  We’re asking her to take in a lot of information at a frequency that I would imagine makes it hard to assimilate everything.”  Nana set her stack of folded clothes back into the basket and rose.
 
   She didn’t understand the reason for my panic.  I tried to calm myself.
 
   Just because she had the ability to communicate with all of them, didn’t mean she actually did.  Or perhaps she didn’t do so frequently.  Maybe the last time she’d communicated with Blake, he hadn’t yet found me.  It could explain why they didn’t know about my premonitions.  But if he had been hiding me, amassing his fortune, where was his wolfie loyalty Nana mentioned?  Shouldn’t he have shared the money with the rest of his kind?  Maybe his loyalty only applied to himself.  I wanted to believe that hopeful thought but couldn’t ignore the other possibilities.
 
   My hands grew cold and sweaty at the thought of Nana inadvertently communicating my location to every werewolf in existence.
 
   Emmitt stood beside me until she left then sank down on his heels, eye level with me.
 
   “I can smell your fear.”
 
   I didn’t look up.  While staring at bare feet that glistened with water droplets, I tried to breathe through the dread that held me tight.
 
   “I don’t know what to do.”  The comment popped out without warning.  Something about him just made me want to spill everything, to trust that he would keep me safe.
 
   A gentle touch under my chin had me lifting my head and meeting his concerned gaze.
 
   “About what?”
 
   His fingers moved from my chin to feather along my jawline.  Sighing, I closed my eyes and words spilled from my mouth again before I decided what I wanted to say.
 
   “I want to tell you.  I start thinking I should.  Then I learn more, and I can’t.”
 
   “I don’t know what else to do to prove you can trust me.  I’ll wait forever if you need me to.  There’s nowhere else for me to be, but by you.”
 
   My eyes popped open.  “That’s part of what I don’t understand.  You talk about my scent.  Nana talks about a pull.  I see—”
 
   I stopped myself just in time.  Divulging that I saw the two of us together would lead to the fact that I had premonitions.  I couldn’t say anything about that until I had a better understanding of how Blake played into their lives.
 
   “Well, never mind about what I see.  But Nana said that humans and werewolves don’t work, so why are you talking like I’m...that you and I...” I stopped, not sure how far I wanted to spell out my confusion.  I already sounded like an idiot.
 
   He tilted his head.  Not like he usually did when I puzzled him, but as if he could hear something I couldn’t.
 
   “Do you want Nana to come talk to you some more?” he asked softly after a moment.
 
   Why would she need to come and talk to me again?  Realization dawned.  A shallow connection.  Was that what this really was about?  My legs started to shake with my embarrassment.  I was wanted too much by one werewolf for the wrong reason and not enough by the other for the right reason.
 
   I looked away, displacing his touch on my face.  “No, that’s not necessary.  I’m sorry I misunderstood.  Like Nana said, it’s a lot to take in.”
 
   He growled low, the sound reverberating deep in his chest.  The noise reminded me of Blake, and my gaze flew back to him.  He shook his head slowly, and his growl quieted.
 
   “You’re getting me in trouble.  Nana is scolding me for growling.”
 
   She should.  It had scared me.  But how did she know?  My eyes flicked to the closed apartment door.  Was she just outside, listening?
 
   “And I’m frustrated that we keep misunderstanding each other.  May I please explain myself clearly?”
 
   Heart still thumping from his growl, I nodded hesitantly.  It couldn’t hurt to listen to more.  Everything else I’d learned churned in my thoughts until they turned into mud.  What was one more glop of sludge?
 
   His hand slid into my hair, and he closed the distance between us.  “I saw you in the diner and felt an instant recognition.  When you walked in, you flooded my senses until only one word beat through my mind.”  He leaned in until his lips brushed my ear.  “Mine.”  A slight growl roughened his voice when he said it, and I shivered.
 
   “So, when I say I’ll wait forever to earn your trust, I will.  My heart is yours.  My loyalty, yours.”  
 
   He inhaled deeply near the curve of my neck.  My insides heated, and I barely stopped myself from wrapping my arms around him.
 
   “If all you can give is friendship, I’ll take it.  For you, I’ll take anything.  Do you understand?”
 
   I nodded, but the mud in my head remained.
 
   “Liar,” he whispered pulling me up off the couch.  He looked into my eyes.  “What don’t you understand?”
 
   “Nana said humans and werewolves...”
 
   Emmitt distracted me.  Freeing his hand of my hair, he trailed his fingers down the curve of my neck then traced my collarbone to the base of my throat.  Tiny shivers followed their paths.
 
   “You’re different.  Special.  That rule doesn’t apply to you.”  Like a bucket of ice water, his words penetrated the fog his fingers had made.
 
   “Different?”  I feared I’d found out their lie, that they already knew.
 
   He continued to trace his fingertips along the collarbone to the other shoulder, and I struggled to stay focused.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with being different.  My mom’s different.  Human like you.”  
 
   Hope flared.  Could she really be like me?
 
   “I’ll make you a deal.  You tell me a little bit about your past, whatever you can trust me with, and I’ll tell you about my mom.”
 
   I considered his offer.  He politely kept his fingers still so I could think, which told me he knew exactly what he did to me.
 
   “I think my mom was killed.  My stepdad, too.  If they catch us, they’ll hurt one of my brothers.  Bad.  To teach me a lesson.  Their safety kept me there, a willing prisoner, until I realized the boys were only useful young.  Their lives would end like my mother’s and their father’s as soon as they were no longer useful.”
 
   He pulled me into a tight embrace.  Comfort radiated from him, and I gave into the urge and wrapped my arms around his waist, burying my face in his chest.  I felt safe and protected.  I wanted that feeling to last forever.  To trust it.
 
   “I have two big secrets.”  It came out muffled, but he didn’t let me go.  “One will test the sincerity of what you just said, and the other will give you power over me.”
 
   “Then tell me the first one.  Test me to see if I’m worthy of the second one,” he said, his breath warming my hair.
 
   “I want to, but what if you’re wrong.  You’ll hand me back over—”
 
   “Never,” he growled.  His arms trembled against my back.
 
   I looked up in time to catch the bones in his face shifting under the surface of his skin.  Eyes closed, he struggled to control it.
 
   “Mine,” he reiterated, tightening his hold.
 
   I couldn’t keep living here, wanting to trust yet unsure where I stood with him, with Nana, with the werewolves in general.
 
   “Blake killed them.  My mom, Richard.”  I took a breath and whispered the words that I knew would seal my fate.
 
   “He’s one of you.”
 
   The words barely left my mouth when Emmitt’s body gave a huge lurch.  Bones didn’t just move, his shape exploded into his other form.  His sudden shift bumped me backwards.  He fell to all fours, facing me.  He tipped his head back and started yowling.  Eyes wide, I listened for barely a moment before the door swung open.
 
   Nana and Jim rushed in.  Nana, looking stern and concerned, planted herself in front of Emmitt.  Jim picked me up from the couch and dashed down the stairs.
 
   “Control is...”
 
   I only caught those two words.  The rest faded as we reached the second floor landing.
 
   “We left the boys outside,” Jim said.  “They can probably hear Emmitt.”
 
   He set me on my feet before we reached the door.  I wobbled a bit, and he had to steady me.  We stood in the shadowed entry.  The boys still played on the swing set, though I saw Liam glancing up toward our apartment.
 
   “What happened?” I asked, looking up at Jim.
 
   He chuckled a little.  “We’ve talked about your secret and tried to guess what it might be.  You’d mentioned Blake a few times.  Emmitt thought he was your stepfather until you corrected him.  Then he was sure Blake was a controlling boyfriend from your past.  Human.  Easy to deal with.  Finding out one of our own mistreated you, someone we consider rare and special, well, it put him over the edge.  He’s still swearing.”
 
   “Swearing?”  I couldn’t believe that noise had been swearing.  It’d been more like a one-sided dog fight.  “Then why did you guys rush up there?”
 
   Jim’s face lost its humor.  “After your admission, Nana thought his sudden shift might turn your fear to include us.  She wanted to put some distance between the two of you until he calmed down.”  His gaze flicked to the steps behind me.  I caught his lips twitching before he turned away.  “Let’s go check on the boys and give Emmitt a minute to get dressed.  Our clothes don’t shift with us.” 
 
   I followed him, not wanting to check the stairs behind me.  I wasn’t ready for any more of an eyeful.
 
   Once we stepped out in the sunlight, I started perspiring and wished we could sit on the porch.  The boys didn’t seem to mind the heat.  Probably because they were still wet from the sprinkler.
 
   “You really didn’t know?” I asked as we walked toward the swing set.  I waved at Liam to let him know everything was okay.
 
   “Nope.  That’s a bit of a shocker.  It will take Nana some time to figure out who Blake is.”
 
   “No!” I spun back toward the house, but Jim caught me before I could take a step.
 
   “No one will do anything without talking to you.  I promise.”
 
   I glanced nervously at the house then back at the boys.  They stood tense, watching me because of my outburst.  I relaxed so Jim would let me go.
 
   “Emmitt’s talking to Nana now.  I can hear some of what they are saying.  We understand what’s at risk.”
 
   Both boys held themselves back from greeting Jim as we neared.  I knew Aden just followed Liam’s lead.  Liam, ever cautious, eyed Jim.  I hated lying to them but didn’t want them to revert into their distrustful selves.
 
   “Don’t use the TV upstairs,” I said to the boys.  “The volume’s broken.  We’ll have to get a new one.”  I turned to Jim.  “Sorry for scaring you.”
 
   He nodded, understanding my lie.
 
   Aden asked Jim to push him on the swing.  My explanation for the noise and Jim and Nana’s disappearance were good enough for him.  I moved to Liam, who still watched Jim closely.
 
   “He runs fast,” Liam stated quietly, meeting my eyes.  Too smart for five.
 
   I nodded in agreement.  “Just remember that if he and Aden challenge you and Emmitt to a race.”
 
   “I’ll ask Nana to be my partner,” he said seriously.  “She runs faster.”
 
   It didn’t take long for Emmitt and Nana to reappear.  Emmitt stayed on the porch while Nana walked toward me.
 
   “We need to know more to understand how best to protect you.”  She spoke in a low tone so that only I could hear.  Well, probably Jim and Emmitt too, but at least the boys remained oblivious.  “Would you mind talking to Emmitt on the porch?”
 
   I agreed and shuffled toward Emmitt, unsure how he’d react to me.  He met me on the bottom step, captured my fingers, and tugged me down to sit next to him.  My stomach summersaulted at the contact, and I eased my hand away, wanting to concentrate.  The churning didn’t completely leave, though, because our shoulders still touched, and I couldn’t bring myself to move further away.
 
   “I apologize for losing control.  It will never happen again.”  He rested his arms loosely on his knees and turned his head to study me.
 
   His spontaneous shifting had surprised me, maybe even freaked me out a little at the time, but it didn’t bother me now.  “Did my secret change anything?”
 
   “Not the way I feel.  But it does change how we need to deal with Blake.  Will you tell me more?  How did he find you?”
 
   “Remember when I told you Richard and my mom married and then things changed?  Blake changed everything.  I don’t know how Richard got involved with him, but one day, Richard brought Blake home.  He spoke smoothly.  Salesman-nice is what my mom called it.  She didn’t like Blake.
 
   “Looking back, I think that’s why she died after Aden was born.  I think Blake knew she would be a problem.  She would have tried to stop what he had planned.  So, he killed her.  With her gone and two little boys to worry about, Blake had Richard on strings, dancing to his commands.  Suddenly, I wasn’t allowed to leave the house anymore.  Disobedience wasn’t tolerated.”  I watched my brothers play.  “I tried to run once.  When they caught me, Blake slapped Liam.  Hard.  His handprint turned into a bruise that covered Liam’s little face from temple to jaw.”
 
   Emmitt growled low in his throat, startling me.  When I glanced at him, he had his eyes closed and jaw clenched.  The skin on his forearm rippled slightly.  I glanced at Nana and Jim unsure what to do.  The boys didn’t need to witness Emmitt shifting, and I didn’t want to get knocked off the porch steps.
 
   Nana didn’t acknowledge us, but she did move to block Liam’s view.  How did she know?
 
   “I promised not to lose control, and I won’t.  However, I can’t help reacting,” he said after a moment.  An underlying growl roughened his voice.  He lifted his head and met my eyes.  I could see his anger.  “We don’t hit children.”
 
   I nodded slowly.  He might not, but Blake sure did.
 
   “So I stayed and obeyed, and Blake had me by the same strings he had Richard.  Every month he brought men to the house.  He called it a business meeting but the men never talked business.  They never said anything.  They just stared at me.
 
   “Then, at the beginning of the summer, Blake became driven.”  I paused, looking off at the trees as I remembered my last night there.  “The dinner before I ran, Blake went crazy.  He grabbed me by the throat, and his face started to change.  Not all the way like you did.  Only a little.  His fangs scared me.  While he held me, he told me I would allow all of the men to ‘scent’ me.  He said I would bite and Claim one of them.”
 
   I felt Emmitt shudder beside me and touched his trembling hand in comfort.  When he stilled, I continued.
 
   “I held myself still as they approached me one by one, afraid they would change like Blake had.  After the first one, I closed my eyes.  When they finished, Blake told me to go to my room.
 
   “The next morning Blake called.  He told me that Richard was dead.  I don’t doubt Blake killed him, and I think Richard expected it because that morning there’d been an envelope shoved under my door.  Important documents, cash, and a number for a lawyer were in it.  Richard had written a note telling me to run.  I hit David over the head and ran fast.  I took my mom’s car, not knowing how to drive.  I almost backed into the mailbox.”  I looked up at Emmitt.  “He won’t give up.”
 
   Something in his eyes gave me real hope.  I wanted to believe I wasn’t alone and unprotected in a world filled with strange beings.  I shook just thinking about it.
 
   Emmitt wrapped an arm around me and hugged me close, resting his chin on top my head.  “You don’t have to worry about him anymore.  By exposing our kind to you and using humans like he did, he broke our laws.  He’ll pay for what he did.”
 
   “I don’t understand.  How is what he did different from what you did?  Not that you’ve used us.  I mean, you showed me what you are.”
 
   He lifted his head, tilted it as if listening, then sighed.  “I’ll let Nana answer the questions about the rules and laws tomorrow.  We’ve had enough excitement for one day.”
 
   My gaze flicked to Nana.  With her back to us, she pushed Liam on the swing.  “Was she just talking to you?”
 
   Emmitt didn’t ask whom I meant.  “Yes.  She’s worried about you.  Jim gives you too much to drink last night.  She scolds us this morning.  I prove what werewolves are capable of.  She reveals more about Claiming and Mating than you’re comfortable with.  Then we find out everything we’ve asked you to understand about us is on top of an exposure to our kind that’s left you distrustful and fearful.  And I burst into my fur in front of you.”  He paused, a small, self-depreciating smile playing about his lips.  “It’s a lot to take in before lunch.”
 
   I nodded in agreement.  Yet, now that I told them about Blake, it didn’t feel so bad.
 
   After the silence between us stretched, Emmitt joined the boys in their sprinkler races, leaving me to my thoughts.  One secret down.  How would they deal with my ability, though?  Staying in the shade, I contentedly sat on the porch and watched their antics while I dwelled on my premonitions.
 
   Nana went inside after a while.  I didn’t know how she could stand the heat.
 
   I knew I needed to plan for tomorrow’s premonition, but instead, I watched the ripple of Emmitt’s muscles while he twisted, turned, and jumped through the water.  His chest was wet again from the sprinkler, and he was almost as tan as Jim from his time outside.  I struggled not to drool.  His words echoed in my head.  I was his.  Did that then mean he was mine?  I liked the idea of that.  My stomach tightened.
 
   He turned, caught me watching, and winked.  Given my thoughts, my face flamed.  He frowned, stopped playing, and strode toward me.  I felt my face heat further and looked away, trying to calm down.  My averted gaze didn’t last long.  I couldn’t not look at him.
 
   As he approached, his nostrils flared.  His lips curved in a knowing smile.  My stomach went crazy, and my breathing spiked.  With a gleam in his eyes, he leapt onto the porch, bypassing the steps, and stalked me.
 
   “Do you have a phone with a data plan, or a computer with internet?” I asked randomly.
 
   My question brought him up short.  He tilted his head and studied me with a curious look before shaking his head.
 
   Nana stepped out just then with a tray of sandwiches.
 
   “Emmitt, go get the boys.  Michelle, will you fetch a hand towel?”
 
   Glad for the reprieve, I ran inside.  Nana had the boys wipe their hands so their sandwiches didn’t disintegrate when they touched them.
 
   We all ate on the porch, and after Emmitt finished eating, he quietly excused himself.  I watched him walk inside.  When he stepped out again, dressed in shirt and jeans, he said he’d be back later and strode to his bike.  The roar of the engine and a cloud of dust marked his passage and left me wondering where he’d gone.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Tired from an afternoon of playing, the boys fell asleep quickly, leaving me with nothing to do.  I jogged back downstairs, returned the books I’d finished, and borrowed another one from Nana.  Back in our apartment, I pulled the office chair onto the dark porch then settled down to read.  Reading wasn’t easy.  I had to angle the book to catch the light from the kitchen.  Still, I relaxed and listened to the night sounds.
 
   Several chapters in, I heard the distant rumble of a familiar engine.  I smiled to myself and stayed sitting in the dim circle of light, waiting.  It didn’t take long for Emmitt to pull into the driveway.  I could taste the dust in the air; we needed rain again.  He slowly pulled into the garage and cut the engine.
 
   His eyes glinted when he stepped from the garage and looked up at me.  I gave a small wave, knowing he would see me.  A few minutes later, I heard his footsteps in the kitchen behind me.
 
   “Nice chair,” he said with a hint of laughter.
 
   I glanced back at him.  “It’s my new office.”
 
   “Then you might need this.”  He lifted a dark object he’d been holding.
 
   Spinning the chair around, I reached for it.  The small sleek tablet caught the light, and I glanced up at Emmitt with a frown.  He’d left to buy me a tablet?
 
   “The guy at the store said you should be able to surf the internet, even out here.”
 
   I accepted the outrageous gift quietly.  The sensibility of having it for tomorrow outweighed the need to protest at the expense.
 
   “Thank you, Emmitt.  I’ll try to pay you back.”  But I doubted the stack of bills left in the envelope was enough to pay for it.  When pulling a bill out here and there to give to Jim or Nana so they could buy us groceries, I never stopped to count what remained.  The thinning pile told me enough.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  It’s a gift.”
 
   He stepped onto the porch and moved to lean against the wall.  In silence, we watched the stars twinkling over the trees.
 
   “Pretty crazy day,” he commented after a few minutes.
 
   “Makes sitting in my office at night just that much better.”  I didn’t really want to talk about the day.  If I did, it would really hit home how messed up my life was.  I preferred to bumble along in denial for as long as I could.
 
   He pushed away from the wall.  “If you need to talk about anything, I’ll be here.”  Then, he left quietly.
 
   I stared off at the stars until a distant howl reminded me I had work to do.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 12
 
   When the boys stumbled into the kitchen and saw me blurry-eyed, leaning over a piece of paper covered with scribbled notes, they froze.  The tablet had taken some getting used to.  Despite the learning curve, I felt I had enough research on the paper to warrant a plausible explanation of my impending prediction.
 
   Pushing away from the island, I stood with a wilted smile and asked what they wanted for breakfast.  A tap at the door delayed their response.
 
   Emmitt swept open the door without waiting for an answer.  Jim stepped in just enough for my brothers to see him.
 
   “Come on, boys,” Jim waved them to the door.  “Eggs, bacon, potato pancakes and orange juice are waiting.”  Still in their pajamas, the boys ran out the door with Jim close on their heels.  The three of them created a thumping racket on the steps.
 
   Emmitt stood by the door, studying me.  “You didn’t sleep.”  Disapproval laced his words.  His eyes drifted to the tablet and then the piece of paper.
 
   I blinked at him stupidly, my brain replaced with fuzz.  What had he expected when he handed me a cool new toy two hours before midnight?  Of course, I stayed up to play with it.  My eyes followed his to the paper.  And I did some darn good work, too.
 
   His movement interrupted my drifting thoughts.  Two strides brought him across the room.  A twist and lift had me up in his arms before I could squeal.  He marched me to the bedroom, set me gently on the bed, and pulled a sheet up to cover me.
 
   I didn’t fight it much.  Having the bed to myself felt lovely.  I forced a weak protest for appearance’ sake.  “But I have stock information for Nana’s friend.”
 
   “It can wait until you’ve slept a bit.”  He hung a blanket over the blinds to keep out all light.
 
   “But...”
 
   “Sleep, Michelle.  I’ll be listening.” He closed the door.
 
   My lips twitched in the dark.  Plan perfectly executed.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The ticker tape woke me.  I didn’t know how much time had passed, but I threw back the sheet and got out of bed.  The still, warm air in the room left me feeling hot and sticky.  Grumbling about stocks and lack of rain, I grabbed a change of clothes and stumbled to the bathroom.
 
   As I showered on autopilot, I focused on the information playing in my mind and struggled to recall the closing rate from my research.  Nothing came to mind.  A seed of doubt sprouted.  I rinsed, shut off the shower, and pulled on clothes while still partially wet.  Why couldn’t I remember?
 
   Hair dripping onto my shirt, I yanked open the bathroom door and flew to the island.  My eyes devoured the notes.  I pulled the paper closer, my brain denying what my eyes saw.
 
   “No, no, no, no, no!” I whispered fiercely.  I’d stayed up all night.  And for what?  Some unknown entity to pop into my head.  What did I need to do to catch a freak’n break?
 
   I crumpled up the paper and threw the ball out the open French doors, watching it sail over the railing.  Grabbing a new sheet, I set to work again, my fingers dancing over the tablet’s smooth glass as I tried to figure out how to prove this new premonition viable.  The scratch of my pencil against the paper kept the ticker in my head company.
 
   Deep in thought, reading an article about the business in question, I noticed the sudden silence in my head.  The ticker had just stopped.  Turned off.  I looked at the paper next to me where I’d started my notes about the business.  In the top corner, I’d written out the premonition like a recommendation.  I knew writing it down wouldn’t turn it off.  It never had before.  But I had no other explanation.  Setting down the pencil, I moved to pick up the paper.
 
   “What are you going?”
 
   Emmitt’s voice ripped a startled yell from me.  Swiveling on the stool, I held a hand to my heart and gave him a wide-eyed look.
 
   “Obviously, four hours of sleep isn’t enough.”  He stood just behind me, reading the paper over my shoulder.  “Why are you doing this?” he asked nodding to the paper.  “And why did this one fly?”  He held up the wrinkled sheet I’d tossed out the window.
 
   “I know investments.  Stocks.  Richard invested.  It’s the only way I can pay you back.”  He arched a brow at the crumpled paper, obviously wondering about it.  “Another thought woke me.  That one wasn’t right,” I said, motioning to the wadded paper he held.
 
   “Back to bed.”  He tilted his head indicating I should get moving.
 
   “I’m not five.  I don’t need to be told to go to bed.”
 
   “Of course you’re not five.  A five-year-old would listen.”
 
   His words hurt a little.  The scowl fell from my face, and I eyed him, wondering about his attitude.  He didn’t appear angry.
 
   He saw something in my expression or scented something related to my emotions because he stepped forward and wrapped his arms around me, setting his chin on the top of my head.  He didn’t seem to mind my wet hair.  My cheek rested against his chest.
 
   “I’m worried,” he admitted.  “Last night you seemed fine with everything that happened yesterday, but then you didn’t sleep.”  He paused for so long I thought he’d finished talking, but then he asked softly, “Are you planning on leaving?”
 
   Leaving?  Despite everything I’d learned, I still felt safest here.  “No, Emmitt.  I’m not leaving.”  He hugged me close, causing my stomach and heart to go crazy.  I forced myself to keep still.
 
   He cleared his throat and stepped back.
 
   “Since you don’t want more sleep, do you want to come outside?  Jim and I were talking about going into town for a few things.”
 
   “Sure.  Hold on,” I hopped off the stool and went to the room to get some money.  Two more twenties from the diminishing pile.  We needed milk and fresh produce.
 
   He accepted the money with reluctance when I told him what I wanted him to pick up.  Before he left, he promised he and Jim would be back soon.  I went outside to play with Liam and Aden.  At least, I didn’t have to worry about the premonition anymore.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   They returned well after lunch, pulling a trailer loaded with furniture.  Jim waved to the boys from the passenger window while Emmitt pulled up next to the garage to back the trailer closer to the house.  Nana stepped onto the porch and helped direct Emmitt.
 
   Liam and Aden climbed the tower attached to the swing set and watched.  I shaded my eyes and squinted at everything stacked on the trailer and in the bed of the truck.  There was so much.  A sense of anticipation filled me when I thought of living in the new apartment.  It would be our real home.  The permanence of that thought didn’t scare me as it once had.
 
   Emmitt backed up until the gate hung over the steps then parked the truck.  He and Jim hopped out and got to work unloading everything.  No matter what it was, they made it look effortless.  Leather sofa, love seat, recliner, queen bed, bunk beds, dressers.  They never appeared winded nor did they need a break.  I stayed with the boys until all the big pieces were inside.  Then, we followed.
 
   I hadn’t been in the apartment since I’d given Emmitt my opinion on the bathroom color.  This time when I stepped into the kitchen from the hallway door, I looked at it with new eyes.
 
   The living room was no longer a big, empty cavern.  The sofa and loveseat helped fill the space, making it look homey.  Someone had positioned both so they faced a widescreen television.  I wondered where the money had come from for all the new furniture.  The boys raced to the back of the apartment.  I watched Nana set the end tables near the sofa.
 
   Feeling pensive, I moved to the boys’ bedroom where I heard Jim and Emmitt talking.  A bedframe, the first of a pair that would stack for bunk beds, lay half-assembled on the floor.  The boys squatted near, eagerly asking to help.  Jim handed them the screws and bolts to hold, and I smiled at their enthusiasm before glancing at the two matching dressers that sentineled one of the room’s windows.  A toy chest sat under the other window, leaving room for the bunk to abut the interior wall.
 
   I watched from the doorway for a moment, wondering if my brothers thought of their room back home.  Large and open with a few toys to entertain their lonely hours locked inside, it had originally been the master suite.  After my mother died, Richard had contractors come to the house to make several changes.  In my grief, I noticed nothing until it was too late.  Bare, white institutional walls had replaced the beautiful decorations and colors my mom had contributed, and discreet locks had adorned the doors.
 
   The room before me looked like a real room for two little boys.  Bittersweet thoughts of how my mom would react to Emmitt’s efforts filled me.
 
   Leaving them to their work, I turned to check out the other room and froze in the doorway.  A queen-sized bed, assembled and made, sat between the two windows that faced the backyard.  A dresser sat against the wall to the right of the bed with a reading chair next to it.  The light from the nearby window made it a perfect spot to curl up with a book.  Beside the bed, the guys had set an end table with a lamp.
 
   Decorated in shades of light brown and blues with green accents, the room reminded me of a day at the lake.  Specifically, the day Emmitt had asked me my favorite color.  My heart swelled a little though I tried to stop it.  I gently touched the light blue quilt patterned with beige stitching.  Why were my feelings toward Emmitt so chaotic?
 
   Gorgeous, kind, and completely focused on me, I found him intense at times.  Knowing he considered me his and witnessing the vision about us left me floundering, wondering where we stood exactly.  If we were normal humans, I’d say we were just in the flirty stage of an almost relationship.  After his “mine” talk, I highly doubted he’d agree.
 
   I heard the brush of a foot on the carpet behind me and turned.  Emmitt stood there.
 
   “You worry too much,” he said softly.
 
   Yeah, I did.  I smiled.  “Thank you for this.”
 
   He nodded and seemed to want to say more, but Liam called him from the other room.  With an amused tilt to his lips, he answered his helper’s call and left me wondering what he hadn’t said.
 
   Eager to give Emmitt his apartment back and to settle in our own, I started moving our few possessions.  With dressers for everyone, I enjoyed putting away our clothes.
 
   “Michelle?” Nana called from the kitchen.
 
   I closed Aden’s dresser drawer and left the boys with instructions to make their beds.  When I walked into the kitchen, I was surprised to see Nana there holding a large box.
 
   “When I went rummaging, I was hoping you’d stay.  So, I picked up more than clothes.”  She set the box on the island, opened it, and showed me a set of pots and pans.  “There’s more in the garage.  Do you want me to bring it all up?”
 
   I smiled and nodded.
 
   After the boys finished their beds, they went to find Emmitt and Jim.  All four left the apartment, suspiciously quiet.  I walked through the rooms, looking for what trouble they might have gotten into.  Through the windows in my room drifted the sound of Aden laughing.  I peeked through the pretty gauze curtains and spotted him playing with Jim outside.
 
   Smiling, I went back to help Nana.  We had a mountain of flatware, glassware, pots, and pans to labor through.  While we worked, she asked about my research the night before and told me more about her friend, Sam, who was her age, mild-mannered, and sounded like a nice grandfatherly sort.  She admitted that she humored him when he called for her input on the market, having no interest in it herself.
 
   I didn’t notice how long we worked until Emmitt returned with two tired boys.  The sun hung low in the sky.  I glanced at the clock and saw it was almost eight.  I hadn’t even thought of feeding them.  Emmitt saw my frown and assured me they had already eaten dinner.
 
   “Thank you,” I said to Emmitt.  “Nana, I better get these two to bed.  I can finish the rest on my own.”  She smiled and left with Emmitt.  My stomach chose then to growl, but looking at my brothers’ tired faces, I put off my own dinner to help them get ready for bed.
 
   Liam and Aden excitedly tromped to their bedroom to get their pajamas on and then to the bathroom to brush their teeth.  I thought they might fight going to sleep, especially in a separate room from me, but they didn’t spare that a thought.  Instead, they both tried to claim the top bunk.  I stepped in to settle it before it got heated.  As the oldest, Liam had the top bunk.  Aden pouted until I pointed out the bottom bunk made a better fort by adding a few extra blankets.
 
   I kissed them goodnight, turned off the light, and left the door open.  Even after they lay in bed, they giggled and talked until I reminded them if they didn’t close their eyes soon, they’d end up sleeping in and missing precious outside playtime.  They quickly grew quiet.
 
   I wandered back to the kitchen.  Opening the refrigerator, I looked for something to eat.  The vast empty belly mocked me.  I’d moved our things but not the food.
 
   Closing the refrigerator door, I crept to check on the boys before sneaking across the hall to snag some food.
 
   Emmitt met me at the door.  “Thought I might see you yet tonight.”  He held a fork.  On the end, he’d skewered a bite of grilled chicken.  I grinned and popped it in my mouth.  The temperature caught me off guard, very warm, straight from the grill.  He’d probably timed it.
 
   “I didn’t think you could hear through closed doors.”
 
   “I can if I’m close enough.  Just across the hall from a closed door, I can hear some things.  Like footsteps.”  He winked at me and stood aside so I could enter.  Two plates waited on the island.  “Will you eat with me?”
 
   As if I could say no.  My stomach summersaulted in the now familiar way it did when near Emmitt.  I nodded.  He smiled.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   For the rest of the week, Nana and I took turns making dinner.  When I cooked, I insisted the boys help me.  I’d realized how little I did with them when we were together.  So I made an effort to change that.  They still went down to Nana’s apartment each morning to practice their ABC’s and do projects.  Our refrigerator already sported two colorfully glittered works of glue and construction paper.  In the afternoons, I practiced baseball with them.
 
   Friday Emmitt cornered me with a request.  “We’d like to give you a surprise tomorrow but need you to leave with Nana for at least three hours.”
 
   I stared at him for a moment, knowing he meant without my brothers, and delayed answering.  I’d been irresponsible with their wellbeing when I’d left them before.  And I’d meant it when I said I wouldn’t do it again.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   A flood of sunlight woke me.  I lounged in the bed for a moment enjoying the novelty of my room.  The quiet apartment told me the boys still slept.  Sighing, I stretched and got out of bed.  For fun, I walked to the closet and stared at my clothes.  Sure, there weren’t many, but they hung neatly displayed, ready for selection.  I picked a printed tee and cotton shorts and hurried to take a quick shower before the boys woke up.
 
   When I finished, they still slept quietly snuggled in their new beds, so I decided to go talk to Emmitt.  He hadn’t pushed for an answer yesterday after I made it obvious I didn’t want to talk about it.  I owed him an explanation.  I knew he just wanted to do something nice for me.
 
   He opened his door before I could knock, startling me.  He was dressed in jeans and shirt as usual but this shirt ran a little smaller than the rest.  The material outlined every ridge and dip on his chest.  I stood there awkwardly for a second, trying not to eye him.  The hallway flooded with the aroma of sausage and pancakes as he looked me over from head to toe.  A shiver ran through me as his slow appraisal caused a deep blush.
 
   “How did you sleep?” I asked, not knowing what to say about his look.
 
   “Fine.  The bed still smells like you.”
 
   I didn’t know what so say about that, either.  He’d clarified things nicely before, and I knew he was interested in me, but where did that leave us?  I wondered what he’d do if I asked him to spell out where exactly we stood in the relationship game.
 
   He didn’t move to let me in, which I thought odd.  So I stayed in the hallway, hesitating.  His eyes twinkled.  Was he laughing at me?
 
   I heard a noise behind me and turned to see Liam standing in the doorway already dressed.
 
   “Want some breakfast, buddy?” Emmitt asked from behind me.
 
   “Yep,” Liam said with a nod.  He turned to look behind him.  “Hurry up, Aden.”  Aden ran down the hallway from their bedroom as he pulled a shirt over his head.
 
   “What are you up to, Liam?” I asked with mock suspicion.
 
   “Nana Wini said if it was okay with you, we could spend the day with Jim and Emmitt so you could go do girl stuff with her.”  He looked up at me pleadingly.  “Can we?”
 
   I’d been setup be three werewolves and a kindergartner.  They wanted me to leave my brothers in their care for three hours for a surprise.  Could I trust them to keep Liam and Aden safe if something happened?  I knew they would try.  After all, they knew whom, or rather what, they faced now.  But they didn’t know Blake’s determination.
 
   “Emmitt...”  I hated that I was about to say no.
 
   “They will be safe,” he promised stepping close.  Liam’s hopeful face bounced between us.  “Everything’s been quiet, and you’ve left them before.”
 
   “I know,” I said emphatically.  “But that wasn’t right.”
 
   He sighed and looked me in the eyes in a way that curled my toes.  “Do you trust us?”
 
   I did.  I just didn’t trust Blake.  “Just three hours?”
 
   Emmitt nodded and stepped back from me, allowing Liam and Aden space to run into his apartment so they could start their fun-filled day.  Emmitt laughed at my disgruntled expression and encouraged me to get shoes on to go down by Nana’s.
 
   Nana waited for me at the bottom step.  She wore a pretty sundress and had a purse already slung on her shoulder.  When I saw her purse, I hesitated.  I hadn’t thought of bringing any money.
 
   “Where are we going?  I didn’t bring anything with me.”
 
   “You’re fine as you are.  We thought you needed a day out, free of responsibility just for a little while.  Our treat.”
 
   A day out?
 
   “Just three hours though, right?”  She smiled and nodded.  I reluctantly followed her out the door and got into her car.
 
   After a few minutes watching the trees zip by, I relaxed enough to take a deep breath.
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked again, curious.
 
   “Emmitt wanted to treat you to shopping, and Jim thought you’d like a mani and pedi.”  I swung my stunned gaze away from the trees to her smiling face.  “A little bit of worry-free freedom and fun.  That’s what Emmitt wanted for you.”
 
   I blushed, and my stomach warmed at Emmitt’s consideration.
 
   We drove to town, making small talk along the way.  She asked about my plans for enrolling Liam in school, and I felt a moment of panic.  I hadn’t given it any thought.  Blake would probably be watching for Liam to enroll in school.  My blood chilled at the thought.
 
   Nana Wini must have seen something in my eyes because she quickly changed the subject and asked me when I’d last had a manicure or pedicure.
 
   Her question completely diverted me from my concern.  I admitted I’d never had either.  I looked down at my feet and wondered why Jim would suggest it.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   As we drove into a large city, the other drivers casually glanced at us as we sped past.  So many people seeing me.  What if Blake or his men came here and started looking?  What if they were already here?
 
   “Michelle, I can smell your worry.  Breathe through it.  Talk about what’s concerning you.  Don’t keep it inside.”
 
   “There are so many people.  People who look our way and see me.  Any one of them might remember me.  What if Blake or his men come here looking for me?”
 
   “Do you think he’ll just stop random people and start asking about you?  Maybe show your picture?  No, honey.”  She reached over to pat my leg.  “It would call too much attention to himself.  He needs to be discreet.  He probably still thinks you’re out on your own.  If he’s one of us, I’ve given him no reason to think you’ve been found.  Other than telling the other Elders, we’ve kept your association with us quiet.”  Her words reassured me.
 
   She pulled into a space in front of a day spa and killed the engine.  “Ready?”
 
   I glanced at the screened windows of the small building before us.  I couldn’t see more than the reception desk.  The only person visible, a young woman, sat behind the desk, looking down at her computer screen.  I nodded, got out, and followed Nana’s lead.
 
   The inside smelled lightly perfumed, and quiet pop music played overhead.  The woman behind the desk looked up with a smile and welcomed us.
 
   Minutes later, we sat in massaging chairs while our feet soaked.  Nana conversed with the person rubbing lotion into her calves.  I half-listened to their conversation while I watched the woman on the stool in front of me.  She sorted through her metal instruments, selecting two and lifted my foot out of the water.
 
   “...mauled by some kind of dog.”
 
   The words caught my attention, and I glanced at the woman at Nana’s feet.  I didn’t see how talking about a mauling counted as a relaxing day.
 
   “Happened almost a month ago.  I just read more about it this morning.  I guess the guy’s family went missing right after that.  There’s all kinds of speculation.”
 
   “Not that I don’t feel sorry for the man, but why would that go viral?” Nana asked.
 
   I tried not to smile at Nana’s very modern terminology.
 
   “The dog is crazy big.  It stood chest high.  They’re trying to identify the breed but can’t.”
 
   Great.  Enormous, mad dogs on the loose.  This planet needed a reality check.
 
   The woman at my feet offered me two color wheels so I could pick a polish.  I let the rest of the conversation drift over me while I studied a vibrant pink-orange.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Nails polished, purchases in the back seat, we headed home hours later.  I thanked Nana for the day.  I’d tried to be fun and gracious, but Nana probably noticed my lack of enthusiasm.
 
   She waved off my thanks.  “The nails were Jim’s treat.  All I sprang for was the phone plan, which we needed.  Adding you to it was no hardship.”
 
   I toyed with the cell phone in my hands.  It had a data plan.  Probably Emmitt’s idea.  The phone could come in handy.  I liked knowing I could call and check up on my brothers if I did have to leave them for some reason—like today.
 
   Sitting back in my seat, I watched the country fly past.  For an older person, Nana Wini liked to speed.  Thankfully, she drove well.
 
   When we pulled into the driveway, Jim and the boys waved from the backyard.  They had the sprinkler on full blast.  I’d known my brothers would be fine on a certain level, but actually seeing them melted the tension that had prevented me from truly enjoying the day.
 
   I opened the back door to pull out my purchases while Nana Wini went to ask the boys if they’d had fun.  Not only had Nana insisted on me getting a phone, but she’d also insisted I buy a dress and shoes, saying that every woman needed something pretty in her closest for any occasion.  I didn’t see myself ever going anywhere, so why bother with a dress?  But, she’d persisted until I’d distractedly found a solid black dress.  Without trying it on, we’d purchased it.  I’d assured Nana I knew my size.  I really had no idea if the dress would fit but had wanted to get back to my brothers.
 
   Carrying my dress, covered by a white plastic bag so it wouldn’t get dirty, I stepped onto the porch.
 
   “Hold on,” Jim called, leaving the boys to their sprinkler.  “You can’t sneak in without showing me.”  He looked at me expectantly, and I wiggled my toes for him, again glad I’d worn sandals.  “Very nice.  Now the dress.”
 
   “How did you—”
 
   “Emmitt told me his contribution to your day.”
 
   Emmitt had wanted me to buy a dress?
 
   “It’s why I thought you’d want your nails done.  Better hurry, I hear him coming.”
 
   I gaped at him.  “I don’t know if anyone will get to see me in this dress.”
 
   “Day’s not done yet,” he grinned back at me.  I shook my head and thanked him for the special consideration.  Then I gave him a quick, spontaneous hug.
 
   “You keep that up, and he’ll be treating you to spa days with Nana Wini every week.”  Emmitt’s voice rang in the entry.
 
   I turned and saw him coming down the steps.  My eyes devoured him, and I realized I’d missed him, too.
 
   “Thank you for the dress,” I said sincerely.
 
   Jim moved away from us, heading toward the boys who still regaled Nana about what they’d done.
 
   “You’re welcome.  Just don’t let Jim see it before I do.”
 
   “I think it might stay in the bag for a while.”
 
   “I hope not.  I was wondering if you’d consider going to dinner with me.  Next Saturday,” he assured me when he saw my panicked look.
 
   My panic had nothing to do with leaving Liam and Aden this time.  “A date?” I asked before I could stop myself.
 
   “If you’re not too busy.”  He wore a teasing smile.
 
   I shrugged, pretending indifference.  “I’ll see what I can do.”  First, I’d need to try on the dress.
 
   He moved aside so I could carry my things up.  “You coming back outside or going to research again?”
 
   Without knowing it, he’d reminded me what I needed to do before playing dress up.  “Both.  I’ll bring the tablet out here.”
 
   After tossing my things neatly in the closet, I grabbed my paper, pencil, and tablet before jogging back downstairs.  Nana already sat on the steps, sipping a glass of tea, her toes sparkling in the sun.  She’d selected a cool, silver polish.  I settled next to her and started my research.
 
   With the heat and the hard step, I struggled to stay focused.  After only an hour, I set the tablet aside and ran in to get an iced tea, taking up Nana on her offer to help myself.  When I came back, Emmitt sat in my spot and looked up at me hopefully.  Nana held the tablet, staring at it intently.
 
   “Can I have a drink?” he asked, looking at my glass.  Since I’d already had a few sips and had gotten it more out of boredom than actual thirst, I handed it over with a smile.  His gaze flicked to mine as he drank half the glass in a few long pulls.  His request to take me to dinner echoed in my ears, and I flushed.  Uncomfortable, I looked away and caught sight of the video Nana watched on the tablet.
 
   Any blood rushing to my face immediately fled as I watched a huge, shaggy dog attack a man just outside of an office building.  The grainy quality of the image and the distance between the camera and the attack made it hard to see clearly, but I couldn’t mistake Richard’s identity.
 
   The person holding the camera swore, and the image on the screen dipped to show blacktop as the attack became savage.  People screamed in the background.  Some yelled for help.  The person taking the video refocused on Richard’s prone form as the attack ended.  He had been savaged, covered in red gore.
 
   People ran toward him.  The dog turned to look around, its eyes catching light and glinting for the camera before it leapt over a fence, clearing more than ten feet before sprinting away.
 
   A strange popping sound filled my ears, then all noise ceased.  The sun began to set suddenly and the sky grew dark.  Nothing made sense.  In the dim light, Emmitt’s eyes appeared before me, filled with worry.
 
   Thankfully, the lights went out.  I was glad I didn’t have to see any more.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Several someone’s called my name.  I opened my eyes, disoriented.  I heard Jim speaking.
 
   “She’s okay.  She just fainted.  Emmitt caught her.  She’s not hurt.”
 
   Fainted?  The image of Richard came back to me in a rush, and I closed my eyes.  Oh, Richard.  Blake said he’d died, but he hadn’t said how.  I’d assumed something like poison or a setup mugging.  Why would they do something so obvious?
 
   “I don’t know,” Nana said.  I hadn’t realized I’d spoke my question aloud.
 
   A hand smoothed back my hair.  I opened my eyes again and saw Emmitt.  His deep blue eyes caressed my face.  His arms cradled me as I half-sat in his lap.
 
   “Nice catch,” I whispered.  Some of the worry melted from his face, and his lips tilted up at the corners slightly.
 
   “For you, always.” 
 
   I sat up, and he kept an arm around me.  Blood rushed to my head, making me dizzy.  I smiled at the boys. Their expressions were just as worried as Emmitt’s.
 
   “I’m okay.  Just got too warm.  I think I need to go through the sprinkler,” I suggested.
 
   Liam watched me a moment longer than Aden.  He knew I lied.  Smart boy.  Jim encouraged them to go back to playing with him.
 
   “I’m assuming that was Richard based on your reaction and question,” Nana said.  I nodded.  “This has gone too far.  We need to find those responsible.  They are killing, and that endangers us all.  What we saw...that is not who we are,” she said sadly.
 
   She rose and walked into the house.  A moment later, I heard her speaking.  Emmitt stayed close, comforting me.  My eyes traveled the trees, scanning.  Nothing had really changed, nothing to think that Blake and his men were any closer to finding me, but it didn’t matter.  Fear ruled me, again.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 13
 
   At first, I couldn’t bring myself to let the boys out of my sight.  Nana, Jim, and Emmitt all took turns talking to me, saying what I already understood.  Nothing had changed except that we now knew how Richard had died.  Though I knew they were right, it didn’t ease my fears.  Liam and Aden, clueless about what I’d witnessed, didn’t understand my sudden smothering presence and started to rebel.
 
   Reluctantly, I gave Liam and Aden a bit of much needed distance, but my concession didn’t change my nights.  The slightest noise would bring me out of a doze, and panic would set in much like our first night there.  So the week passed slowly, and within a few days, my head ached from poor sleep and constant worry.
 
   Each day the concern in Emmitt’s watchful gaze grew.  Thursday night after dinner, he pulled me aside.
 
   “I’ll sleep on the couch after the boys go to bed.”
 
   He didn’t ask, and I didn’t try to tell him no.  I hoped having him there would help me sleep through the night.
 
   When an ominous rumbling of thunder woke me Friday morning, I had mixed feelings.  Liam and Aden would need to stay inside, but I’d forced too much inside time already this week.  Today, they would mutiny for sure.
 
   I heard a creak in the hall outside my door then the rapid patter of feet.  Worried, I flew from bed, making it to my door just in time to look down the hall and see the boys disappear out of the apartment.  Calling their names, I raced after them.
 
   As I reached the end of the hall, Emmitt stepped into my path.  He caught me in his arms and spun us, absorbing my momentum.  It didn’t prevent my nose from connecting with his sternum with enough force that my eyes watered.
 
   “Ow!”  I squinted up at him.
 
   “I’m sorry.”  A tender look crept into his gaze as he studied me.
 
   My breath caught as he slowly lowered his head.  Was he really going to kiss me?  I hadn’t even brushed my teeth!  I closed my eyes.  My heart started to beat erratically, and I couldn’t control my breathing.  Then, his lips touched the tip of my nose.  My eyes flew open.
 
   “I wouldn’t have stepped in front of you if I’d known you’d get hurt.”  He reached up and gently pushed back a strand of my hair that had fallen forward during our collision.
 
   “Uh.  It’s okay.”  My thoughts jumbled together.  “Just a minute.”  Instead of continuing my chase, I pivoted on my heel and fled to the bathroom.
 
   I rejoined him a minute later, minty fresh and with untangled hair.  He stood at the stove, watching the pan on the burner until he heard me approach.
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   I tried not to stare at his chest as he spoke.  Smacking myself against it, though painful to my nose, had been wonderful for the rest of me.
 
   “Fine,” I said.  “No permanent damage.”
 
   He gave me an odd look but said nothing.  Instead, he handed me a plate with a single egg and toast.  After a few home-cooked breakfasts, he’d caught onto my portion size.
 
   With the second bite in my mouth, I realized he hadn’t been asking about my nose but about how I felt in general.  My fears revolving around Blake had abated with some decent sleep, but thanks to the platonic kiss on the nose, I was confused again.  I took a drink of the juice he’d set before me, calmed myself with a slow breath, then asked the big question.
 
   “What are we?”
 
   He paused mid-chew to look at me, just like he had in the diner.  It made me smile.  He swallowed and tilted his head.
 
   “I’m not sure I understand the question.”
 
   Of course not.  I needed a morning blush to start the day off right.
 
   Frustrated, I stood.
 
   “I get this.”  I leaned forward and planted a light kiss on his nose, surprising him.
 
   “And I get this.”  I moved close to his neck, inhaled his scent, and trailed my nose against his skin as he’d done several times to me.
 
   “And I’m told...”  His skin suddenly rippled beneath my touch, and I pulled back.
 
   His eyes glittered as he struggled for control.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, stepping away.
 
   He followed me, moving fluidly from his stool.  His calm, midnight eyes tracked every move I made.
 
   “Don’t be.  I’m fine.  Finish your question.”  His voice was rough and intense, and it made my heart drop into my stomach.
 
   Holding my ground, I let him crowd me.  Better to leave room to turn and run than to be backed against a wall.  Not that I thought I’d need to run from Emmitt, but it never hurt to leave options open.
 
   He didn’t stop moving until he was a hand’s width away from me.  I struggled to maintain eye contact.  I knew what I’d done to him, and I really wanted to touch him again.  But I couldn’t.  Not until I understood how he saw us.
 
   “I, uh, was just going to say that...um.”  I cleared my throat.  “You said I’m yours and that biting equals an engagement.  But I don’t understand where that leaves us now.  What are we?”
 
   “As you asked, we are friends,” he said.
 
   I felt a brief stab of disappointment.  Then, he leaned in again.  He didn’t inhale or use his nose this time.  He dropped his mouth to my neck.  It wasn’t a kiss exactly, just a brush of his lips that blazed a path on my sensitive skin.  I couldn’t help myself; I lightly rested my hands against his chest and leaned into the feeling as I struggled to focus.
 
   “But, I hope we are friends who are working their way to dating.”
 
   It took a moment for his words to register.  Ah.  That’s right.  His dinner invitation.
 
   “I’m not good at being friends,” he said softly, breaking contact but not pulling back.  My hammering heart appreciated the move, but my tingling skin felt bereft.  “I struggle with the boundaries of friendship.”
 
   It was good to know I wasn’t the only one struggling.  I swallowed and dropped my hands.
 
   “What boundaries?”  As soon as I said it, I knew the answer because something in his gaze told me he wanted my hands back where they were.
 
   “Friends don’t get this close.  They don’t touch each other like I just touched you.  And I really want to be that close.”
 
   I wanted that, too.  Especially when he whispered it near my ear.
 
   “What else?”  I couldn’t believe I asked.
 
   “You’ll have to let me know,” he said, reluctantly retreating.  “You set the boundaries.”
 
   He turned away from me and walked to the island.  I wanted him back, crowding me.  Stupid friendship talk.  If I had more courage, I would tell him I wanted to be more than friends.  But what did more than friends mean in the wolf-world?  If I was the one setting the boundaries that defined our relationship, I needed to know the answer.  Because I didn’t, I said nothing.
 
   Emmitt stood there a moment until the shaking stopped then he sat down.  I joined him and slowly started to eat my food.
 
   He’d answered my question about our relationship.  But sometimes, knowing an answer was worse than dwelling on the question.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The kids stayed downstairs with Nana all morning.  After we cleaned up breakfast, Emmitt stepped out.  I used the time to research stocks.
 
   The Sunday before, after witnessing the video, I hadn’t cared enough to explain the tip I handed to Nana.  She hadn’t asked, either.  This week I planned to be prepared, again.  The boring work drove me to distraction.  I knew some people loved it.  Richard had.  But, it wasn’t my thing.
 
   Rain continuously pattered against the roof, keeping me company.  When Nana knocked on my open door near lunch, I willingly pushed aside my work.
 
   “Do you have a moment?” she asked politely.
 
   “Lots of them.  What’s up?”
 
   She stepped in and took a seat next to me at the kitchen island.
 
   “Emmitt’s watching the boys while they color.  I wanted to come up and let you know that I put out a call stating the person responsible for Richard’s death should step forward immediately.  No one has, yet.”
 
   My heart skipped a beat, and I felt a stab of fear.  “How long will it take?”
 
   “That’s the problem.  A response should have been immediate.”
 
   I shrugged slightly, not understanding.
 
   “Our society has rules and laws like any other.  They differ from human laws, not just in the message but in our people’s inability to break them.  When an Elder like me speaks a law, it’s implanted in our kind as a restriction.  Because of that, our laws are few and well thought out.  At least, we believe them to be.  The rules are easy to break, but the repercussions are impossible to ignore.
 
   “For example, one of our laws forbids the forced Claiming of a human.  A rule states not to kill humans.  We made the first one a law—unbreakable—because we could see no circumstance in which we could ever conceive applicable exception to warrant the act.  However, self-preservation must be considered before passing a law forbidding the death of another.  We made it a law that anyone responsible for breaking the rule, or a witness to the breaking of the rule, must admit the deed to an Elder.
 
   “The same applies to shifting in public.  Our rules state it shouldn’t be done, while our law states that any who break the rule, or know of the rule being broken, must step forward.”
 
   “Someone should have come to you a month ago,” I said, understanding.
 
   She nodded.
 
   We sat in silence for a bit, lost in our own thoughts.  Had Blake done the killing himself or one of his men?  Did it really matter?  Either way, Blake had to have known.  He should have stepped forward.
 
   “Can you tell me where Blake kept you?  We need to find him to figure out how he’s avoided us.”
 
   I shook my head before she finished.  Richard’s address wasn’t yet posted in any article I’d read online.  Blake would piece it together if werewolves suddenly showed up at our old home.  I wouldn’t compromise the safety of Liam and Aden so Nana could find some errant werewolves.
 
   She patted my hand.  “I understand your reason for saying no.  Just think about it.”  She stood and left.
 
   The day had started out so well.  With a sigh, I went back to my research.
 
   A little while later, I heard a tap on the door leading to the porch.  Emmitt motioned to me through the glass.
 
   I stood with a wince because of sitting too long, unlocked the door, and stepped out onto the porch with him.  The overhanging roof protected us from the rain while lulling us with the soothing patter.  Behind Emmitt, a small patio table with two chairs sat near his kitchen door.  Two plates and two glasses waited.
 
   “Hungry?” he asked as I took in what he’d done for me.  I nodded, and he went to hold out a chair for me.  “I heard what Nana said.”
 
   “I have premonitions.”  The randomness of my confession made me cringe.  I’d decided that I needed to trust someone, that I couldn’t keep going on so alone, but I hadn’t decided how to tell him.
 
   “Did you see what happens if you give us your old address?” he asked without pausing.
 
   I blinked at his easy acceptance of my secret.
 
   “No, I don’t have those kinds of premonitions.  The stock market.”  His brows rose.  “I know, not very interesting.  But think of what you could gain by controlling someone with my ability.  The money.  Power.”
 
   “I don’t want money or power.  Just you.”
 
   His words made my heart flutter, and brought back the memory of his lips on my neck.  I blushed and pushed the memory aside.
 
   “Blake’s tasted that power.  If your laws can’t control him, what makes you think finding him will help?  All it does is expose us.  He will go straight for Liam and Aden.  Through them, he can control me again.”
 
   He remained quiet for a moment.  “Nana won’t ask again,” he said seriously.  Then, in a Jim-like way, he grinned and said, “Want to spike your tea?”
 
   I heard Nana yell his name two stories below and shook my head, breathing a sigh of relief.  I’d shared my secret, and he didn’t appear to care about it one way or the other.  I was halfway through my turkey sandwich when he asked his next question.
 
   “Why did you tell Sam which stock to invest in?  Why not just keep it to yourself?”
 
   My appetite fled.  By sharing my last secret, I’d officially crossed the all-or-nothing line.  I needed to spill the rest.  I placed my half-eaten sandwich on his plate before I answered.
 
   “I don’t have a choice.  The information comes to me every seven days.  It plays in my head like a market ticker but with just one stock on repeat.  If I don’t share the information, it makes me twitchy.  The longer I hold it, the more painful it becomes until I’m a mess.  Blake figured that out.  It became another way for him to control me.  I have to share the information with someone.  As soon as I do, the countdown to the next premonition resets.”
 
   “And that’s why you didn’t want to tell me.”  He schooled his features and nudged my glass.  “Drink.”
 
   I did without questioning it.  The cool tea soothed my worry-tightened throat.
 
   “There’s more,” I said.
 
   He continued eating but kept his focus on me.
 
   “I told you a little about what Blake said the night before I ran.  That he wanted me to bite one of his men.  Before that, he talked about evolving my abilities.  When you asked if I saw what would happen, I meant it.  I don’t have those kinds of visions.  But since coming here, something has changed.  I’ve gotten glimpses of people.  Girls like me, mostly.  I don’t know why.  Those visions don’t work like the stock ones.  They don’t repeat.”
 
   “We’ll figure this out.”  He reached across the table and wrapped his warm fingers around my cold hand.  “Please, let some of the worry go.  Trust us to keep you and your brothers safe.”
 
   I gave a small nod.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Saturday, the rain continued.  Once again, the boys snuck out early.  Emmitt surprised me in the kitchen, not with a cooked meal, but a simple bowl of cereal.  Lucky Charms.  It made me laugh.
 
   He left me alone for a few hours, and I used the opportunity to page through the items Richard had stuffed into the envelope.  Since Nana asked about our old address, I’d been wondering what had become of the house.  So I dug for the lawyer’s number, and I looked it up online.  There was actually a legitimate sounding business associated with it.  The site listed a physical address, fax, and an email address.
 
   Tapping my fingers on the dark counter, I debated what to send.  Richard hadn’t explained the number or why I should contact the lawyer.  Perhaps he’d wanted me to press charges against Blake.  But on what grounds?  Richard owned the house with all the locks and security installed.  Maybe Richard had provided the number for custody rights to the boys.  But who else would they live with if not me?  We didn’t come from a big family.
 
   After creating an email address with no personal information, I decided on a short message.  I provided my name, Richard’s name, and Richard’s request that I contact the firm.  I sent the message then turned off the tablet.  No point in sitting and staring at it on a Saturday.
 
   Tromping downstairs, I found everyone playing board games in Nana’s living room.  We spent the rest of the morning, and most of the afternoon, cheating and having fun.
 
   Jim’s stomach growled in the middle of a card game with Aden, and he asked if I would get him a snack from across the hall.  Emmitt and I took a break from our own game to go look.
 
   When we stood in his kitchen with me rummaging in the fridge, Emmitt surprised me with a serious mood.  He pulled me back from the open door, turned me, and framed my face with his hands.
 
   “Do you know you’ve been here a month?”
 
   I hadn’t really thought about it.  But apparently, he had; and it meant something to him.
 
   “Let me take you to dinner tonight.  Please.”
 
   His midnight gaze pleaded with me, and I found myself nodding.  Dinner with Emmitt.  My heart fluttered with excitement as his thumb feathered ever so slightly over my skin.
 
   “Wear the dress,” he said freeing me.
 
   He opened a cupboard and pulled out a bag of chips.
 
   Absently, I followed him out of the apartment.  The dress?  I panicked, not even remembering what it looked like.  Black.  It’d been black and knee length, maybe, on the hanger.  Why hadn’t I tried it on?  Then I remembered.  Nerves about leaving the boys for so long then the video about Richard.
 
   A few steps behind Emmitt, I heard Nana Wini offer to watch the boys.  Darn her excellent hearing.  The boys turned their puppy eyes toward me, already pleading without words.  My gaze flicked between Nana and Jim.  Was it safe?  I trusted them with the boys, but what about...no.  Nothing had changed.  Emmitt was right.  It had been a month since I left.  If they were going to find us, they would have already.  Again, I nodded.  Trapped.
 
   “Could we leave in an hour?” Emmitt asked me while handing Jim his chips.  Jim grinned at my stunned expression and passed the bag to Aden.  He’d ruin Aden’s dinner.
 
   “Sure,” I mumbled, taking a step back toward the hallway.  An hour to try on the dress and, if it didn’t fit, find something else to wear.  The dress had better fit.
 
   I didn’t waste any time but bolted up the stairs as soon as I cleared the door.
 
   In the apartment, I pulled my hair from its ponytail and ran a brush through it.  It fell straight and smooth after a few minutes of brushing.  I stalked to the bedroom, reached into the closet, and tossed the garment bag on the bed.  Then, I bent to search for the shoes that weren’t there.  I straightened slowly, thinking back.  After shopping, I’d carried them up to my room and put them in the bottom of my closet.  I was sure of it.
 
   I looked under the bed.  Nothing.  Hands on my hips, I stood in my room, scanning and thinking.  They didn’t just walk away on their own.  Tracing my way through the apartment, I looked under everything, behind the doors, and in the broom closet.  I was ready to go ask Nana if she’d seen them but walked to the boys’ room just to double-check.
 
   The shoes lay under the bunk bed while the box stood on its side with the lid propped at an angle to create a temporary shelter for Aden’s army men.
 
   “Seriously?” I mumbled, snagging the shoes and leaving the box.
 
   Dropping the shoes in the hall, I closed myself into my room and unzipped the bag.  The clock on the dresser motivated me.  I’d wasted too much time looking for the shoes and only had thirty minutes left.
 
   The black material slid from the bag.  There appeared to be less of it than I remembered.  Black burnished clasps adorned each shoulder, gathering the material to show more skin.  The silky fabric fell softly to the waist panel where shining, black thread glinted in ornate patterns.  The plain skirt ended abruptly not far below that.
 
   I picked this?  I turned the dress around.  No zipper.  Shaking my head, I stripped from my shorts and tee then stepped into the dress, tugging and twisting it into place.  It felt okay.  Not too tight or loose.
 
   I left my bedroom and closed myself into the bathroom to get a better look.  I couldn’t see all of me at once, but what I did see had my stomach pitching wildly.
 
   The dress was gorgeous but a bit more revealing than a simple date called for.  The material draped loosely from the shoulders and gapped in the middle, showing the center of my bra.  I turned around.  Same with the back.  The skirt ended mid-thigh, much longer than the cutoffs I wore, but short for a dress.  Well, for my dress.  A bit of anxiety crept in.
 
   What else did I have?  T-shirts and sweatshirts hung in the closet.  No other options.  I looked back at the mirror as I unclasped my bra and wiggled out of it.  I tried tugging the material to hide the valley showing.  Nope.  Not going to happen.  I’d just need to change quickly and run across the hall to see if we could go somewhere that wouldn’t require a dress.
 
   I opened the bathroom door and froze.  Emmitt and Jim both stood in the hallway.  Emmitt’s gaze raked me, and Jim gave a wolf whistle.
 
   “What are you doing here?”  My voice sounded too high but I couldn’t help it.  What if I’d stepped out in a towel?  Well, maybe that would have been safer.  The big towels Nana gave us would have covered more.
 
   “You sounded upset,” Emmitt said absently as his eyes continued to travel my length.  On the way back up, he closed his eyes briefly, swallowed hard, then returned to his slow appraisal.  He didn’t bother to look at Jim when he spoke.
 
   “Okay, you saw.  Now go away.”
 
   With a laugh, Jim left.
 
   “Saw what?” I asked, looking Emmitt over as well.  He wore dark grey slacks and a sport coat with a lighter grey V-neck sweater.
 
   “He wanted to see how you looked in the dress.  Nana Wini told him about it,” he said absently, still studying me.
 
   Nana remembered the dress, and I hadn’t?
 
   “Could we maybe go somewhere casual enough for jean shorts?”  I fought the urge to cross my arms, knowing it would just make it worse.  Then, I realized I still had my bra in my hand.  Please don’t let him notice, I thought.
 
   “I can smell your nervousness.  You look lovely.  Please wear it,” he said quietly, meeting my eyes again.  “Do you need a jacket?”
 
   A trench coat would work.  Instead of speaking, I shook my head.
 
   He bent to pick up my shoes, and I quickly tossed my bra behind me and turned off the bathroom lights.  He motioned me to lead the way to the door.  There he bent and helped me with the shoes.
 
   He didn’t say anything as he slipped the black heel onto my foot.  His light touch at my ankle made my legs Jell-O.  Once the shoe was on, his hand lingered on my calf before he moved to the other shoe.  The longer he stayed quiet, the more nervous I became.
 
   When he stood, he smiled slightly and leaned forward.  He carefully swept my hair back over my shoulder, moving it out of the way.  The warmth of his palms heated my upper arms as he held me steady.  His breath tickled the skin at the base of my neck as he breathed a path up to my ear.  I forgot all about the dress.
 
   “Thank you for saying yes,” he said softly then pulled back.
 
   Yes to what?
 
   He clasped my hand in his and led us out into the hallway.  My brain came back online when he closed the door with a soft snick.  He wrapped my hand around his arm as we walked downstairs.  I could feel his eyes returning to me but didn’t look his way.  Navigating stairs with heels required my full attention.
 
   When we reached the bottom, I gave in and met his gaze.  His intense regard sent shivers through me.  He leaned in once again, his breath tickling my neck near my ear.  I focused on the sensation of his lips brushing my skin.  Please just kiss me already, I thought.  The anticipation of it was driving me crazy.
 
   “You smell wonderful.” 
 
   I turned my head slightly and pressed my cheek against his.  He groaned.
 
   When he finally straightened and motioned me through Nana’s open door, I walked in on autopilot, my neck still tingling from overexposure to Emmitt.
 
   The boys already played a board game at the table with Jim and Nana.  I could see Aden was in hero-worship mode when it came to Jim.  Neither boy seemed to care too much that we were leaving for the night.
 
   As I stood there saying goodbye, my head cleared enough that I started doubting the dress, again.  I tried to think of an excuse to go back upstairs and change, but couldn’t.  At least, not a diplomatic one.  So, I allowed Emmitt to escort me out the door.  The rain had stopped, but the ground still glistened with water.  My heels sank a little when I stepped off the porch.
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked while he held the door open for me.
 
   “A steak and seafood place just outside of town,” he said as I carefully got in.
 
   He hesitated then closed my door and walked around the front of the truck.  The moment reminded me of the day I’d bought the truck, and my heart fluttered as he slid in behind the wheel.  I wouldn’t have guessed then that the attraction I’d felt would have led to the revelation it had.
 
   Emmitt was a werewolf, and he was mine.
 
   He reached over and brushed back a strand of my hair.  I took a calming breath and hoped he thought my racing heart was due to leaving my brothers and not him.  He started the truck and pulled out of the driveway.
 
   I settled in and watched the scenery.  After a few moments of silence, I glanced over at Emmitt and caught his gaze.
 
   “You’ve never mentioned any family other than your mom and Richard.”
 
   I sighed and turned to glance out the window.  “No family as far as I know on either side.  It’s just us, now.”
 
   He was quiet the last few miles to the restaurant.  When he turned into a wide, paved drive, I saw the restaurant and was surprised.  White Christmas lights wound along the fence and cast a soft glow over the parking lot.  The place definitely looked more high-end than I would have expected being out in the middle of nowhere, though I could see the glow of city lights on the horizon.
 
   Emmitt got out and opened the door for me.  I watched his gaze stray from my eyes as he helped me down.  A blush heated my face, and he gave me a small smile as he held my hand and led me inside.  I couldn’t decide if I wanted to cover up or bask in his attention.  So, I focused on walking.
 
   A maître d' stood at a podium, ready to greet us.  Behind him, the polished wood floors of the bar area glowed in the soft light.
 
   Emmitt gave his name and led me to an open place at the bar.  He held out a barstool for me.  I didn’t miss the brush of his fingers on my exposed back as I sat.  He settled beside me and ordered us each a glass of red wine.
 
   I didn’t say anything about the alcohol though I knew Nana would smell it on me.  I wondered if I’d get another scolding.  The bartender smiled a bit too warmly at me as he set my glass down, and Emmitt scowled in response.  I took a sip.  Nana would certainly understand.
 
   I’d finished half a glass by the time the maître d' came to seat us at our table.  I studied the menu and immediately spotted what I wanted.  The last time I had chicken parmesan, my mom had been alive.
 
   Glancing up to ask Emmitt what he planned to order, I found him studying me instead of the menu.  I rolled my eyes and reached across the table to pick up his menu and wave it in his face.  He laughed, took it, and finally opened it.
 
   Our server wore a crisp, white shirt under a black vest and matching black tie.  He was politely formal when he came to ask if we wanted a fresh drink before ordering.  Emmitt ordered another one, but I asked for water, instead.
 
   It was no surprise when Emmitt picked the biggest steak on the menu...and appetizers.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Relaxed by the glass of wine, dinner had progressed pleasantly, but nervousness had crept back in toward the end.  Our ride home remained quiet, and I didn’t mind.  I doubted I could maintain any form of intelligent conversation.  My focus was on what would happen at the end of our date.  Would he finally kiss me?
 
   The crunch of gravel under the tires announced our return.  He parked the truck near the porch and got out to open my door.  Although it wasn’t far to the ground, he offered his hand to help me down.
 
   “Did you enjoy yourself?” he asked as he closed the door behind me.
 
   Had it not been for the very exposed feeling I’d had throughout dinner, I would have been able to answer with an honest yes.  Instead, I tried for vague.
 
   “I think it will take a while before I’m comfortable leaving my brothers.”
 
   We walked inside the quiet house.  It wasn’t yet past nine, and I thought the quiet odd, but Emmitt didn’t appear concerned.
 
   Nervous anticipation filled me as we walked upstairs.  He opened my door for me, and I didn’t know what to expect next.  Would he come in with me?  Would he try kissing me?  My heart did a crazy stuttering beat at the thought.  I wasn’t sure what I wanted.  I turned to face him.
 
   “Thank you for tonight.  Let me know if you want to go shopping with Nana again.  You have amazing taste.”  His gaze slid my length again, but he remained in the hallway.
 
   “I think I’ll be fine for a while.  Besides, I prefer shorts and t-shirts.  Your t-shirts are the best.”  Usually, because they hung to mid-thigh and covered me well.  It didn’t hurt that they smelled like him too.
 
   He handed me his jacket, and I watched as he pulled his sweater and t-shirt off over his head.  The jacket almost fell from my hand.  Emmitt, shirtless in the sun, was breathtaking.  But this...I swallowed hard.  If I appealed to him half as much as he did to me, I understood why he’d kept looking at me all night.
 
   Seeing him in just dress pants made my knees melt.  He handed me the white cotton shirt still warm from his body and reclaimed his suit jacket.
 
   He stepped close.  “I’ll give you my shirt whenever you ask.”
 
   Clutching the shirt to my chest, I stopped breathing for a moment.
 
   He grinned slightly.  “So there’s no misunderstanding, we’re officially in the dating phase of our relationship.”
 
   I nodded dumbly, glad we were officially ignoring my friendship talk now.
 
   He hesitated there, standing toe to toe with me, consuming my space and air as I gazed up at him, held in his spell.  Then he shook his head, leaned in to brush his lips against the side of my neck, and left me with a racing heart.
 
   His clarification of our relationship hadn’t helped.  When he announced we were dating, I’d expected—assumed—a kiss would follow.  On the mouth.  Instead, I stood staring at his closed apartment door in confusion and more than a little disappointment.
 
   I spent the remainder of the evening dressed in his shirt and sitting in the kitchen as I researched for the next day’s premonition.  I wasn’t sure if Emmitt had told Nana my secret or not.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 14
 
   An overcast, but dry, Sunday marked the end of our fifth week of freedom.  My energetic brothers raced outside just after breakfast.  As usual, they left the door open behind them.  I didn’t follow this time.  Instead, I finished some last minute research while waiting for the actual premonition.
 
   When I heard Emmitt’s door open across the hall, I perked up but didn’t look away from the tablet.  So I wasn’t surprised when he spoke from my doorway.
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   I swiveled on the stool and smiled at him.  “Morning.”
 
   He leaned against the doorframe.  His wet hair lay in disarray as he slowly blinked at me.
 
   “Didn’t you sleep well?”
 
   He shrugged.  “Coming down for breakfast?”
 
   I looked at him in surprise.  Usually he already knew if we ate.  I figured his sense of smell helped with that.  Granted, we’d eaten cereal this morning, which I didn’t consider very aromatic, but the bowls still sat next to the sink.
 
   He caught my glance at the dishes and smiled self-depreciatively.  “Sorry.  I’ll see you downstairs.”
 
   Watching the empty doorway an extra moment after he left, I wondered if he wasn’t feeling well.  I glanced at the clock.  Twenty more minutes to kill.
 
   While surfing the web to fill the time, I came across the video of Richard’s death and more speculation regarding the dog.  I avoided the video but read the articles.  In one, the author noted the disappearance of Richard’s beneficiary.  It gave me pause.  Was that the point of the lawyer?
 
   I checked my email and saw a reply not nearly as brief as my query.  Sawyer Nolan introduced himself as Richard’s attorney and, after offering his condolences, asked me to come to his office to discuss the will.  He mentioned needing to coordinate with Mr. Blake Torrin regarding the date and time.  That meeting was not going to happen.
 
   I closed the email and worried at my thumbnail with my teeth.  The latest stock tip popped into my head before I decided what to do about the email.
 
   Notes in hand, I ambled downstairs and peeked out at the boys and Jim who played in the backyard.  Barefoot, they splashed in the puddles from the day before.  All three waved at me.  Tonight my brothers would need baths.  I waved back then went to find Nana Wini in her kitchen.  She was making Emmitt breakfast.
 
   “Did your friend, Sam, call already?” I asked, putting the papers on the table and sitting next to Emmitt.  His eyes followed my moves.  I couldn’t put my finger on what felt different about his gaze, but it made me edgy.
 
   Nana turned away from the pan and gave me a kind look.  “Yes, we discussed your gift, though, and feel that it shouldn’t be used.  He thanked you for your help so far but will research on his own from now on.”
 
   With the ticker still stuck on repeat in my head, panic surged.  “But, you can’t—”
 
   She shook her head.  “We can.  We won’t use you.  But, I did hear what you said about the pain.  You can still give the information to me,” she said indicating the papers on the table with the spatula in her hand.  “I will read it so you won’t suffer, then I’ll destroy it.”
 
   I couldn’t believe they would do that.  Give up the information and power.  I felt lighter, freer, and relieved.
 
   “By the way, there are a few people coming today who’d like to meet you,” Nana said turning back to the stove, missing my shattered expression at her words.  “They should be here in about an hour.”
 
   She plated a heap of food and passed it to Emmitt.  Though Nana didn’t catch my initial expression, Emmitt had.  He watched me closely.
 
   “What people?”  Please don’t let it be men.
 
   “They are from the Compound in Canada.  Friends of Jim and Emmitt’s parents.  They are coming down with their sons to meet you and your brothers,” she said.
 
   Sons.
 
   “Why are they coming?”
 
   Nana shared a look with Emmitt.  I caught the barest shake of his head before he focused on his plate and started to eat.  Nana sighed at him.
 
   “We thought it would be good to start exposing you to more of our kind whom you can trust.”
 
   “And who decides who’s trustworthy?”  I could feel my temper starting to simmer.
 
   Nana tilted her head, studying me.  Her nostrils flared slightly.  Wisely, she remained quiet.
 
   Was I overreacting?  I just didn’t know.  I revealed everything to them, and suddenly friends of Emmitt’s parents were bringing their sons to meet us.
 
   “I’m sorry, Nana, but I don’t feel like good company today.”
 
   Leaving them at the table, I went outside to the boys.
 
   “Jim, may I have the trucks keys?”  I didn’t wait for his answer but looked at the boys.  “Want to go into town and see a movie in a movie theatre?”
 
   Their eyes lit at the prospect of it.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Using the tablet, I memorized the directions to the theatre while the boys washed up.  No one tried to stop us from leaving, but all three stood on the porch, watching me back out.
 
   Not having driven since Jim’s lesson, I didn’t execute the Y turn to back away from the porch as smoothly as I would have liked.  Almost quitting then, I scolded myself for being a stubborn control freak and inched my way down the driveway.
 
   Aden and Liam talked excitedly as they sat buckled into their booster seats.  What was I thinking?  This wasn’t safe.  I drove like crap, hated big crowds, and had very little money left to live off.  Would it kill me to stay and say hi to whoever Nana had coming over?  No, but if I didn’t put my foot down and keep it down, I feared becoming a pawn again.
 
   The drive took longer than I expected.  Liam and Aden were antsy to leave the truck and see the theatre by the time I parked.
 
   They stood beside me, holding my hands, while I studied the movies listed.  The first movie didn’t start for over forty minutes.  I wished I’d been smart enough to check the show times online before we’d left.
 
   I looked around, wondering what to do.  The crowd shuffling by us on the sidewalk made me twitchy.  I didn’t want to spend forty minutes just standing in the open.
 
   Across the street, I spotted an ice cream shop just opening.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Four scoops and three cones later, we happily stood in line for the movie.  Despite the ice cream we’d consumed at the shop, we were laden with the prerequisite popcorn and slushes.  Aden bounced on the tips of his toes in anticipation.
 
   When I glanced down to smile at him, a reflection in the glass panel of the ticketing booth caught my attention.  A man stood outlined in the door behind us, the pane of glass separating us.  His complete motionless in the shifting foot traffic stood out.  I turned fully to see him, not just his reflection.  When I did, he looked up at the marquee above his head for a moment then moved on.  Perhaps he’d just been looking at the movie listing.
 
   Aden tugged me forward as our theatre’s doors opened.
 
   The laughter in a theatre full of children melted some of my worry.  It wasn’t until I was struggling with Aden’s buckle in the truck almost two hours later that I noticed the man, again.  He leaned against the side of a beat up old car and had an elbow casually rested on the roof as he watched me.
 
   When I looked directly at him, he winked at me.  Something about him just hit me as off.  Giving up on the buckle, I started the truck and pulled out, hands shaking.  It didn’t help my driving.
 
   He stayed leaning against the car, watching.  I watched his shrinking form in the mirrors.  He never moved.
 
   I kept an eye on the mirrors as I drove.  The man had intentionally brought himself to my notice.  Why?  I hadn’t recognized him and nothing about him said werewolf.  So, I didn’t think I needed to worry about that possibility.  He’d just been creepy.  Still, I looked back every few minutes.
 
   The mirror stayed clear all the way home.  I was relieved to pull into the driveway and find Emmitt waiting for us on the porch step.
 
   However, with my concern over the movie man, I’d forgotten about the company that had sent me running in the first place.  An extra vehicle was in the truck’s usual spot.  I parked next to the garage and helped the boys out.  They immediately ran for the house, saying they wanted to tell Jim about the huge TV, not understanding the difference between a television and the movie theatre.
 
   When I closed the passenger door and turned, Emmitt stood behind me, waiting.  His eyes studied every inch of my face.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked, worried.
 
   Behind him, Nana and two adults stepped onto the porch.  I tried to keep the distain from my face when I glanced at them.  I wasn’t ready to play nice, yet.
 
   “Mary and Gregory were planning on staying the night,” he said with little emotion.  “Can I sleep on your couch?”
 
   If I said no, would they go back to Canada?  Maybe.  But Emmitt on the couch didn’t sound like such a bad idea after some creepy guy had winked at me.  I nodded.
 
   He held out his hand.  I clasped it loosely, and he led me to the group on the porch.
 
   The woman had neat brown hair a shade lighter than my own.  She watched our progress with expressive brown eyes.  The man, who stood beside her, towered over her diminutive frame.  I couldn’t decide if the woman was unusually short or if werewolves’ heights were as diverse as humans.  So far, they’d all been tall, but other than Nana, they’d all been men.  The man’s hazel eyes flicked to Emmitt’s hand holding mine and then up to my face.  I felt judged with that glance.
 
   As we walked up the steps, Emmitt introduced them.  “Michelle, this is Mary and her husband Gregory.”
 
   Husband, not Mate?  Were they human?
 
   “Nice to meet you,” I said flatly, using the same tone I had hundreds of times before for the standard greeting at Blake’s dinners.
 
   “I doubt it,” Mary said with a grin, “but I don’t blame you.  We’re the long distance version of noisy neighbors.  Our sons, Paul and Henry, are inside with Jim.  Your brothers are adorable.”
 
   The adorable duo ran out the door just then, making a beeline for the swing set and calling for Jim as they went.
 
   “Energetic,” she added with a laugh.
 
   With ice cream, slushies, and popcorn in their systems, they probably needed real food to counteract their obvious sugar jag.
 
   “I better go and make them some lunch,” I said to excuse myself.
 
   Emmitt didn’t relinquish my hand.
 
   “I’ll come with,” he said.
 
   Jim walked out the door.  Two boys close to my age trailed behind him.  They grinned at me, said hi, and followed Jim to the swing set, standing back to watch him interact with my brothers.  I hadn’t expected the sons to be so young.  None of Blake’s associates had been my age.  Still not sure what I dealt with, human vs. werewolf, I hesitated to leave my brothers outside.
 
   Emmitt seemed to read my concern.
 
   “Jim, can you send them up in a few minutes to eat?”
 
   Jim waved acknowledgement, and I let Emmitt lead me inside.
 
   Our company stayed downstairs when Jim came up several minutes later.  He took a huge bite from Aden’s proffered sandwich, and I shook my head, guessing at the reason for his personal escort.
 
   I tried to talk the boys into games upstairs, but they wouldn’t hear of it and tore back downstairs as soon as they finished.  Food gone, Jim followed them.  Emmitt helped with the cleanup.
 
   “My parents sent Gregory and Mary down,” he said as he wiped down the counter.
 
   I paused putting away the lunchmeat, giving him my full attention.
 
   “They can’t leave the Compound themselves and were curious about the girl who has captured their son’s attention.”
 
   “Why couldn’t you tell me that before?” I asked in mild exasperation.
 
   He didn’t answer right away, so I tossed the jar in the fridge and turned to him with my arms crossed.
 
   “I didn’t want you to worry about meeting them.”
 
   “When Nana said people were coming, bringing their sons, I thought it was going to be like Blake’s all over again.”  I swallowed hard and looked away from him.
 
   “No,” he growled.  “How many times do I have to tell you?”  He backed me against the counter.
 
   “You.  Are.  Mine.”
 
   His knuckles brushed my neck as he moved my hair aside, and he leaned forward, lips running along my jaw.
 
   At first contact, my heart thundered painfully and heat burst in my chest, radiating outward.  I reached up, fisting my hands in his short hair.  It was just long enough to grip.
 
   I wanted to pull him closer, to move beyond this limbo stage.  Instead, I tugged him back by his hair.  He didn’t move at first.
 
   “Emmitt, stop.  I can’t think like this.”
 
   He pulled back.  The pupils of his eyes swallowed the midnight blue of his irises.  The tips of two sharp teeth poked out from under his upper lip, drawing my attention to his mouth.  I’d stared at his chest plenty, but never really his lips.  I blinked slowly.  What would it feel like to have them pressed against mine?  I wanted...
 
   “Do it,” he whispered.
 
   “What?” I breathed out the word, my gaze flying to his.  Blood rushed to my face, and I nudged him back.  He sighed and gave me room.  Not much, but I could think again.
 
   “Nothing.”  He gently brushed his fingertips along my collarbone.  “I’m going to check on the boys.”
 
   I nodded and watched him leave, wondering how long Gregory and Mary would be staying and what kind of report they would take back to Emmitt’s parents.
 
   I spent the rest of the afternoon hiding in my apartment, too chicken to find out the answer to either of those questions.
 
   Emmitt came back hours later and convinced me to join everyone for a picnic dinner.  Liam and Aden sat near Paul and Henry, a new sheen of hero worship in their eyes.  We lingered at the table after they ran off to play.
 
   Mary asked me how I liked living at the house.  The innocent enough question felt like a graded essay.  Did his parents disapprove of me living in the same house?  Should I say it made me uncomfortable?  No.  They would sense the lie.  I weighed my choices and finally settled on admitting the truth; I felt safe there.  She smiled kindly and asked if I’d given any thought to the future.  I looked at Emmitt helplessly.
 
   “We should probably go up and get everything ready for tonight,” he said, standing and rescuing me.  I followed his lead and started gathering plates to help clean up.  “Paul and Henry can crash at Jim’s,” he continued.  “You’re welcome to use my place.”
 
   Mary nodded her thanks as I made my escape inside.
 
   Emmitt and I worked together, quietly putting condiments away in Jim’s fridge, then headed upstairs.
 
   Sensing my mood, Emmitt put in a movie and steered me to the couch with a stern order to relax.  He came in once during the middle of the movie with a pillow and a light blanket, which he set on the couch in anticipation of his overnight stay.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I woke in the middle of the night, heart hammering from my vivid dream.  The man from town had tracked us, and I’d watched as he had scaled the outside of the house to reach the third floor.  He’d had vicious, sharp teeth.  Not just his canines, but all of them.  As he’d walked around the porch, he had dragged his nails along the siding, making a terrible screeching noise.
 
   Throwing off the covers, I got up to close the window.  The cool night air felt nice, but a mere screen separating me from the outside world didn’t feel very safe.  I tiptoed to the boys’ room and closed their windows, too.  It was cool enough in the house, anyway, because of the recent rain.
 
   When I reached the living room, I paused.  I’d forgotten about Emmitt.  His dark form sprawled on the couch.  In the dim light, I caught the glint of his eyes and knew he was awake and watching me.
 
   “Bad dream,” I said quietly.
 
   He sat up and opened his arms in invitation.
 
   Still shivering from the image of the man scaling the porches, I quickly went to him.  I sat on the couch and leaned into his side, resting my head on his shoulder as he wrapped his arms around me.
 
   “Go to sleep.” 
 
   I liked that he didn’t ask me to share the dream.  Talking about it would make it too real and harder to sleep again.  His warmth eventually relaxed me, and I curled into him, getting more comfortable.
 
   Werewolves made comfy beds, I thought sleepily.  He kissed the top of my head, and I slept.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 15
 
   The boys stood on the porch, sadly waving goodbye to their new friends.  Since Jim had already left for work, they were stuck with just Emmitt, Nana, and me.  We were obviously nowhere near as exciting as Paul and Henry.  Mary gave me a final wave as they pulled away from the house.
 
   Emmitt stood beside me.  I was relieved he hadn’t said anything about my dream the night before or the way we’d woken up.  A blush rose at the memory of waking practically on top of him.  When I’d lifted my head to see if he still slept, I had found him studying me.  My mad scramble to get off of him had seemed to cause a moment of pain, but I hadn’t stopped to apologize.  I’d flown to my bedroom and closed myself in until he’d left.
 
   “Now what are we going to do?” Aden said softly to Liam.
 
   Emmitt laughed.  “How about a baseball game?”
 
   The boys perked up and started planning teams.  They called Nana out to join in.  Since I didn’t run as fast as the other two adults, the boys decided I should pitch.  Liam wisely chose Nana for his partner.
 
   When Jim got home from work, he found us still playing outside.  Everyone agreed it was time to eat, and we had another picnic dinner on the porch.
 
   Afterwards, the boys talked Jim into a movie at Nana’s place and raced off to pick what they would watch and get ready for bed.  Nana followed, leaving me alone with Emmitt for the first time since that morning.
 
   Emmitt didn’t give my nerves a chance to build.  Instead, he took me by the hand and led me to the truck.  He wrapped his hands around my waist and, with little effort, sat me on the open tailgate.  He hopped up next to me.  Shoulder to shoulder, we watched the sun set.
 
   “I’m sorry about last night,” I said, finally working up the courage.
 
   “Why?  It’s the best night sleep I had in a while.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at him, doubting the truth of his statement.
 
   His lips twitched at my expression.  “The longer I’m with you, the more I want to be near you.  When you first came here, being apart at night didn’t bother me.  You were only two floors away, and I’d started working on the apartment so I knew we would be closer soon.  Then, sleeping in a bed that smelled like you helped, but it’s been getting difficult again.”  He smiled ruefully.  “If you asked, I’d sleep on your couch every night.”
 
   After the dream I had the night before, the offer tempted me; but I had to think of Liam and Aden, too.
 
   “I’m not sure how Liam and Aden would take that.  They’d probably worry that we aren’t safe again, no matter what explanation we gave them for your overnight stays.  I don’t want to scare them.”
 
   “We could always share your bed?” he half-asked, half-stated in a serious tone.
 
   I floundered for something to say.  Share a bed?  Were we that far?
 
   “No hidden agenda.  Just sleeping,” he said, amused.
 
   I opened my mouth to thank him for the offer and to decline but never got the words out.
 
   Emmitt’s head whipped up.  His gaze locked on the woods at the back of the yard.  Without looking away, he leapt off the tailgate, lifted me, and set me on the ground toward the house.
 
   “Get onto the porch.”
 
   His low voice worried me.  He took a step backward, trying to herd me in the direction he wanted while positioning himself to shield me.  What was out there?  Peeking over Emmitt’s shoulder was no easy feat, but I managed.
 
   At first, the yard appeared empty.  Then, the deep shadows near the trees at the back of the yard moved.  I frowned, trying to focus on the area.
 
   Two men emerged, but I couldn’t see them clearly.  I wanted to ask Emmitt who they were, but he reached for my arm and nudged me toward the porch as he’d ordered.
 
   I took a step back, hoping to see more, however, he shadowed my move.  His skin rippled and started to sprout fur.  The first thread of fear started to creep in.  I glanced over my shoulder and backed up onto the porch step.  With the additional height, I could see past Emmitt.
 
   The two men continued to advance.  Their bent, partially transformed bodies moved with a slinking stealth I found disquieting.
 
   A cloud drifted away from the moon, briefly lighting the yard.  Moonlight caught pale skin, highlighting the odd elongated arch of a thigh before another cloud snuffed it out.  It’d been enough to recognize one of them.  Frank.  Fear bloomed.
 
   Another cloud shifted.  Frank smiled at me before shadows obscured him again.
 
   Emmitt growled low in warning.  Dread filled me.  We’d managed to stay hidden for a little over a month.  Why had they found us, now?  Thinking of my brothers sent another wave of fear crashing through me.  We couldn’t go back to the life we’d had.
 
   The thought gave me courage to speak up.
 
   “Where’s Blake?” I said in a voice that definitely didn’t sound fearless.
 
   Both of the werewolves stopped their approach.
 
   I took a breath and tried to sound more confident.
 
   “Give him a message for me.  He won’t get what he wants.  I’ve seen it.”
 
   I really didn’t know what I had seen but hoped it would give Blake a reason to doubt his plan.  Maybe even a reason to abandon it.
 
   “You know nothing, little girl,” Frank said from the darkness.  “You just played dress up and sat at Blake’s dinners like the puppet you are.  If not for the curse that causes you to be born to humans, we would have wiped out humanity long ago.”  As he spoke, he began to shift further.  “You are nothing more than a tool.”
 
   I wished I knew what he meant.
 
   Behind me, the door creaked open.  A light footfall gave away Nana Wini’s presence, saving me from having to respond.  She moved just behind me, and I fought the urge to turn around and look for the boys.
 
   The men in the dark shadows didn’t react well to her appearance.  Their faces extended forward, canine muzzles just starting to form.  Fingers contracted and nails grew longer, glistening ebony in the yard light.  The men remained on two legs, but those legs shrank as their torsos stretched.
 
   “Leave now,” Nana said in a low and commanding voice.
 
   Had she not been behind me, blocking my way, I would have been tempted to go inside.  It wasn’t a voice easily ignored.
 
   “Quiet old woman,” the other werewolf growled.  The moonlight shifted enough that I recognized him, too.  The man from the movie theatre.  I cringed.  I’d jeopardized us all.
 
   Nana’s furious snarl startled me.  I whipped my head around to look at her.  Bits of fabric flew at me as she burst from her lacey cardigan and tweed pants.  An enormous, snowy white wolf stood where she’d been.
 
   She gathered herself and leaped over Emmitt and me, clearing the space between the porch roof and our heads with precision.  She landed lightly on her paws several yards in front of Emmitt.  Crouched and ready to spring, she gave a low warning growl that sent chills down my spine.  Neither werewolf budged.
 
   Nana and Frank stared at each other.  For several minutes, they remained locked in a silent standoff.  Though she continued to growl occasionally, Frank did nothing.
 
   “What’s going on?” I whispered to Emmitt, who still stood in front of me as a shield.
 
   “She’s trying to talk to them through her link,” he said calmly.  His skin had stopped rippling once Nana had arrived.
 
   Nana let out another furious snarl, and Frank laughed in response, a guttural taunting sound.  Her muscles bunched a second before she launched herself at them.  The half-changed werewolves burst into their own fur, meeting her onslaught.
 
   The three collided with an audible thud.  I flinched and gripped Emmitt’s shoulder.
 
   “Help her, Emmitt,” I said.
 
   “Michelle, she’s an Elder.  She has more strength than Jim and I do combined, more than enough to take care of those two and several more.  You need me more than she does.”
 
   My gaze never wavered from the swirling mass of fur and legs.  Frank and his friend, similarly colored, made it hard to distinguish who was who.  Thankfully, Wini stood out with her white.
 
   I leaned into Emmitt.  My limbs trembled as I watched her evade bite after bite.  The two wolves were cunning and fought as a team.  Her speed and skill kept her just out of reach.  Then one of the wolves made a mistake and exposed his neck.  She almost had him by the throat when the other lunged forward and tried to take a bite out of her back leg.
 
   Nana spun and tore into the one trying to sneak a bite.  He emitted a high-pitched continuous yelp of pain.  I hoped it was Frank.
 
   The unharmed wolf used that distraction to go for Nana’s throat.  I made a small sound of denial and clutched Emmitt.  Nana coiled, and I knew she saw.
 
   Using her hold on the yowling one, she tossed her head back, swinging the captured wolf into the other, effectively blocking the attack.  My jaw dropped at the show of strength.  Those wolves were as big as she was.  The hit wolf grunted at impact and flew back a few feet.  The wolf in her maw fell silent and looked a bit dazed.
 
   She loosened her bloody hold, and he fell to the ground.  She backed up a step, crouched, and waited.
 
   The bloody one scrambled to his feet and joined his friend, who was up and ready.  However, they didn’t make another attempt at her.  They turned and ran.
 
   Nana Wini took off after them, almost catching them at the edge of the yard.  There she stopped and paced.
 
   Emmitt turned toward me.
 
   “Let’s go inside.  The kids heard some of the noise and are scared.”
 
   I whirled and ran to my brothers.  Already dressed in their pajamas, they both huddled on Jim’s lap.  He continued softly speaking to them when I entered.
 
   “Sometimes wild dogs come into the yard and fight over a bone.  It doesn’t mean they are bad, just that they are misbehaving.  Nana will set them straight.  You’ll see.”  He looked up and met my eyes with relief.
 
   The boys got up and ran to me.
 
   “I’m here,” I said dropping to my knees to hug them.  My shaking remained.  Emmitt stayed by the door.
 
   Jim stood and picked something out of my hair.  When I looked at him questioningly over the boys’ heads, he showed me a piece of cardigan.  My mouth popped open in a quiet “oh” as he strode to Nana’s bathroom.  He came out carrying a robe and went to the hallway.
 
   I hadn’t thought about Nana Wini’s clothes.  It was a good thing he had.
 
   “Are they gone?” Liam asked, his face still buried in my hair.
 
   “Yeah, buddy.  Nana chased them away.”
 
   A few moments later, Nana strode in, unharmed.  I assumed she chased them off, but her next words worried me.
 
   “Chasing away those dogs gave me an idea,” she said looking at the boys with a calm smile.  “You haven’t yet met Jim and Emmitt’s parents.  They live with several other families in a house bigger than this one.  Paul and Henry live there, as do some much nicer dogs.  So, I think we should take a vacation and visit them.  In fact, we should make it an adventure and go tonight.  Should we let Jim come with us?”
 
   They both nodded, but didn’t let go of me.
 
   “Should we have Jim and Emmitt race to see who can pack first?”
 
   This time Aden pulled away a little, slightly interested.  I wondered what he thought of Nana’s sudden appearance in a robe.
 
   “To make this fair, we’ll have Emmitt pack for your sister and Liam.  Jim, you go pack for Aden and grab all personal affects.”
 
   Aden cheered in approval and began telling Jim where his things were so he could win.
 
   Nana met Jim and Emmitt’s gaze for a moment then they both walked out of the apartment, leaving the door open.  Silent communication.  My anxiety grew.  We were running.  Again.  A wave of panic almost pulled me down.
 
   “Michelle, let’s take the boys into the bathroom and wash them up before we leave.  It’s a long trip.”
 
   She closed the three of us in the bathroom, saying she’d pack for herself while we waited.
 
   I went through the normal motions but didn’t open the door when we finished.  Instead, I sat on the toilet lid and asked Aden and Liam about their time with Paul and Henry.  Liam, for a change, didn’t say much and let Aden do most of the talking.
 
   Emmitt opened the door a few minutes later.
 
   “It was a tie,” he said to the boys.  “Ready to go?”
 
   We all nodded.  Emmitt met my gaze over the boys’ heads and sent them out to Jim and Nana.
 
   He held out a hand.  “You’re not alone this time,” he said.
 
   A bit of the tension eased.  He understood.  I wrapped my fingers around his, and he pulled me into a quick tight hug before we joined the others.
 
   In the living room, Jim already had Aden up in his arms.  Emmitt scooped Liam up in a way that flipped him in the air, eliciting a shocked squeal and bringing a smile to his small, and otherwise serious, face.
 
   Jim and Emmitt carried my brothers out on the pretense that they didn’t have shoes on.  They buckled the boys into the back seat of Nana’s car while Nana stood near me.
 
   After closing the back doors, Emmitt took my hand and led me to the truck.  He held the door for me, waiting until I buckled.  I heard Liam quietly tell Nana Wini she had something in her hair.  I didn’t look up to see what it was, but I hoped it wasn’t blood.  Emmitt closed the door on her response.
 
   I kept my eyes on the trees lining the driveway while Emmitt drove out.  What once seemed so quiet and peaceful now menaced.  I imagined Frank and his friend watching us from the shadows.  How long before Blake joined them?
 
   Leaving the driveway, Emmitt turned north.  Jim, driving Nana’s car, followed.  I knew we were heading to Canada and the mysterious Compound of Emmitt’s childhood.  The thought of going to a place with even more werewolves churned my stomach.  What would we find there?
 
   “You’re killing me,” Emmitt said, pulling my attention from the trees.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Your fear.  I can smell it.  Even when you were facing down David in the parking lot of that diner, it wasn’t this bad.”  He reached across the seat and wrapped his hand around mine.  “It will be okay.  I promise.  There is no need for this fear.”
 
   “No need?” I said in soft disbelief.  “Werewolves are real.  One of them kept me locked away for four years and wants me back.  The infallible laws, which your people can’t ignore, no longer seem to work.  After all, Richard’s murderer hasn’t stepped forward.
 
   “I’m heading to an unknown place filled with an unknown number of werewolves who will think I smell delicious and may or may not treat me like Blake has.  If I don’t want to go, my only other option is to run again, zigzagging scent trails across the North America Continent, waiting to be stumbled upon.  How exactly am I supposed to get rid of my fear?”
 
   Emmitt lifted the hand he held and brought it to his mouth, tenderly kissing the knuckles.  My heart flipped.  I wasn’t upset with him.  I was angry with myself for believing there could be an easy answer.  Emmitt kept my hand in his and remained quiet.
 
   Nothing had been easy since Blake entered my life.  I needed him out of the picture for good.  The premonition of me biting Emmitt should have assured me everything would turn out all right, but Frank’s reaction worried me.  Why had he laughed when I told him?
 
   And how was I a tool for Blake?  The way Frank spoke, it had to be more than just stock market information.  Frank’s comment about wiping out humanity scared me.  How many werewolves looked at humans like that?  It had to be a select group because I didn’t get that vibe from the three werewolves I lived with.
 
   I stilled, recalling his exact words.
 
   “If not for the curse that causes you to be born to humans,” I whispered.
 
   I looked at Emmitt with chills skating over my skin.
 
   “They knew I would be born?  How had Blake known I’d be born?”
 
   He squeezed my hand reassuringly, but I caught his quick frown.
 
   “Nana’s hoping to find answers at the Compound,” he said.  “Another Elder is there waiting for us.”
 
   I had serious doubts she would find anything useful.  Blake held the answers I—we—needed.  How could I get them, though, without going back?  If not for Nana, Jim, and Emmitt, Blake’s men would have me, and I might know the answers.  But I didn’t want to go back like that.  And, now that Blake knew who I had protecting me, I doubted he would risk exposing himself again.
 
   We lapsed into silence for so long I started to drift to sleep, still trying to think of a way to get answers.  Next to me, I felt Emmitt move in his seat.  A moment later, his jacket, which he’d brought with him, settled over the front of me.  I curled my legs under me, snuggling under the jacket.  It smelled like him, and it was all I needed to drift off to sleep.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I vaguely registered the sound of a car door opening.  Even the sudden chill as the jacket left me couldn’t completely wake me.  I turned toward the seat’s warmth, trying to get comfortable, already sinking back into sleep.
 
   The feel of a thick arm sliding behind my back and another under my knees tickled my awareness.  Emmitt’s smell surrounded me, and I shifted to snuggle against him.  Then, he lifted me.  The air born, weightless feeling yanked me from my sleep.  I let out a yelp and wrapped my arms around him, prying open my unwilling eyes.
 
   He smiled down at me while turning so he could nudge the door closed behind us.  The sound echoed in the surrounding silence.
 
   I looked around for the boys, noting the sky had started to lighten.  Jim carried Aden, and Nana Wini held Liam.  Both the boys slept soundly.  The adults were already making their way toward the vague outline of a building.
 
   “Emmitt, put me down.”  I didn’t want anyone’s first impression of me to be that of a helpless girl.
 
   He set me on my feet.  “I was trying to let you sleep.”
 
   “I know.  Thank you.”  I clasped his warm hand.
 
   The rest had helped relieve some of my anger and frustration.  I felt bad about venting at him but didn’t want to say anything out in the open.  The ears here would hear far too much.
 
   I turned to look back at the road we’d come from but saw only a rutted trail leading into more trees.  The surrounding woods reminded me of our home in Montana.  I could see why Emmitt and Jim had settled there.  It must have reminded them of this place.
 
   Hearing a door close, I turned to see the boys gone.
 
   “Is this where you grew up?” I asked Emmitt quietly.
 
   “Yeah.”  He gently tugged my hand, encouraging me to start walking.
 
   A long, two-story log cabin, winged by several outbuildings, encompassed the area we’d parked in, which was more dirt than gravel.  Constructed before the 19th century, the buildings had seen better days.  Pieces of chinking were missing here and there from between the grey, aged roughhewn logs.  Near the ground of the first story, most of the chinking was new, showing that repairs were in progress.  A few of the old, single-paned windows rattled slightly in the breeze.  I wondered how they could possibly stay warm in winter.  The outbuildings were all in equally poor repair.  Emmitt hadn’t been exaggerating about their need for money.
 
   Despite the building’s run down appearance, the area around the buildings showed signs of upkeep.  Flowers bloomed in pots near the main door and in the window boxes under a few of the first floor windows, improving an otherwise unfriendly exterior.  Branches from surrounding trees showed signs of recent pruning, and the weeds near their bases, trimmed back.
 
   The oversized front door was one of the few things that looked new.  I eyed the unevenly spaced deck boards that raised a step above the ground.  In a few places, the wood looked newer.  Even with the replacements, it still looked questionable.  At least, I didn’t have far to fall if one of the boards snapped under me.  I stepped up on the planks and was surprised they felt sturdy.
 
   Emmitt reached around me to open the door.  I walked into a huge entry and paused, relieved to see the inside in much better repair.  Rugs stacked with shoes lay around the outskirts of the room while a variety of outerwear hung on the hooks screwed into the walls.  I felt like I had just walked into a huge coat closet.  Emmitt’s hand on my lower back prompted me to step further into the room.
 
   “Nana Wini sent a call out for a pack meeting in a few hours.”
 
   That sounded intimidating.
 
   “Pack meeting?  Why?”
 
   “It’s time you are introduced to the pack.  It lets everyone know you are under the protection of the Elders.”
 
   What protection?  Their laws didn’t work.  Physically, Nana fought off two rebel werewolves, but I knew there were so many more out there.  I didn’t voice my doubts.
 
   “What about the boys?”  I was less afraid for myself than I was for them.
 
   “They’ve already been put to bed.” 
 
   He led me down a long hallway.
 
   “I mean their safety.”
 
   His expression filled with soft understanding.  “It will be discussed in the meeting as well.  We will keep them safe.”  He walked beside me in silence for a moment.
 
   I could tell he was struggling with something.  He didn’t leave me guessing for long.
 
   “I know you’re probably tired, but my parents would like to meet you.”  He glanced at me.  “If you’re up for it.”
 
   My stomach did a tiny flip, and not in a good way.  The leaders of the pack and parents to the man I now dated wanted to meet me.  I’d just dozed in a truck for several hours and probably had crazy hair and looked rumpled.  Great first impression.  No, I really didn’t want to meet them, but I nodded anyway.
 
   Emmitt’s face lit with a relieved smile.  “They’re waiting for us in the apartment we’ll be using.”
 
   Emmitt and I followed several hallways before finally climbing a set of stairs.  He led me to a door that opened to a newly remodeled, modest apartment.
 
   A small area in the back left corner of the main room was set aside as a kitchenette, complete with a mini fridge, coffee pot, and small breakfast bar.  There was no kitchen sink.  Getting water from the bathroom had to be more cost efficient, especially if the apartment was only used occasionally.  I could see where this kind of updating moved slowly.  It had to cost a fortune.
 
   The rest of the room was setup as a living room, complete with occupied sofa and chairs.
 
   Six sets of eyes turned toward us as we walked in, interrupting a quiet conversation.  I recognized Mary and Gregory, and of course Jim and Nana.
 
   Everyone stood, and Emmitt led me toward the two I didn’t know.
 
   “Mother, Father, this is Michelle.”
 
   Emmitt’s father, a tall formidable man with a bulk of bulging muscles and a serious expression, stood beside Emmitt’s mother.  I’d caught how he watched her intently while she’d spoken with Mary.  The slight softening of his expression when his gaze settled on her assured me he had a soft spot.
 
   His mother was tall and lean but not thin.  She wore her hair pulled back into a ponytail.  Dressed in worn jeans and a t-shirt that sported a rock band from the seventies, she fit into her surroundings.  She looked beautiful and much younger than in her forties.  Apparently, women aged well, here.  In fact, I hadn’t noticed any old and wrinkly werewolves.  Nana Wini’s hair might be white, and she might be old in years, but she didn’t have any other signs of aging.
 
   “Call me Charlene,” Emmitt’s mother said.  She gave me a warm smile that reached her dark blue eyes—Emmitt’s eyes—and offered her hand.
 
   I returned her smile and reached for her hand.  When we touched, my world tilted precariously.  I really didn’t want to faint in front of Emmitt’s parents.
 
   The room and all the people faded from my sight.  I stood in a black void and knew something wasn’t right.  Shouldn’t I have fallen?  I reached out a hand and slowly turned in a circle.  I couldn’t see, hear, or feel anything except myself.  There was no floor beneath me.  I appeared to be floating.  I looked around, feeling panicked.  Where was I?
 
   I spotted a pinprick of brilliant, white light in the distance.  It looked like a tiny star.  Yet, even its brilliance didn’t explain how I could see myself in the inky abyss surrounding me.
 
   As I watched, the pinprick of light began to expand.  It rapidly grew to the size of a baseball but didn’t stop there.  It bloated to the size of a volleyball within seconds.  Its radiance hurt my eyes, but I didn’t turn away.  Instead, I squinted, trying to see it clearly.
 
   The light wasn’t growing but swiftly flying toward me—or me toward it.  I tried to move.  The result was a moment of helpless flailing since there was no floor to use to propel myself.  My heart started to race painfully in my chest.  Death couldn’t come this way.  I wanted to see my brothers.  Emmitt.
 
   I threw my arms in front of my face and braced myself.  Light flashed brightly through my scrunched eyelids.  I cringed, waiting for the impact of whatever it was.  When nothing happened, I tentatively lifted my head and peeked through my arms.
 
   Everything around me had changed although I still couldn’t move, suspended in nothing.  The area directly below my feet was a brightly lit white space.  Around me, millions of images overlapped each other like frozen stills on a monitor.  I wondered what waited behind them and blinked in shock when the one I’d been looking at jumped out of the way to expose another image behind it.
 
   Turning my head, I focused on other images, willing them to move, and they did.  They flew to the side to make room for the ones below.  Most of the images were clear and crisp, but some were fuzzy or dark.  All had people in them.
 
   Before I had a chance to focus on any one image, I flew backward.  The images behind me moved to create an opening in the weird, white emptiness.  The whiteness clung to me, briefly stretching into the black void before letting me go, leaving me in darkness again.  I watched the light shrink in size as I zoomed away from it, or maybe as it zoomed away from me.  It was hard to tell.
 
   Just as suddenly as I’d appeared in the void, I snapped back to the present.  My hand stretched before me, holding empty air.  Charlene had let go.
 
   “You okay?” Emmitt asked.
 
   I mentally shook myself and dropped my hand to my side.  I wasn’t sure what had just happened.
 
   I’d thought I’d glanced images, some violent, containing several of the people in this room.  At first, the images had appeared infinite.  When they moved to allow me to leave, I’d seen they weren’t.  They had been stacked on top of one another, several layers deep.
 
   Had I just seen the source of my new premonitions?  Could that really be where they came from?  I desperately wanted to go back and study them.
 
   I looked at Charlene.  She watched me with concern, but I noticed dark circles under her eyes that hadn’t been there a moment ago.  Perhaps now wasn’t the best time to ask to shake her hand again.  Whatever had happened to me, something must have happened to her, too.
 
   All the werewolves around me were watching expectantly, waiting for me to offer an explanation for my weird behavior.  If only I had one.
 
   “Sorry, I’m a little tired.”  I gave Charlene a weak smile then glanced at Emmitt’s father.  He met my eyes directly and though I could see he didn’t believe me, he didn’t appear upset about it.  Instead, he nodded in greeting.  I could see where Emmitt got his height and coloring from.
 
   “This is Thomas,” Charlene said, continuing with the introductions.  I was glad Emmitt’s father didn’t hold out his hand.  “And you already met our friends, Mary and Gregory.”
 
   I smiled and said a quiet hello to the others.
 
   “Nana told us some of what you’ve been through.  I wanted to let you know that we will do everything we can to protect you and your brothers so you can feel safe here.”  Her earnest expression lent credence to her sincerity.  “We’ll let you get some sleep and see you at breakfast.”  She turned her warm gaze on Emmitt and gave him a quick hug before leaving.  Mary and Gregory followed the pair out.
 
   “I’ll see you after breakfast,” Nana said, leaving as well.
 
   Jim remained with us, closing the door behind Nana.  “If it’s okay with you, I’ll stay on the couch tonight.”
 
   He glanced at Emmitt when he said it, but I answered.  “That’s fine.  The boys will probably wake you up in about two hours, though.”  I liked knowing he would be between us and the door while we slept.
 
   “I can handle it.”  He stretched out on the couch and closed his eyes.
 
   Emmitt said nothing.  He pulled me toward the back of the apartment, down a short hallway, and nudged open the door on the right.  I peeked in.
 
   Dim, pre-dawn light illuminated two small bumps under the covers of the full-sized bed.  I stepped forward and pulled back the light quilt so I could see them clearly.  They both lay on their sides, facing each other.
 
   I bent to give them kisses and gently touched their cheeks before covering them up again.  The fear that sat heavily in my stomach since seeing Frank and his friend fight Nana Wini wasn’t for me.  It was for them.  I hated feeling so helpless.
 
   Crossing the room, I pulled the curtains on the window closed.  It would give Jim a few more minutes of sleep.
 
   Emmitt stepped into the room.  I waited by the door while he smoothed back the hair from each boy’s head.  When he finished checking on them, he motioned me into the hallway and pulled the door partially closed behind him as he left.  He had werewolf hearing, but I didn’t and appreciated the consideration.  With their door cracked open, I’d hear them when they woke.
 
   We walked across the hall to another bedroom, which mirrored the boys’ room.  Emmitt flipped on the switch so I could see clearly.  The full-sized bed and matching dark dresser complemented the forest green walls.  Sheets and a light quilt covered the bed.  An extra quilt lay folded on a trunk at the foot of the bed.  Our bags rested on top of the spare quilt.
 
   Staring at the bags, I felt a blush crept into my cheeks.  Did he plan to sleep with me?  When he’d suggested sharing a bed last night, I thought he’d been kidding.
 
   I could feel him standing behind me, waiting for my reaction.  Too much was coming at me too fast.  Thinking of him...us...right now made my head hurt.
 
   “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “How about don’t hog the covers or I’ll push your furry butt to the floor,” Jim called from the living room.
 
   Emmitt snorted behind me, and I turned to look at him.
 
   “I just want sleep.  I won’t get it out there with Jim or if I’m further away from you than the next room.”
 
   I recalled what he said about having a hard time sleeping away from me and sighed as I nodded my acceptance of the situation.
 
   Quirking a smile, I quoted Jim.  “Hog the covers and I’ll push your furry butt to the floor.”
 
   He grinned in return.
 
   “Now, go away so I can change.”  He obliged, and I quickly changed into the pajamas he’d packed for me then slid under the covers.  “Okay.  I’m decent.”
 
   I rolled onto my side, facing away from the door so he could change if he wanted to.  Listening, I heard him enter, the rasp of the zipper, and the rustle of clothes.  I closed my eyes while wondering if he felt as self-conscious as I did.
 
   He stepped to my side, surprising me enough that I opened my eyes.  I saw his loose shorts as he reached up and closed the curtains, and I mentally breathed a sigh of relief.  He moved to his side and slid into bed beside me but didn’t reach for me.
 
   We lay quietly, side-by-side, and I wondered if he could still smell my fear or if all my other emotions where flooding it out.
 
   “I’m sorry about in the truck before.  You’re right.  I don’t need to be afraid right now.  I need to be strong and face whatever happens.  I just don’t want to drag anyone else down into my problems.  I wish there was a way I could face Blake and still keep my brothers safe.”
 
   Emmitt rolled to his side so he faced me.  “We will find a way.”
 
   He moved his hand, lightly resting it on my side.  I didn’t mind.  The warmth of his palm soothed me to sleep.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 16
 
   A few hours later, the boys burst into the bedroom, and I heard them pause when they saw two lumps under the covers.  Either Emmitt had been sleeping deeply or Jim had set us up.  I lifted myself up on my elbow, trying to play it cool.
 
   “Good morning, you two.  Is Jim awake?”  They both nodded.  “Good, tell him we’ll be up in just a little bit.”  They didn’t move.
 
   “Who is that?” Liam asked pointing to the lump that was Emmitt.
 
   I glanced down at Emmitt.  He was watching me, letting me deal with the situation however I saw fit.
 
   “It’s Emmitt.  Jim had the couch.  You two had the other bed.  So, I let him sleep here after he promised not to steal the covers.”
 
   Liam quietly gazed at the floor before he took a deep breath and lifted his head.
 
   “If you married Emmitt, we could live with Nana and Jim forever.”
 
   My eyes widen in surprise as I scrambled for something to say, but Liam saved me from a serious answer.
 
   “If you don’t want to marry Emmitt, we would be okay with Jim, too.”
 
   My face flushed, and the bed started shaking due to Emmitt’s silent laughter.
 
   “We’ll talk about who I marry some other time, but I’ll keep what you said in mind.  Now, go get dressed and wait with Jim.”
 
   Both boys scampered out of the room, and I got out of the bed without looking at Emmitt.  I’d never given marriage a thought.  Had Emmitt?  He might have because he’d called me his repeatedly.  I wasn’t sure how I felt about a permanent relationship, though, and couldn’t afford to dwell on it.  There were bigger issues in my life.
 
   I grabbed some clean clothes and left the room, pretending I didn’t notice Emmitt’s scrutiny.  Shutting myself in the bathroom, I started to get ready.  I didn’t take too long.  The boys were probably hungry and trying to talk Jim into leaving without us.  I pulled back my wet hair and opened the door.
 
   Emmitt leaned against the wall, waiting.  His sleepy smile and slow appraisal had my stomach doing acrobatics.  He winked, and I realized he knew what he did to me.  With an embarrassed smile, I indicated the bathroom was all his and fled to the bedroom where I ditched my dirty laundry.
 
   I went to join Liam and Aden in the living room where I could hear Jim entertaining them with stories from Emmitt’s youth.
 
   “Morning,” I said, walking into the room.   “Did you two sleep well?”
 
   “Yep, until Aden woke me up,” Liam complained.
 
   “I’m hungry,” Aden said to explain his purpose for waking his older brother.
 
   Jim reached forward and plucked Aden from the floor.  “Me, too.  Let’s hope Emmitt hurries or we’ll have to leave without him.”  He used his big hand to cover Aden’s stomach and flexed his fingers.  Aden squealed and giggled, the childish laugh making me smile.
 
   Freshly showered and dressed, Emmitt strode into the room.  He spared me a quick wink then focused on Aden.
 
   “I’m starving, too.  Let’s go eat.  If I get there first, I’m eating all the food.”
 
   Aden flipped off Jim’s lap and made a dash for the door, but Emmitt reached it first.  Jim and Liam shared a brief look.  Jim smiled mischievously, and Liam took off running after Aden and Emmitt.
 
   Jim laughed.  “Come on, little sister, or you’ll be left crumbs.”
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   As we finished eating, Paul and Henry came and asked to take Liam and Aden on a tour.  Jim immediately offered to go with.  I watched my brothers leave the common room, both excitedly following the younger pair of werewolves, then helped Emmitt carry our plates to the adjoining kitchen.
 
   He deposited the dishes into a large tub of soapy water and turned toward me.
 
   “Are you ready?”
 
   I looked at him blankly.
 
   “The pack meeting.”  His gaze flicked to the doorway behind us.
 
   I looked over my shoulder.  In those few moments since leaving the room, a growing number of people had entered it.  I wrinkled my nose and shook my head.  He smiled, gave me a tender look, and took my hand to lead me back.  As I suspected, ready or not, I would be attending the meeting.
 
   People gathered along the outskirts of the room.  Those that didn’t have a place to sit stood near the picnic tables or the open patio doors.  They looked like normal people, but I knew better.  This was the pack.
 
   As we headed toward Charlene, Thomas, Mary, and Gregory at the front of the room, I scanned the faces in the crowd.  Thankfully, I didn’t see anyone I recognized.  Most just looked curious about me.  However, the intense stares of a few made me nervous.  I tightened my hold on Emmitt’s hand.
 
   The hush that fell as we delved deeper into the crowd drew Mary’s attention.  She smiled reassuringly, and I tentatively smiled back.
 
   Emmitt stopped next to his parents, and we turned to face the pack.  My anxiety reached new heights as I stared into the sea of bodies that watched us.  Thomas stepped forward, drawing their attention.
 
   “There was a challenge last night, which Elder Winifred declined.  Michelle has acknowledged Emmitt in front of Elder Winifred.”
 
   Challenge?  I’d acknowledged Emmitt?  What were they talking about?
 
   The collective eye of the pack focused on me.  Emmitt’s hand lightly squeezed mine as I struggled not to squirm under the sudden attention.
 
   “All challenges will end now,” Thomas said.  “Not only is this a command from me—”
 
   “It’s from me as well,” Nana Wini said from the back of the room.
 
   There was a minute shuffling in the crowd then everything stilled.
 
   “Just as we count Charlene as one of our own, we now count Michelle.”  Thomas glanced at me and gave me a warm smile.  “Michelle has brought two cubs with her.”
 
   Cubs?
 
   “They are under pack protection, but I am looking for a Mated pair to protect them as their own, to put the safety of the cubs above the safety of the pack.”  There was a slight murmur at this.
 
   “I’ll keep them as my own,” Mary said from beside me.
 
   “We will,” Gregory agreed.
 
   Thomas nodded to Gregory.  As if it were a sign, people started to leave.  Many of them looked back to study me before they quit the room, and I wondered what they were thinking.  I wasn’t even sure what I was thinking.  The six of us stayed where we were.
 
   “I’m sorry about that, Michelle,” Charlene said.  “We needed to lay down the law right away so you wouldn’t run into any trouble.”
 
   “And my brothers?”
 
   “That’s what Mary and Gregory are for.  While you’re here, they will be an extra layer of protection.  Mary and Gregory will always be close by, and if you need to leave your brothers for any reason, they will step in while you are gone, protecting Liam and Aden even more ferociously than you could.  They were guardians for Jim and Emmitt while they were growing up.”
 
   It touched me that they already knew Liam and Aden’s names.  But I wasn’t sure I could trust complete strangers to watch over my brothers, even knowing they were friends of Emmitt’s for a very long time.
 
   Charlene must have sensed my hesitancy.  “Nana Wini also spoke a command to the room.  No one will harm them.”
 
   I wasn’t about to mention Nana Wini’s word didn’t seem to work too well if Nana hadn’t already mentioned it.
 
   “Now that that’s settled, we are hoping you will discuss your past with us.  We want to help you,” Charlene said.
 
   I gave a slow nod, not knowing what more I could share other than Richard’s address.  I didn’t think the address would do much good.  I highly doubted Blake would be sitting at the house with all the news coverage I saw online.
 
   Charlene motioned for Thomas to lead the way.  Emmitt’s thumb smoothed over the side of my hand as we followed.  His touch momentarily distracted me from my thoughts.
 
   Thomas opened the door to a small, windowless room.  Its sole furnishing was a battered rectangle dining table, surrounded by mismatched chairs.  Nana Wini and another man I’d never met already sat at the table.  Everyone moved to join them.
 
   “Michelle, this is Elder Sam,” Emmitt said as he held out a chair for me.
 
   I recognized the name of Nana’s stock market friend and said a quiet hello as I sat.  Sam nodded in greeting but remained silent.  He looked just as I imagined him; aged, but not stooped, with neat, grey hair and kind brown eyes.
 
   Emmitt took a seat beside me.  “This room has been soundproofed, so we won’t be overheard.”
 
   Charlene nodded.  “Nana Wini told us the Forlorn ignored her command to leave.  That is cause for concern.  But I’m more concerned about the things you said on the way here.”
 
   I gave Emmitt a sidelong glance.
 
   “You shouldn’t need to live in fear,” Charlene said.  “I’ve seen these people do amazing things.  Let’s face this together.  But in order to do that, we need to know everything you know about those men.  Do you have any idea why they could ignore an Elder?”
 
   I wanted to laugh.  “How could I possibly know anything like that?  I’ve known about werewolves less than a month.”
 
   “Emmitt mentioned you thought Blake was one of us.  You were near him for more than four years.  Tell us about him,” she said.
 
   Did I know something I hadn’t yet realized?  I thought back to the beginning, scrutinizing everything I could remember.  Sure, it had been Blake who was responsible for my prison, but he hadn’t been there most of the time, just at the dinners and infrequent visits to confer with David or Richard.  There wasn’t much else.
 
   They remained silent, patiently waiting.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re looking for,” I said finally.  “I thought Blake was just like everyone else.  Human.  But, he was mean.  He’d come over and ask me about my premonitions.  He sometimes asked if I saw anything other than market tips.  I always wished I did see something more.  But it wasn’t until...”
 
   It wasn’t until I met Emmitt that they’d changed.  With that thought, I realized Blake had known that my premonitions would evolve.  It explained why he kept asking; he’d been waiting for my answer to change.
 
   I looked down at the table in shock.  Was that why he’d brought his men over?
 
   His men.  The thought stuck in my head and pieces fell into place.
 
   “No.  You’re wrong,” I said looking up at Nana Wini, yet still lost in my own thoughts.
 
   “About what, dear?”
 
   “Pack leaders control the pack.  Elders keep the peace between the packs through the pack leaders,” I said slowly, reasoning it out.  “Yet, there are some of your kind you have trouble communicating with.”  My thoughts felt right, but the implications scared me.  “Before the night he shifted, I thought Blake’s control over the men he brought with him was just a businessman’s hold over his lackeys.  But that night, it was more.  I think he’s their leader.  A pack leader.  Those were his men.  I think Blake is different.  You can’t communicate with him, and because of that, his men.  They are their own pack.  A large pack.
 
   “Many of his men commented on my smell.  No, not smell.  Scent.  I never understood what they meant.”  I looked at Emmitt.  “I believe Blake brought those men over because he knew my premonitions would change when I met the right werewolf.  They changed after I met you.” 
 
   Emmitt’s lips twitched, and the look in his eyes grew warm.  Before I blushed, I turned my focus on the other members of our group.
 
   “Now, I’ve seen actual people in my premonitions, not just stock tips.  I think Blake meant to unlock that new piece of my gift.  He knows more than we think, not only about my gift, but about why Elders can’t communicate with everyone like they should.”
 
   The room remained quiet.
 
   “I think you’re right,” Thomas said finally.  “He does sound like he knows more.”  He looked at Sam and Nana Wini.  “But, is it worth the risk to find out what he knows when we have no way of controlling him?”
 
   Sam and Nana Wini shared a glance.
 
   “These gifted women are rare,” Sam said.
 
   Huh?  What gifted women?  I glanced at Emmitt, confused, but Sam kept speaking.
 
   “And we have yet to determine why these gifted women are compatible with us.  Are they gifted because they are compatible or are they compatible because they are gifted?  Are there other human women out there who are compatible but not gifted?  There’s so much we don’t know.  Charlene, your gift has never been clear to you; and with Gabby less than a month away from leaving for college, I think we need to find out what Blake knows.”
 
   “Gifted?” I said to Charlene then swiveled toward Sam.  “Who’s Gabby?”
 
   Sam reached into his pocket and removed his wallet as Charlene answered my first question.
 
   “So far, the humans who are compatible with werewolves are gifted.”  When I looked at her speculatively, she said, “Yeah, I can manipulate people’s minds, plant thoughts in there, and make them do what I want.”
 
   The idea of that scared me, but no one else in the room seemed too bothered by it.
 
   “I learned at an early age what I could do wasn’t a good thing and started to fear people would come take me away because of it.  So I ran and ended up here.”
 
   Though her gift concerned me, it also gave me comfort because now I knew I wasn’t alone.  Maybe she knew why my gift had suddenly changed.
 
   “Did anything happen to your ability when you met Thomas?” I asked, absently accepting the picture Sam had plucked from his wallet.
 
   If my suspicions were right, her ability would have changed when she met her Mate.  But, without knowing exactly what these strange abilities were for or where they stemmed from, it was hard to say if my theory was right or not.
 
   “No,” she said, disappointing me.  “But when I Claimed him, he changed.”  She looked at Thomas, and he nodded as if encouraging her to continue.  “A pack leader can only hold together a pack size equal to his mental strength.  His command needs to encompass the entire group.  When it can’t, the members see weakness and leave.  So by nature, the pack size remains equal to the power of the alpha.  Once I Claimed Thomas, his capacity to control more members grew.  Even now, we could welcome more members if they wanted to join us.”
 
   So Charlene’s gift hadn’t changed, but Thomas had.  Why after the Claiming?  Could it be that her ability had changed before that, but she hadn’t noticed?  Did this mean when...if...I Claimed Emmitt, my gift could change again?
 
   Stumped, I finally looked down at the picture in my hand.  I felt the same sense of recognition as I had when I first saw Charlene’s picture, but this time I had an explanation for it.
 
   “This is the girl from my first vision.  She was studying.  College texts, I think.  One of you was lying beside her.  A huge dog with a long, shaggy brown coat.  I saw her petting him.”  I looked up and saw Sam’s surprised expression.  “Did I say something wrong?”
 
   “No, no.  It’s just...she tolerates coming here but doesn’t really have a fondness for any of us.”
 
   I wasn’t wrong in what I’d seen.  “I guess we just have to see what comes to pass.  Maybe it was just a picture of a possibility.”  I passed the photo back to him.
 
   Sam stared down at the picture in his hand, a slight smile on his lips.  The girl in the picture might not have a fondness for them, but Sam definitely had affection for her.
 
   “Do you know of a way to reach Blake?” Thomas asked.
 
   I started to shake my head no but then paused.  “There’s a lawyer who seems to be in contact with him.”
 
   “A lawyer?” Thomas said.
 
   “Before I ran, my stepfather left me an envelope filled with documents and stuff, including a number for a lawyer.  I looked the lawyer up online and sent him an email.  He replied right away, asking for a meeting to read Richard’s will.  But he mentioned Blake too, so I never responded.”
 
   “Perhaps we could work through the lawyer,” Charlene said, hope buoying her words.
 
   “If the Elders can’t communicate with him, the only chance we have to get the answers we want is face to face,” Thomas said.  “Not through a lawyer.”
 
   Sam nodded in agreement but looked troubled.
 
   They were right.  I doubted Blake would respond willingly to a phone call, email, or third party.  If we wanted answers, Blake would need to be confronted face to face like Thomas said.  And, I realized, I would have to do it.  He had no reason to acknowledge anyone else in the room.
 
   Ice formed in my limbs.
 
   “I need to go back.”
 
   Charlene and Nana Wini shared a worried look.
 
   “No, honey,” Charlene said.  “We’ll think of something else.  Now that you’re here, and Nana put out a call about your protection, there’s a possibility he’ll come to you.”
 
   Fear swamped me.
 
   “No.  I don’t want Blake here.”
 
   I didn’t want Blake anywhere near my brothers.  Yet, that’s exactly what would happen now that he’d found us again.  He was probably already tracking us or trying to.  If I left the boys here, surrounded by werewolves not controlled by Blake, and went back to Wisconsin to lead Blake away, my brothers would be safe.  Well, safer.  Still, I wasn’t willing to throw myself at Blake for the sake of a few unanswered questions—no matter how much I wanted the answers.
 
   “Michelle, it would be better for you to stay here,” Charlene said.
 
   “For me, but not for Liam and Aden.  They are how he controlled me before.”  I didn’t want to go back, but I would to keep them safe.
 
   Compassion flooded Nana’s expression.  I wished I had her strength.  That was it, I thought with realization.  Maybe there was a way for all of us to stay safe.
 
   “Emmitt said Elders are stronger, more powerful than any other pack member.  Maybe one could come with me, and one could stay here,” I said, hopefully.
 
   The group remained quiet for several moments before Thomas spoke up.  “Neither you nor your brothers will be put at risk if we lure Blake here.”
 
   “I understand that you don’t believe so, but you don’t know Blake.”  And neither did I, not really.  But the memory of his hand tightening around my throat made me desperate to keep my brothers safe.  He was coming for me.  I didn’t doubt that.  If I left without my brothers and he caught me again, at least I wouldn’t have their wellbeing holding me back from trying to escape.
 
   Sam cleared his throat.  “Let’s think on this for a while.”
 
   “Not too long,” I said, wondering if Blake already knew of our location.
 
   “We’ll meet again tonight,” Charlene said firmly.
 
   I had little hope they would come up with a plan that didn’t involve me facing Blake.  But, my worst fear wasn’t that Blake recaptured me.  I feared never seeing my brothers again and never knowing if they were as protected and loved as I wanted them to be.  Another thought pierced my heart.  Would they grow up without any memories of their parents or me?  Because of their ages, it was a possibility.  Yet, what other choice did I have but to leave them here?  My selfish need to stay with them wouldn’t protect them.
 
   Knowing what I needed to do, I nodded at Charlene.  That’s all they were waiting for.  The others stood and started filing out completely unaware of the probable future tearing me apart.
 
   Emmitt’s hand settled on my shoulder.  A comforting touch.  A reminder that it wasn’t the future yet and that I still had today to make unforgettable memories with my brothers.
 
   I rose, took Emmitt’s hand, and headed out the door.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Gregory and Mary found us while we were on our way to dinner.  I sent the boys ahead to eat with Jim, Paul, and Henry while Emmitt and I headed to the soundproofed room.
 
   When we entered, Charlene was in a whispered conversation with Thomas.  Whatever they discussed, she looked very adamant.
 
   Sam and Nana spoke with two newcomers, imposing men who stood just inside the door.  The older of the two closed the door behind us.  He was leaner and older than the other, but in no way less impressive.  The younger, larger man rivaled Jim’s size.  With long, thick legs, he towered over his partner and stood with his massive arms crossed as he silently listened to Sam.  I much preferred Emmitt’s leaner build but didn’t mistake their size differences to directly relate to their abilities.  I knew better; I’d watched Emmitt and Jim “rough house” at the lake and Nana take on two larger men.
 
   Emmitt led me to an open chair, and as usual, he held it out for me.  The papers on the table caught my eye—four airline tickets.  Two had names I didn’t recognize.  Another had Emmitt’s name.  The last ticket had my name on it.
 
   My heart skipped a beat.  I’d known I would have to go back, but I couldn’t settle on how I felt about it.
 
   “We spoke at length,” Thomas said, noting the direction of my gaze.  “We think an information-gathering trip to your old home, with the protection of an Elder, is a good idea.  Those tickets are only if you agree to our plans.”
 
   Charlene moved toward the table, and Thomas considerately pulled out her chair even though she scowled at him.  They’d obviously disagreed about something.
 
   “Jim and Nana Wini will stay with the boys at all times as will Mary and Gregory,” Thomas said.  “Paul and Henry will be with them, as well, but no other werewolves will be permitted near them as a precaution.”
 
   I sensed Nana Wini’s influence in the decision to limit their contact.  Gratitude swamped me.  It had to be tough to find out the complete control she’d thought she had was just an illusion.
 
   Thomas continued.  “While keeping the Liam and Aden safe, we will not let them feel isolated.  We’ll keep them busy, just like today.  In the event something does happen, Mary and Gregory will be their first line of defense followed by Jim and Nana Wini.”
 
   My hands grew cold at his words.
 
   “At that point, Nana Wini would put a call out.  I promise you, the entire pack will answer.”
 
   I could only nod in agreement due to the lump in my throat.  It gave me chills hearing Thomas talk like that, but I was glad they’d thought it through.  My brothers would be well guarded.
 
   Under the table, Emmitt reached over to give my hand a gentle squeeze.
 
   “Good,” Thomas said.  “Next, let me introduce you to the men who will be protecting you.  This is Carlos and Grey.”
 
   The two names on the tickets.  Carlos, the muscled man with a beautiful tan, black hair, and incredibly dark eyes, nodded at me when Thomas said his name.  Grey, less bulky with a head of thick, curly grey hair and merry blue eyes, winked at me.
 
   “Both Nana Wini and Sam have examined their intentions,” Thomas said.  “In addition to that, I personally vouch for them.  Grey is my older brother.  He has been with me through many challenges and has never let me down.  Carlos has been with the pack since the day he was born.  Even as a youth, he displayed tremendous courage and loyalty at the risk of personal harm.
 
   “We don’t want to take any unnecessary risks.  Either Grey or Emmitt will be with you at all times, and you will not be going to your old home, yourself.  The closest we agree you should go is to the city.  From there, Carlos will act on your behalf.”
 
   Everyone’s eyes rested on me.  Though in their eyes three werewolves might seem like good protection, I would rather have an Elder.  Someone who could trump Blake.
 
   “Will Sam be coming with us?” I asked hesitantly.
 
   Sam smiled slightly.  “Grey is an Elder and can communicate with us as needed.”
 
   “Oh.  I thought there were just two Elders,” I said, meaning him and Nana.
 
   “No,” Nana said frowning slightly.  “Though, our numbers do concern me.”
 
   Sam heaved a sigh but didn’t speak.
 
   “I think we need to give it consideration,” she said looking at Sam then Grey.
 
   “Give what consideration?” I asked, not understanding.
 
   “There is a candidate waiting to become an Elder,” she said with reservation.
 
   “Waiting?” I said.
 
   “We can’t communicate with him like we should and hesitate to allow him to take the oath,” Grey said, speaking for the first time.
 
   “He might be the key,” Sam said.  “What Winifred experienced when those two came to challenge has been noticed before.”  He sighed.  “But, never to the degree she experienced.  We don’t give commands very often.  We believe in free will, so we’ve never tested the completeness of our communication with each individual.  We just send out information when it’s needed.”
 
   He looked at Nana Wini.  “What you discovered is a bigger issue.  We need to think of the possibilities.  The new candidate, with this communication limitation, might be able to communicate with the others like him.”
 
   I didn’t understand their concern.  If they had someone who could communicate with the others, why not use him.  Nana seemed to read my mind.
 
   “An Elder has vast power and a huge responsibility to that power,” she said.  “When a candidate approaches us, we inspect their mind thoroughly.  If we allowed a candidate to take the oath without making sure their intentions were honest and true, they could die.”  I frowned, confused.  “When we take our oath, we are bound to serve the pack’s best interest.  Always.  Our decisions may not be right all of the time, but they must be made with the right intentions.  If we ever did anything knowing it would cause the pack harm, or wasn’t in the pack’s best interest, we would die instantly.  It’s the tie to all of our kind that controls us as much as we control them.”
 
   I stared at her, stunned for a moment.  The connection she shared with all pack members could backlash and kill her?  What a scary risk.  Then again, putting so much control into one person was a risk, too.  If there weren’t some kind of check and balance, they could grow into a power-hungry Blake.
 
   “So, because you can’t inspect his mind, you don’t know his intentions?”
 
   “He’s been waiting for three years.  He has studied with each of us.  We’ve tested him in many ways; but we haven’t been able to inspect his mind.  We can touch areas of it, just like I was able to with the two that appeared last night, but not all of it.  And just like the two that appeared, he can choose to ignore a direct command.”
 
   “So, if he’s an Elder, he might be able to control them?” I wondered.
 
   “He might.  Or, he may die taking the oath,” Sam said.
 
   Werewolves were getting more complex.  Everything I knew about them whirled in my mind.
 
   The Forlorn were on their own, controlled only by Elders, but in some cases even Elders weren’t able to communicate with them.  The pack leaders controlled pack members.  Through the pack leaders, the members were then fully open to the Elders.  Due to the oath Elders took, pack members indirectly controlled them.
 
   One important question swirled in the center of my mental hurricane.  Where did that leave special people like me?
 
   According to Nana, all werewolves wanted us, most protected us, but we answered to none of them.  We were part of their lives but not held to their rules.  Even the Claiming was different for us.  They couldn’t choose us.  We had to choose them.  There had to be a reason for these differences.
 
   Charlene brought us back on track.
 
   “We can decide this later.  Right now, we need to finalize the trip.  I still think it’s too dangerous for Michelle, even with an Elder along.  No offense intended, Grey.”
 
   Grey winked at Charlene but remained quiet.
 
   Dropping my gaze to the table, I considered their condition that I didn’t go near the house and the impracticality of it.  I still thought Blake would only speak to me; but, even with the stipulation, the plan achieved my goal.  I would be closer to Blake and further from my well-protected brothers.  Going to Wisconsin put me in a better position to learn more about Blake’s real plans and would hopefully keep Blake away from Liam and Aden.
 
   “I think it’s worth the risk,” I said quietly.
 
   “All right,” Thomas said, standing.  “The flight leaves at 10 a.m.  We’ll see you at breakfast.”
 
   So soon?  I felt a little tug in my chest as everyone else stood.  While Grey and Carlos left with Nana and Sam, talking about someone named Joshua, I wondered how I’d actually bring myself to leave Liam and Aden.
 
   Charlene must have read something in my expression because she stood when I did and moved to hug me.  I accepted the gesture of comfort without thinking.
 
   As soon as she touched me, the room faded.  This time when I flew through the darkness toward the growing white glow, I prepared myself to focus.  I was determined to look for two things: the outcome of the confrontation with Blake and the safety of my brothers during that confrontation.  If anything looked off, I’d back out of the trip immediately.
 
   The white room closed around me, and I quickly looked about.  Each image flew out of the way as soon as I decided I didn’t want to view it, and a new one crowded forward.  It was like flipping through a book.  Most images I barely gave a cursory glance.
 
   I didn’t find any starring Blake but did see the one of Emmitt and me.  As I focused on it, it started to play again and distracted me from my purpose.  I had complete control of it, rewinding or forwarding through the scene.  Before I bit him, however, the room blinked out of existence.
 
   My consciousness returned just in time to see Charlene crumple toward the floor.  Thomas’s quick reflexes saved her from a complete fall.  He gently laid her down.  I attempted to kneel beside her, but Emmitt caught me by my arms.
 
   “No,” Emmitt said, pulling me back from my semi-crouched position.
 
   Thomas already knelt beside Charlene, tapping her cheek and calling her name.
 
   “What happened?” I asked Emmitt.
 
   “One minute she was hugging you, the next she started breathing funny and fainted.  Did you have another vision?  You had that same look.”
 
   “Yes.  No.”  I stared worriedly at Charlene’s prone form.  “It was different.  I think my ability is changing again, but I don’t know how or why.  I think I did that to her,” I said to Emmitt in quiet fear.
 
   On the floor, Charlene started coming to.
 
   “No, it’s just part of my gift,” she assured me calmly as Thomas helped her up.  “I’ll tell you about it some other time.  You need to go spend time with your brothers.  I’m fine.”
 
   She didn’t look fine.  She looked pale and shaky as she moved to sit on a chair.
 
   Emmitt gave my hand a quiet squeeze of assurance.  I squeezed back.  Had I almost killed his mom?
 
   “She’s stronger than she looks,” Thomas said to both of us.
 
   “She’s still here and listening,” Charlene said with a roll of her eyes, and I felt a little relieved.
 
   Emmitt moved as if to leave, but Thomas stopped us.
 
   “Michelle, could I have a moment with you?  Privately?”
 
   Emmitt scowled at his father but left, closing the door softly behind him.  Charlene remained, and I stayed by the door, waiting.
 
   Thomas rested a hand on the back of Charlene’s chair, opened his mouth several times, but didn’t say anything.  This was the first time I’d seen him look anything but confident and calm.
 
   Charlene gave a snort at his prolonged silence.  It seemed to motivate him.  He gave her a look and ran his hand through his hair—a gesture I’d seen his son do numerous times.
 
   “I wasn’t sure what to do about sleeping accommodations.  Jim mentioned Emmitt stayed with you last night, and I was wondering if you wanted one room or connecting rooms.”
 
   Heat flooded my face, and I wished I could disappear.
 
   “I wouldn’t mind if we shared a room,” I said truthfully, hoping they wouldn’t think poorly of me.  “I’d feel safer.”
 
   Thomas nodded and moved to leave, but Charlene stopped him with a slight clearing of her throat.
 
   “Two beds, then?” she asked politely.
 
   I nodded, relieved she didn’t assume the worst.  Sleeping next to Emmitt after I had the bad dream, and again at the Compound, had been nerve-wracking, yet completely wonderful, experiences; but I didn’t want to get into the habit of sharing a bed.  I had Liam and Aden to think of.
 
   She winked at me.  “I know how male minds work.  If you don’t clarify, they’ll weasel their way under the covers and have you believing it was your idea.”  Thomas snorted but didn’t deny the accusation.  “We raised Emmitt to be a good boy.  Set your boundaries, and he’ll respect them.  But like any werewolf, he’ll look for loopholes,” she said with a laugh.
 
   “Are you done?” Thomas said to his wife with an arched brow.  She smiled at him sweetly and stood to plant a light kiss on his lips.  He huffed a sigh and shook his head at her.
 
   She turned back toward me.  “You’ll learn.”  She added with another wink and led Thomas to the door.
 
   I let them step out first.  I needed that extra moment to cool my blush.
 
   Emmitt waited for me in the hall.  After a small wave goodbye to Charlene and Thomas, he and I walked slowly back to our apartment.  We didn’t talk about anything since we were out of the secured meeting room.  Instead, he just reached over to hold my hand.  I willingly surrendered it.
 
   That night, to Emmitt’s disappointment, I slept snuggled between my brothers.  In Aden’s sleep, he tangled his fingers through my hair.  Somehow, he knew something bad was coming.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 17
 
   The next morning I had the daunting task of breaking the news to the boys.  Worried they’d cry or beg me to stay, I wasn’t prepared for the cheering or the rush to help me pack.
 
   “Aren’t you going to miss me even a little?” I asked them in a half-teasing tone.
 
   “Mimi,” Liam said rationally.  “You said four days.  That’s not a long time.  We get to have sleepovers with Paul and Henry.”
 
   I laughed and hugged him.  Obviously, there was no competing with Paul and Henry.
 
   We went to breakfast, and the boys excitedly greeted Paul and Henry, telling them about all the things they were going to do together.
 
   Mary grinned when she saw my face and gave my arm a quick, reassuring squeeze.
 
   “They’ll want to miss you, but we’re going to keep them so busy they’ll forget to.  It will be easier for them that way.”
 
   I knew she was right.
 
   We finished our breakfast then left Liam and Aden with Mary after another round of hugging.  Emmitt stayed close beside me as we walked the quiet halls.  When we were in the apartment, he spun me around to face him.  Understanding filled his gaze.  My eyes watered, seeing it.  He tucked me tight against his chest, held me for barely a second, then stepped back.
 
   “You don’t have to go.”  It was the first objection he’d voiced regarding this trip.
 
   “I do.  I want to be free.  I want to protect the boys.  This is the only way to do it.  Why are you saying this now?”
 
   “I see how hard this is, leaving your brothers.  I can go alone.  There’s no need to come with us.”
 
   “You know better.  I’m the bait.”  It was the first time during this whole plan that I’d admitted it, and he scowled hearing it.  “You’ll keep me safe,” I said seriously.  “I don’t doubt that.”
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   A car waited for us just outside the main entrance.  Emmitt put our bags in the trunk.  The sound of it closing struck me with cold finality.  Would I ever see my brothers again?
 
   I’d done the math.  Four years with one dinner a month; ten guests each time with few, if any, repeats—I hadn’t paid close attention.  Blake led more than five hundred men.  The number made the likelihood of my return to the Compound a scary improbability.  So why go?  One way or another, Blake would come for me.  I’d rather it be on my terms with my brothers safe.
 
   Emmitt reached for my hand again and gave it a gentle squeeze.  We both slid into the backseat, and I said a quiet hello to Grey and Carlos.
 
   Carlos drove, heading straight to the airport.  Grey kept up a stream of conversation, ribbing Carlos about everything from his hairstyle to his driving, both of which were impeccable and precise.  Carlos remained stoically quiet.  I could see his silence amused Grey.  Under different circumstances, I might have found his playful banter diverting.
 
   As it was, my stomach churned with anxiety.  I doubted my decision and wondered what would happen to my brothers if I couldn’t return.  I leaned into Emmitt.  He would care for them...if he made it back.
 
   I casually reached into my pocket, found my phone, and sent a quick text to Nana Wini to ask for her promise to see my brothers somewhere permanent and safe if I didn’t return.  Seconds later, Emmitt sighed and pulled me even closer.
 
   Grey turned in his seat.  “Wini said to stop worrying.  You’re bruising my ego with your doubt.  We will keep you safe.”
 
   Darn werewolf telepathy.
 
   “We’ll be at the airport soon,” Grey said, passing back our tickets.
 
   I straightened away from Emmitt and grabbed my ticket before Emmitt could.  It would be my first time flying.  My reasons for nauseous anxiety continued to grow.  I took a deep breath and let it out, feeling Emmitt’s eyes on me.  I needed to remember my purpose: Keep my brothers safe by whatever means necessary...and try really hard to come back home.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   I thought I would be terrified to be back in the same town as Blake but didn’t feel anything but squished as I sat between Carlos and Emmitt in the cab we took to the hotel.  Mercifully, it wasn’t a long ride.
 
   Carlos and Grey checked us in while Emmitt grabbed our things from the trunk.  He shouldered both bags and held out his hand.  I wrapped my cool fingers around his warm ones.  My stomach twisted happily at his touch as we walked toward the entrance.
 
   Two glass utility doors opened to a small, chlorine-scented lobby.  Carlos and Grey waited just inside and handed Emmitt a room key.  We all silently walked the hallway to the left.  Their room was two doors down from ours.
 
   I blushed when Emmitt opened our door and I spotted two queen beds.  I wondered if his father had mentioned the sleeping arrangements to him.  The room, tastefully decorated in brown and gold tones, had a sitting area opposite the door.
 
   “If it’s all right with you,” Grey said from behind us, “we’d like to get started right away.”
 
   I nodded, and Carlos and Grey came in with us.  Emmitt set our bags on one of the beds while I cleared the hotel advertisements and guidebook off the coffee table.  Carlos and Grey sat on the wooden chairs from the table while Emmitt and I sat on the small brown sofa.  Grey spread out a map of the area that he’d grabbed from the airport, and I pointed to the area I used to live.
 
   “I don’t know if David’s still there.  I’m guessing probably not since David was employed by Blake and had no ties to Richard or the house.  But Blake might have someone watching the place.  If it’s possible, could you sneak in and grab a few things?  You’ll need to be careful.  The house has a security system.  I set it off when I left.”
 
   I explained where to find photos of my mom and a few other things that I wanted for my brothers.  “Then, you could go back tomorrow and see if you stirred up any trouble.”
 
   Grey smiled wide.  “I like the way you think.  We’ll call when we get there to let you know the state of things.  If anyone’s there, we’ll watch for a while.”
 
   They both stood to leave.  My worry and fear had evaporated while we talked, and now impatience grabbed me.  It would take them at least forty minutes to get to my house.  I didn’t want to wait that long to find out...well, anything.  I knew whatever would happen, would happen, but I just wanted to get it over with.  I’d given Blake enough of my life.
 
   Emmitt closed the door behind them and turned to study me.
 
   “Let’s go next door and get something to eat.”
 
   We left the room and walked to the restaurant next door.  The smell of grilling burgers hit me when we left the hotel.  Crossing the parking lot, my stomach growled.  Emmitt grinned at me.
 
   Inside the restaurant, we decided on burgers and ordered takeout to bring back to the room.  The wait seemed to take forever.  I kept glancing at the clock, worried we’d miss Grey’s call.
 
   When we returned with our food, we ate quickly.  Emmitt’s phone chirped just as I finished.  He’d been done within minutes, of course.
 
   Emmitt listened for a while, adding affirmations occasionally.  Finally, he said, “I agree.  I’ll let her know.  Call back if there’s a change in plans.”
 
   He hung up the phone and gave me a slight smile.  “They’re watching the house but say it looks abandoned.  The grass is overgrown, and the papers are piled up.  There’s even a notice on the door.  Grey’s content to sit and watch it for the rest of the day to see if they’re mistaken.  Tonight, they’ll go in for the things you mentioned.  We can send them back to watch tomorrow.”
 
   I nodded, surprised, but not concerned.  I had a plan B.
 
   “So it looks like, in order to find Blake, I’ll need to call the lawyer.”
 
   “It can’t hurt,” he said.
 
   I picked up the hotel phone and dialed the number I’d memorized.  A receptionist answered.  I gave my name and asked to speak to Mr. Nolan.  She said that he was in a meeting and asked for a return number.  But when I said I’d just try back later, she quickly asked me to hold.
 
   The line clicked, then a man came on.
 
   “Ms. Daniels.  Thank you for contacting us.”  He went through the usual offer of condolences then explained why he’d been looking for me.  He wanted to read the will and discuss the details of Richard’s estate with me.
 
   Estate?  Will?  I’d never given any of that any thought.  I glanced at Emmitt.  He had his head tilted, watching me.  I was sure he could hear both ends of the conversation.
 
   “How soon can we meet?” I asked.
 
   “Mr. Torrin said he would be available whenever you were.  My schedule is open on Thursday.  Is there a time that day that works for you?”
 
   “Let me check.”  I put my hand over the receiver, needing a minute to think it through.  Why would Blake not watch the house?  Why would Richard give me the number of a lawyer with whom Blake also had contact?  The answers lay in the meeting with the lawyer.  I moved my hand.
 
   “How does ten sound?” I asked.
 
   “Perfect.  I’ll see you Thursday at ten.”
 
   After I hung up, I sat on the bed, thinking.  Although I wanted to meet with Blake to find out what he knew about my gift, I didn’t want to walk into a trap.  I needed to get more information about the will and Blake’s involvement.
 
   Emmitt sat back and watched me as I grabbed the phone book.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Three hours later, when I hung up the phone, my head spun from all of the information I’d won.  The will, which was straightforward, had gone to probate.  Richard’s estate included properties I hadn’t known he owned.  Everything went to me as sole beneficiary.
 
   I didn’t understand why he’d left everything to me, his stepdaughter, when he had two sons of his own.  Then, I realized by not naming them in the will, Richard had protected them.  Blake had no reason to pursue my brothers, unless he still wanted to use them to control me.  It also meant that Richard had put a lot of faith in me to take my brothers with me when I ran.  And, he had trusted me to keep them safe.
 
   Since Richard hadn’t specified an executor, one had been appointed.  There’d been no surprise when I’d been told Blake was trying to contest it.  By being an executor, he’d have control of everything in my absence.  After speaking with the court appointed executor, I could see no reason there even needed to be a meeting other than to get us in the open so Blake could do whatever it was he had planned.
 
   “I don’t think we should go,” I said to Emmitt.
 
   He frowned thoughtfully.  “If we don’t, Blake is still out there and this trip will have been for nothing.”
 
   He moved to sit near me on the bed and wrapped an arm around my shoulders.  “The lawyer’s in the phone book.  I checked, so we know he’s real.  Even if he’s being paid off, he’d have to be careful with what he’s involved in.”
 
   “But what if Blake brings people with him, like Frank and that other guy?”
 
   “We’ll bring more powerful people.”
 
   I liked Grey and Carlos well enough but didn’t think they could take on Blake’s entire following.  “Three, no matter how strong or fast they are, against an unknown number, doesn’t seem like a good idea.”
 
   He grinned at me.  “Not just us.  One thing Blake won’t want is people knowing what’s going on.  I heard you talking and heard how much Richard’s properties are worth.  Call the news.  Bring them with.  Say you want to donate half of your inheritance to a charity.  With a camera on you, he can’t touch you.”
 
   I remembered the video of Richard’s mauling and doubted his plan would be as safe as he thought.  Blake hadn’t seemed too concerned about public exposure, then.
 
   We debated what to do until just past dark and our stomachs growled.  With no better options, I called the local news.
 
   Emmitt was right.  As soon as I mentioned an eight-figure inheritance, I had the media’s attention.  The person I spoke with took down the information for the lawyer and agreed to have someone there.
 
   I managed to say goodbye before Emmitt plucked the phone from my hands.
 
   “Enough for tonight,” he said gently.
 
   I nodded in agreement.  I was emotionally drained and ready for bed, but Emmitt insisted we eat.  I grinned, knowing he was the hungry one this time.  He ordered room service while I took a shower.
 
   My thoughts kept running over what I knew about Blake.  Why fight to get control of Richard’s assets?  Yes, the number was large, but what about Blake’s take?  He should have made at least that amount.  I’d always given the tips to Blake via phone or in person.  Except that last time.
 
   Briefly towel drying my hair, I wished again that I would have better premonitions.  Something useful like what Blake had planned.  Sighing in frustration, I pulled on my pajamas and joined Emmitt in the room.  There was no point in dwelling on what I couldn’t control, and my premonitions fell into that category.
 
   My hair had mostly air dried by the time the food arrived.  Emmitt tipped the room service person and groaned in appreciation of the aroma coming from the trays as he set them on the table.  I teased him by reaching for the half-pound burger, and he playfully growled before offering to share a bite.  Shaking my head, I reached for the smaller burger and carried it over to one of the beds.
 
   “I’ll take this bed,” I said sitting down on the end of it.
 
   He stopped mid-chew and looked up.  He studied me for a moment then resumed chewing the bite in his mouth.
 
   I watched him swallow and take a drink from his soda, wondering at his reaction.
 
   “No,” he said.  Then, he took another bite still watching me.  His look, so intense and focused, made me a little uneasy and very confused.
 
   “Okay.  I didn’t know you had a preference.”  I got up and moved to the other bed.  This time I didn’t look at him but reached for the remote and turned on the television.
 
   He moodily dropped his burger on his plate.  “I don’t want to sleep apart from you.”
 
   I almost laughed aloud.  So that’s what this was about?  Remembering his mother’s words, I primly set down my own burger and walked over to him.  Leaning in, I pressed a quick kiss to the tip of his nose as he’d once done to me.
 
   “Too bad.”
 
   Before he had time to react, I walked back to my plate.  “Eat your burger, Emmitt.”
 
   It was hard, but I finished my burger while watching television.  He remained quiet, eating his own meal.  I could feel his steady scrutiny the entire time.
 
   When he finished the burger, he ate both of our fries and the side order of onion rings.  I didn’t know how he had the room.  He hesitated when he finished, looking slightly frustrated, but then walked over by me and politely asked if I had finished, too.  I handed him my plate, and he stacked it on the tray before placing everything outside the door.
 
   I felt like I’d started a fight when he quietly closed himself in the bathroom.
 
   I brushed my teeth then crawled into my acquired bed.  The room was a comfortable temperature and the pillow soft.  I didn’t think I’d stay awake long enough to hear back from Grey and Carlos.
 
   Mentally exhausted, I fell asleep before Emmitt came out of the bathroom.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The next morning, I knew I wasn’t in bed alone.  His breath tickled the top of my head, and his arm lay casually draped over my waist.  Slowly, I opened my eyes.  Curled on my side, I lay facing him.  He slept, his eyes closed and face relaxed.  He’d made a gesture toward compromise and laid on top the covers.  Since I’d said no to sharing a bed, I wasn’t sure it was much of a compromise.
 
   Shifting slightly to get comfortable, I paused when I felt the edge of the mattress under me.  How was that possible?  I lifted my head to look..  He’d moved the other bed, pushing it up against mine.  Technically, he wasn’t sleeping in the same bed as me.
 
   I studied him again, amazed.  His dark lashes fanned his cheeks, making him completely irresistible.  Irresistible and mine, I thought with a smile.  Mine.  His clarification of how he felt about me rang in my head.  He’d known I was the one for him when he first saw me well over a month ago.  His complete certainty awed me.  As did his patience.  I frowned suddenly.  He’d waited a month for a first date, a date with no first kiss.  Why hadn’t he kissed me yet?  A kiss to the tip of my nose didn’t count.
 
   Looking at his peaceful face, I wondered what it’d be like to really kiss Emmitt.  My stomach did a quick flip, and a flush consumed my face.  I decided it was time to get out of bed before I woke him up.
 
   I snuck to the bathroom and quietly closed the door.  I couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d done after I’d fallen asleep.  He’d moved not only the bed but also the small end table, which had been between the beds, and a lamp.  He’d relocated everything, neatly arranging it all on the side of the room near the window.  So much effort just to be next to me.
 
   What was wrong with me?  I feared starting the relationship I really wanted with Emmitt because of the looming danger of Blake.  With Emmitt, I was happy and peaceful.  Why was I letting Blake stand between us?
 
   I crept from the bathroom and quickly brushed my teeth, trying not to wake him.  In the mirror, I saw the covers on the opposite bed lay in disarray with the sheet trailing onto the floor.  The pillows lay in a pile near the head of the bed.  A few had signs of being squashed.  He’d tried to do as I’d asked.
 
   Though I tried to deny it, I wanted to be near him, too.  Always.
 
   I quietly rinsed then crawled back into bed, easing onto my side to face him.  I lightly ran my fingers over his hair.  It already needed a trim.  He looked a bit like a porcupine.  I focused my attention on the stubble on his face.  He shaved each morning, but by evening, it grew out again.
 
   While I was tracing his jaw with my fingers, he opened his eyes.
 
   “Good morning,” I whispered, removing my hand.
 
   He caught it and brought it to his mouth, placing a kiss on my palm.  A surge of heat spread through me.  His pupils dilated and his irises grew slightly, a sign of a partial shift.
 
   With thoughts of kissing still drifting in my mind, my gaze shifted to his lips.  Why did Emmitt need to be the one to kiss me?
 
   He kissed my palm again then released my hand, running his fingers through my hair.
 
   I hesitantly touched his chest.  Could I lead?  His heart thumped under my fingertips.  I leaned in slowly.
 
   The fingers in my hair twitched when I stopped just inches from his face.  He didn’t move, but his eyes begged me to close the gap.  Gathering my courage, I lightly brushed my lips against his.
 
   Tiny explosions started in my stomach, sending out waves of warmth through the rest of me.  He groaned.  I pressed closer, absorbing the feel of his firm lips.  My insides began melting with the heat the kiss created.  It distracted me so much that I, at first, didn’t notice the bed shaking.  This time, it wasn’t due to laughter on his part.
 
   Reluctantly, I pulled back and looked into his eyes.  What I found there humbled me.  The dark blue irises were almost lost to his pupils.  Very little white remained.
 
   “Thank you for trying last night,” I said softly.
 
   He reached up, gently touching my jaw.  My skin tingled.  I really wanted to kiss him again, but I could see his effort to control the slight tremors running through him.  I didn’t think kissing would help.  He disagreed.
 
   He skimmed his hand around to the back of my neck and pulled me close for another kiss.  Our lips brushed lightly, and I couldn’t help my smile.  I nudged him so he lay on his back and moved closer to him.  Not fast enough to suit him, however.  He lifted me, moving me so I half-lay on his chest, an arm on each side of him.  My heart stuttered and another explosion of heat went off inside me.
 
   A low rumble echoed in his chest.  Not a growl really, it was more a satisfied purr.  I studied him for a moment to make sure he was okay with the situation before slowly leaning forward again.  He lifted his head slightly, his smooth lips meeting mine.  Possessed, I lightly nipped his bottom lip.
 
   The tremors grew worse.  The bed was going to shake apart.  I reluctantly pulled back.  His teeth had elongated, reshaping his lips.  Any hint of white in his eyes had disappeared beyond his expanded irises.
 
   “Maybe, I had better stop,” I said more to myself than him.  I really didn’t want to, but...
 
   In a flash, I lay on my back while he leaned over me, his arms caging me in.
 
   “No.”
 
   At least, I thought the growl had a hint of no in it.  He tried clearing his throat and speaking again, but it was still more growl than human.  Giving up on communication, he lowered his head, his intent clear.
 
   “If you change into your fur, we’re done,” I said a moment before he claimed my lips.
 
   His kiss was hot and thorough, sweeping me from the hotel room to a magical place in my mind where only the two of us existed.  I had no concept of time, but when he pulled away, I was gasping for air, stunned by the intensity of emotions running through me.
 
   He held still, watching me as he shook violently.  I wanted to pull him back down despite his obvious struggle for control.  It took several long moments before my breathing slowed from ragged gasps.
 
   I could now comprehend how I’d be able to bite him.  From that single kiss, I already had a slight urge to nip at his neck.  A good make-out session and it’d be done.  I needed to be careful when I kissed him.  And there was no doubt; I would be kissing him again.  Soon.
 
   His pupils dilated further as he leaned in to nuzzle my neck.  I shivered as he inhaled deeply.  I wished we were staying in this hotel for fun instead of Blake.  It’d be easy to let go then.  When he inhaled again, lapping my neck, my insides started to liquefy, and I forced myself to push lightly against his chest.
 
   “We need to stop.”  It came out sounding breathless.  When he didn’t stop, I took a deep, calming breath and tried again.  “Emmitt, please stop.”
 
   Grudgingly, he pulled away; and, instead of facing me, he rolled to sit on the edge of the bed, quickly averting his face.  Wondering if he was angry, I reached for his arm, catching him before he left the bed.  He stilled when I touched him, but he didn’t face me.  Tremors continued to wrack his body.
 
   “Are you mad?”
 
   He shook his head in response but remained silent.
 
   “This thing between you and me, it’s definitely right.  I don’t doubt it.  I just don’t want to get so involved that we forget why we’re here.  Once I deal with my past, I can focus on our future.”
 
   He turned to me, a wild light burning in his eyes.  “As long as it takes, I’ll wait.  I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   His voice was guttural, devolved due to the partial change.  A light fur covered his arms, and the tips of his ears were no longer rounded.  Even with fur, he made my stomach churn in a good way.
 
   I hugged him hard.  I was lucky to have him.  He didn’t show fear.  He showed me how to be strong, how to have fun.  He was exactly who I needed.  As soon as I thought that, I slipped into my vision world.  Not the white master room, but the single feature version.
 
   I stood near the bar in a dimly lit, crowded club.  Had I really been there, the press of bodies would have crushed me.  Music dominated the air, thumping out a loud, aggressive beat.  Colored lights shifted back and forth over the writhing mass on the dance floor, making it hard to see any one person for more than a second.
 
   The flashing exit sign above the entrance caught my eye just in time to see a woman walk in.  She was tall and trim with curly, bright red hair, pale skin, and a smattering of dark freckles.  Her green eyes shimmered in the multi-colored light.  She was stunning, and she was pissed.
 
   She stalked into the club, roughly pushing her way through the bodies to get to the bar.  As she passed the other patrons, they stopped moving and turned to stare at her.  I initially thought she was going to get her ass kicked for pushing her way through the crowd.  Instead of looking angry, the people she’d shoved out of the way looked serene.  Their serenity seemed to make the woman even angrier.
 
   “Another vision?” Emmitt asked pulling away from me and stopping the scene.  He looked and sounded calmer.
 
   “Yeah.  There’s an angry redhead out there somewhere who I wouldn’t want to run into.  I just wish I knew what I was supposed to do with this information.”
 
   “We’ll figure it out.”  His stomach grumbled loudly.
 
   “Go shower,” I said, “and then let’s get something to eat.”
 
   I smiled at his disgruntled expression and knew he’d rather stay in bed.  But kissing Emmitt was intense, and I wasn’t ready for another round.  I had been serious about losing focus.  We couldn’t afford that.
 
   He reluctantly agreed, and I enjoyed the solitude as I dressed and thought about my visions.
 
   So far, the visions were all about women.  The first one had a werewolf in it and a girl Elder Sam identified as Gabby.  The second girl had to be related to werewolves as well since the man on the phone had been talking to someone named Gabby.  I didn’t think it a coincidence.  And, though this last vision didn’t have any sign of werewolves, without a doubt, the girl had powers.  The people she’d passed seemed as if she’d put them in a trance.
 
   Three visions of different women.  In each vision, I’d felt a sense of recognition as if I should somehow know the woman.  Charlene had a gift like me.  And the third girl appeared gifted.  Could the recognition be because we all shared that tie?  If so, how many of us were out there?
 
   Based on the vast majority of images in the white room, I wasn’t done having premonitions.  I just wished I knew how to control them so I could get some better answers.
 
   Emmitt strolled out of the bathroom damp and looking good in his jeans.  My stomach summersaulted it’s version of a happy clap.  His bare chest glistened in the vanity light.  Muscles rippled as he walked.  The need for food had me averting my eyes.  I didn’t want him to catch me enjoying the view and start something again.
 
   “Did you hear from Grey?” I asked as he pulled a shirt on.
 
   “They got back late with the things you wanted.  Everything’s in their room.  They left early again to watch the house.  We’ll hear from them later.”
 
   We walked to the restaurant from the night before and had an enjoyable breakfast.  We took our time, talking about ourselves and our plans for the future.
 
   I pointed out both of us were jobless and asked if we wanted to stay that way.
 
   “My father sent Jim and me to Montana to establish another branch of the pack,” he explained.
 
   I watched in amusement as he forked in a large bite of syrup covered-pancakes and waited for him to continue.
 
   “When the apartments are all finished, I’ll need to find something to do.  But something from home.”  He met my eyes.  “I don’t want to go far.”
 
   His answer warmed me.  Then, he asked what I wanted to do.
 
   “I want to work on my GED.  Thanks to Blake, I missed out on graduating.  After that, I’m not sure.  I can’t think of getting a job and leaving my brothers, yet.  And the thought of sending them off to school in the fall terrifies me.”
 
   “We should consider inviting other families to come live with us.  Nana Wini could homeschool.”
 
   “Would Nana really want to do that?”
 
   “I think so.  We all want to keep those boys safe.  Cubs are usually homeschooled because of their unpredictable shifting.  Even though yours don’t shift, they should still be treated in the same careful manner.  It would mean they’d need to be told, though.  Unless you want them surprised the first time a friend pops into fur.”
 
   “Just another thing for me to think about,” I said with a sigh.
 
   “We’ll figure this out together.”  He reached across the table and squeezed my hand.
 
   When we finished, we walked back to our room.  I felt a little restless with the waiting, and we still had more than twenty-four hours to go before the meeting.  I wouldn’t have minded being trapped in a room with Emmitt after this morning’s kiss, if I intended to continue.  As it was, I needed a distraction.  I recalled Emmitt had thrown my swimsuit in my bag.
 
   “Did you pack a suit, too?”
 
   “I have something that’ll work.”
 
   Ten minutes later, I stood at the edge of the hotel’s indoor pool, hesitantly testing the water’s temperature with a toe.  Emmitt took a two-step running start to jump in and hooked an arm around me as he passed.  Grinning widely, he twisted in the air so he landed first and kept my head above water.  I sputtered and laughed.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Feeling shriveled and water logged, we made our way back to our room before lunch.  Emmitt called for room service as I rinsed and changed.
 
   Tired from all of the swimming, I suggested watching a movie while we waited.  We flipped through the channels, but the movie we wanted to watch didn’t start for another hour.  We settled for a cooking show while we waited.  It just made Emmitt hungrier.
 
   I wasn’t surprised when he got up and opened the door before the poor room service boy could even knock.  Emmitt pretty much ripped the food from his hands, tossed him the tip, and closed the door in his face.
 
   “Remind me not to forget to feed you.  You turn a bit feral.”
 
   He just grunted at me as he tore into his burger.
 
   We ended up watching two movies back-to-back, reclining on our stacks of pillows.  Of course, we were on the same bed.  Emmitt wouldn’t have it any other way.  He took every opportunity to touch me, random touches as if to assure himself I lay next to him.
 
   By the time the second movie’s credits were rolling, Emmitt’s stomach growled again.
 
   “Why don’t you call in an order at the restaurant next door then run and get it?  We can watch this next movie, then.  If you’re fast, you won’t miss much,” I said.
 
   He called in the order and groaned when they said it’d be ready in thirty minutes.  We settled next to each other on our bellies to watch TV, but his stomach kept getting louder.
 
   “You need to think about something else so we can hear the movie,” I said with a laugh.
 
   “I can’t.  I’m hungry, and someone down the hall had pizza delivered.”
 
   I leaned over and nipped his earlobe.  He let out a defeated sigh and turned toward me.
 
   “I thought I wasn’t supposed to think about that, either.”
 
   I grinned at him then turned back to the movie.  His stomach was quieter, but he kept moving around on the bed, uncomfortable on his abdomen.  When he got up to leave, I crooked my finger at him.  He obligingly bent down, and I sweetly kissed him.
 
   “Hurry back or you’ll miss the rest of the movie.”
 
   “I’d rather stay here and skip the movie and the food.”
 
   “Ha!  You’re only saying that because you’re distracted from how hungry you are.  Go.  I’ll be here when you get back.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter 18
 
   Less than a minute after Emmitt left, a soft tap sounded at the door.  I smiled to myself and sprang off the bed.  Emmitt must have used his super speed, I thought as I pulled open the door.
 
   My smile fled when I saw Frank’s cocky grin.  Shirtless, barefoot, and sweaty, he looked as mean and ugly as I remembered.  I tried to slam the door in his face, but he moved too fast.  He thrust his arm in the opening and shoved.  I stumbled back, catching myself before I fell.  His angry, bloodshot eyes narrowed on me as he advanced a step into the room.
 
   The last time I’d seen him, the dim lighting of the backyard had spared me a detailed view.  This time, the florescent light of the vanity cast him into harsh focus.  The ragged cut-offs he wore were a superficial token at being clothed.  They had more holes than actual material.  From the amount of dirt and other unknown stains, he’d most likely pulled them out of the trash somewhere after shifting from his fur.
 
   I glanced around the room, looking for something I could use to defend myself before my brain kicked in.  There was no use fighting him.  The best I could do was hope for Emmitt’s arrival.  I started to scream Emmitt’s name, but Frank clapped his hand over my mouth before I could form the second syllable.
 
   “Time to go,” he growled as he grabbed me.  His fingers bit into my arms as he tossed me over his shoulder.  I landed forcefully on my stomach and grunted in pain.  I quickly braced my arms on his lower back to alleviate the throbbing ache, then I filled my lungs for a second yell.
 
   Frank suddenly turned and took off at high speed out the door.  The abrupt turn sent me swinging to the side, and my head connected with the doorjamb so hard my vision tunneled.  I hung limply for a few stunned moments and struggled to think coherently.  Another hit to the head would knock me out.  I feebly wrapped my arms around his waist and pulled myself in closely.  I couldn’t let go and hit my head a second time.  Being unconscious was not an option.  I closed my eyes against the growing nausea, forgetting to call for help.
 
   He turned several times, then I felt cool, fresh air as he began to run faster.  My hair flew out behind us, and I held on tight.
 
   With my head so close to him, I couldn’t help but notice his smell.  My stomach continued to churn unbearably.  He smelled like leftover soup, the kind that was slowly shoved to the back of the refrigerator and found three weeks later.
 
   Bile rose, or rather, fell.  If he didn’t put me down soon, I would throw up all over his back.  I couldn’t decide if it would help the smell or not.
 
   He stopped abruptly and turned sharply again so my head flew out, despite my hold, and connected with something solid again.  I slowly registered the sound of an idling engine as he gave a mocking laugh.  Dark spots further clouded my vision as he lifted me from his shoulder.
 
   We stood by the back door of a car.  I could see blood on the back quarter panel.  My blood.  He opened the door and shoved me forward.  I reached out to brace myself as everything went black and my legs crumpled under me.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   When I came to, my cheek was stuck to the vinyl of the back seat.  Before I could lift my head, the car stopped unexpectedly, and I flew from my semi-sprawled position to the floor.  I felt too sick to move.  My head pounded steadily, matching the rhythm of my heart.
 
   A door opened and closed.  A moment later, the door by my feet opened.  I hadn’t even tried opening my eyes yet, but the feel of his rough hands clamping around my ankles motivated me.  He violently pulled me out before I had time to reach for anything.
 
   My chin thumped on the tan carpet of the middle floor divider, and I bit my tongue.  Once my waist cleared the door, he stopped pulling, picked me up, and tossed me over his shoulder again.  I groaned but was grateful he hadn’t yanked me all the way out of the car.  Landing face first on the asphalt would have been much worse than having a shoulder planted into an already bruised stomach.
 
   My fear raised a notch when he turned and started walking again.  I wanted to fight but my arms felt like noodles when I attempted to brace them on his back once more.  He opened a door and dropped me onto a wooden chair.
 
   I tried to scramble from the chair but was slow and clumsy.  He used one hand to pin me in place and the other to zip tie one of my ankles to a chair leg.  When I realized he intended to bind me, I fought harder.  I connected a fist to the side of his head.  It bruised my hand, but he didn’t even notice the blow.
 
   Desperate, I bit his arm and gave a disgusted cry when he groaned in pleasure.  It guaranteed there’d be no more biting on my part.  I tried kicking with my free leg, but he just caught it and zip tied it to the other chair leg.
 
   He slowly backed away.  Hurting and out of breath, I stared at him as he stalked to the window.  He moved the curtain aside with his finger to create a minute gap and checked outside.  Satisfied with whatever he saw, he moved away from the window.
 
   “I’ll leave your hands free and your mouth ungagged if you behave,” he said as he sat on the bed.
 
   “You need a shower,” I slurred, angry at him and at the taste of rotten soup now in my mouth.  My vision swam dangerously as I panted in pain.
 
   “Your coy invitations won’t work on me.  You smell like him, you know.”
 
   I stared at him for a moment, shocked.  Who would have guessed he’d know how to use the word coy?
 
   Then, I turned away from him, not wanting to hear how I smelled like Emmitt.  How long had I been out?  Was there even the slightest chance Emmitt had heard me scream?
 
   I carefully looked around the old hotel room.  The blue curtains and worn carpet matched the faded paisley comforter on the bowed bed.  Streaks of yellow from the prior occupants’ smoking habits ran down the once white walls of the room.  Mustiness, sweat, and stale smoke permeated the air.
 
   When I turned too far, trying to look behind me, I winced at the pain in my stomach and head.
 
   I turned to look at Frank again.  He’d been studying me while I examined the room.
 
   “How soon until Blake gets here?” I asked.
 
   He grinned nastily.  “It’ll be awhile.  He’s out of town trying to tie up two loose ends.”
 
   I knew he was talking about my brothers so I smiled back sickly-sweet, not letting a hint of fear or concern show.  “He’ll be back soon, then.  There’s no way he’s going to get them now, not without exposing himself to a whole lot of angry werewolves.”
 
   Frank narrowed his eyes at me again.  “You’re choosing the wrong side in this, Michelle.  You side with those mongrels, and you’ll get hurt.”
 
   “Hate to break it to you, but you’re the same mongrel.”  And I was already hurt.
 
   He grunted his disbelief.  “We may have started out the same many millennia ago, but we are nothing alike now.  When this is over, it will be the Urbat who rule the earth, not you humans or the werewolves.”
 
   He got up and walked over to me.  Grabbing my arms, he forced me to overlap my hands so he could zip tie them together.  So much for leaving my hands free, I thought as the small strip of plastic bit into my tender flesh.  It was just one more pain to add to the list.  The worst, by far, was my head.  When I turned, I could feel a slight tug on the back of my neck where dried blood had glued my hair to my skin.
 
   He stepped back, putting distance between us.  “I think you’re right; I do need a shower.  I need to wash your deluded filth from me.”
 
   Despite his appearances, I was beginning to see he was no idiot, just crazy.
 
   “I’m not the deluded one here, Frank.  You are if you think you’re going to rule the world.  You may be strong, but there are more humans than you can deal with.  And you know it, or you wouldn’t be hiding the fact you’re a werewolf.”
 
   “You know nothing.  You’re just a tiny, insignificant piece in a global puzzle.”
 
   “There is no puzzle, just a greedy, crazy werewolf leading other crazy, greedy werewolves.  And If I’m so insignificant, then why take me?  Let me go.”
 
   “The only crazy thing about Blake was his decision to let Richard keep you for four years.  Your time’s up.  We’ve waited long enough for you to come to the right decision on your own.  Now, we will decide for you.  We’ll start with you, and then we’ll help the rest of your sisters.  We will stop this cycle, and a judgment will be made.”
 
   He slowly approached me with a wild light in his eyes.  He didn’t look upset anymore, and that worried me.  He slowly knelt in front of me, spreading my knees so his hips were against the chair.  His stench was overwhelming.
 
   “You can end this now.”  He tilted his neck so I could see the dirt rings there.  “Claim me.  I will raise your brothers to be strong, not the little weaklings Richard made them.”
 
   They were not weaklings.  The courage they’d displayed when I’d run with them and when David had found us again, was undeniable.  Weaklings were men like Frank and Blake who bullied and hurt people.  Torn on how to respond, I simply chose to turn away from him.  Spitting in his eye like I wanted to do would probably just result in more bleeding on my part.
 
   He growled furiously and shoved to his feet.  I watched him from the corner of my eye.  At first, I thought he would hit me and inwardly cringed.  After a moment, he seemed to calm himself and swung away to move toward the bathroom.  He left the door open, no doubt so he could hear me.  I averted my eyes and thought back to what he’d said.
 
   He was right.  I didn’t know anything.  What sisters was he talking about?  I was an only child from my father and had two brothers from my mom.  No sisters.  And what was an Urbat?  He made it sound different from a werewolf.
 
   Perhaps I didn’t need Blake.  It seemed Frank had some answers, too.   I just needed to figure out how to get them.  The thought of being nice to him made my stomach roll.  Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad once he was clean.
 
   The water turned on, and the shower curtain rustled.  I risked a quick glance at the bathroom where I, thankfully, couldn’t see him, then turned to look for something that might help me get out of the ties.  Even the slightest tug hurt so I didn’t try too hard.  What was the point if I bruised myself so badly I couldn’t run?  I knew they wanted me alive.  I was too valuable to them, which was probably why I hadn’t been hurt worse.
 
   The sudden silence from the bathroom brought me back from my thoughts.  There was no way his shower had been long enough to get rid of the smell.  I quickly turned away, afraid he’d come marching out in the nude.  I grew nervous when he didn’t make any noise for several minutes.
 
   “Afraid you’ll see something you like?”  His voice, inches from my ear, startled me.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut and answered with more bravado than I felt.  “Hardly.  I just don’t think my stomach can take much more—”
 
   He smacked me upside the back of the head, stopping the rest of my comment.  I winced and swallowed hard against the pain.  It could have been worse.
 
   Risking another smack, I kept talking, hoping he’d give away some useful information.  “You know, it’s that kind of treatment that had me running in the first place.  If you wanted me to stay, you could have tried some kindness.”
 
   “Richard and your brothers were your kindness.  You were allowed to stay with your brothers, yet you still resented the monthly Introductions.  You were provided for and kept safe.  What more do you think you needed?”
 
   Think?  My estimation of his intelligence dipped.
 
   “My freedom,” I said, risking a look.
 
   He wore the same dirty cutoffs and stood near the bed.  Most of the grime that had coated his skin was gone.  I wasn’t about to trust the smell had disappeared, too.
 
   “And what would you have done with your freedom?”  He tilted his head as if really interested in my answer.
 
   “If I would have had it from the beginning, simple things, like shop for my own clothes or take the boys to the park.”
 
   He considered me for a moment.  “What if it would’ve been given to you later?”
 
   There was no point answering because his smug expression said it all.  We both knew I would have run.  What did he really expect?  How long could you treat a person like a prisoner before they started dreaming of escape?
 
   His pocket buzzed softly.  Given his state of dress, I would have never guessed he owned a cell phone.  He dug it out and answered it abruptly.  He listened for a moment then started to pace.  As he moved, he kept eye contact with me.  It was like watching a lion at the zoo.  I wished I had werewolf hearing.  Whatever the caller said, Frank didn’t like it.  His face flushed and a low growl erupted from him.
 
   “Get rid of him.  I don’t want to hear from you again until he’s dead.”  He slid the phone closed, ending the conversation as abruptly as he’d begun.
 
   Hope flooded me.  He could only be talking about Emmitt.  I frowned, and hope turned to worry.  Someone was helping Frank and had seen Emmitt.  I wondered if  Grey and Carlos were with him.  I needed to distract Frank from planning anything further.
 
   “What is an Urbat, Frank?  And what decision were you waiting for me to make?”
 
   “If Blake wants you to know, he’ll tell you.”  He continued to pace, his steps agitated.  He occasionally stopped by the window to look out the gap in the curtain.
 
   I thought quickly.  “It has to do with Claiming one of you...the men he brought to dinner, doesn’t it?” I asked.  “Why does Blake want me to Claim one of you?  Why not Emmitt?”
 
   “The puppet has a brain.  Impressive.”
 
   I wasn’t getting enough of his attention.  “How could I have ever thought of any of you in that way?  I was fifteen when all that started.”  Frank ignored me so I tried again.
 
   “What’s so important about Claiming one of you?  He already had me under his control.”
 
   “Hardly.  Mated to one of us, you’d never be able to run and hide like you did.  We’d sense exactly where you were and come for you.  That is control.  But that’s not the real reason.”
 
   He started walking toward me but paused before he made it halfway.  He tilted his head as if he heard something.  I’d seen that same look on Emmitt; Frank listened to something I couldn’t hear.
 
   I glanced toward the door.  A crackling noise filled the air as the wood bulged.  A moment later, the door flew inward and hit the wall with a loud thud.
 
   Emmitt stood in the opening, outlined by the fading light of the sun.  His grey t-shirt sported several tears and bloody patches.  The rips exposed skin that was blemish free so I knew the blood wasn’t his.  He did, however, have a bruise shadowing his jaw under his emerging whiskers.
 
   His gaze skimmed over me before it locked on Frank.  Anger boiled beneath Emmitt’s features.  He flexed his hands.  His usual pink, blunt cut nails extended into long, lethal grey claws.
 
   Frank crouched and rolled his shoulders.  Spotty patches of fur erupted from his skin and the tips of his now pointy ears.  One leg started to transform, the thigh shortening while the foot elongated.
 
   Tendons stood out on Emmitt’s neck as his canines burst forth from his mouth.  His face started to shift, elongating slightly, making room for his teeth.  I could barely understand him when he spoke.
 
   “Your mistake was her blood,” he growled just before he lunged for Frank.
 
   They met, snarling in the center of the room.  Emmitt grabbed Frank by the shoulders and pulled him in for a head-butt before Frank could swipe at him.  I cringed at the sound of the solid thunk, but Emmitt didn’t seem fazed.  Frank, however, staggered—partially due to his foot.  Emmitt lashed out toward Frank’s chest in a move so fast I almost didn’t catch it.  Frank leapt out of the way.
 
   There wasn’t much room for them to maneuver as they circled each other looking for openings.  Emmitt seemed to be waiting for Frank to do something.  When Frank’s back was to the door, Frank lashed out with his right just after feinting with his left.
 
   Emmitt dodged Frank’s swing, ducked under it, and raked his claws over Frank’s exposed side.  Four bloody furrows erupted.  Frank swore.  His control slipped, and his feet fully sprouted claws and fur.  Frank started panting with the effort.
 
   Emmitt gave him no opportunity to recover.  Instead, he pushed Frank harder, striking repeatedly with his claws, once even biting.  Frank didn’t moan in pleasure, then.  His howl of rage ricocheted off the walls.
 
   Through the damaged hotel door, I saw the parking lot lights clicked on and watched three men run from the main office.
 
   “People are coming,” I said to both Frank and Emmitt.  They couldn’t be caught fighting in their current state.
 
   Emmitt nodded slightly and blocked Frank’s swing with his left forearm.  He drove his right fist into Frank’s face.  There was a sickening crack as Frank’s head whipped back.  I glanced at the door again as he staggered.
 
   The men were halfway across the parking lot.  One of them spotted me tied to the chair and pointed.
 
   An odd raspy exhale drew my attention back to Frank just in time to watch him fall hard.  His eyes rolled back into his head.  His face bled from several scratches.  His nose bled, too.  It was badly broken.  I had a feeling Emmitt had been toying with Frank up until that final blow.
 
   The air in the room stirred as Emmitt used his supernatural speed to turn and slam the door shut.  He bolted it before the men could reach it.  Just as quickly, he moved to me.
 
   The men reached the door and started pounding on it.
 
   Emmitt softly swore when he saw my hands.  He knelt and carefully used his teeth to bite through the plastic.
 
   Frank groaned on the floor.
 
   “Hurry, Emmitt.  I think he’s waking up.”
 
   The pounding on the door stopped, and I could hear sirens in the distance.  The plastic band on my wrists popped free, and Emmitt moved to the ones around my ankles.  There, he used his claws to rip through the plastic quickly.  I was sure the sharp tug would leave a mark.
 
   Emmitt stood and yanked the curtains back from the window directly behind me.
 
   I struggled to my feet, cringing at the pain in my head and stomach.  The room tilted dangerously as I hobbled toward the window.
 
   The motel was set on a slight slope.  From here, the room afforded a view of a swamp.  Emmitt slid the window open.  We were only four feet off the ground.  He popped out the screen as the sirens grew to their loudest then stopped altogether.  The sudden silence was eerie.
 
   I turned and shuffled toward Frank.  The movement made me nauseous, and I had to fight the urge to vomit.  I reached into his pocket, and wrapped my fingers around his phone.  I hoped it contained Blake’s number.
 
   Frank twitched on the floor, opening one eye to look at me.  Panic flared until I noticed Frank’s wolf parts shift back to normal man parts.  I breathed a sigh of relief.  Frank wouldn’t do anything; he didn’t appear to have the strength even if he wanted to.  He looked like hell, and part of me actually felt sorry for him.
 
   “Don’t try this again,” I said.  “I choose who I Claim.  Not you.”  With effort, I straightened away from him.  My stomach cramped from his rough treatment.
 
   “You’re not the only one,” Frank said, sounding nasal.  He closed his eyes again.
 
   I moved away from him as I tucked the phone into my pocket.  Emmitt waited patiently by the window.  When I got close, he scooped me into his arms; and I suppressed a flinch.
 
   Knowing his intent, I looped my arms around his neck and buried my face against his chest.  I felt him jump out the window and then the rush of wind in my hair.
 
   Risking a peek over his shoulder, I watched the motel fall behind.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   He ran for a long time.  First, through the marsh behind the motel; then, through the trees that bordered people’s backyards.  When we eventually came to a business area, night had fallen; and he ran on the sidewalk or through parking lots.  He moved with stealthy speed, keeping to the shadows.  No one noticed us.
 
   I had no idea how much time passed, but he finally slowed from a run to a walk.  Lifting my head, I saw we were in a bad area near another sleazy looking motel.  Emmitt held me with one arm as he opened the door for us.  He didn’t seem inclined to let me down, and I was glad.  I had no shoes, and the floor looked like it hadn’t been cleaned.  Ever.
 
   The man behind the desk eyed Emmitt and then me.
 
   “We need a room for an hour,” Emmitt said quietly, his voice back to normal.  “I need soap and a towel.  A clean one.”  He set money on the counter, and the man nodded.  He reached under the counter, handing Emmitt soap and a towel along with a key.
 
   I reached out and grabbed everything.  The man cleared his throat uncomfortably, looking at me.
 
   “You okay, lady?”
 
   “I am now,” I said as Emmitt turned away.  I rested my head on his chest as he climbed a dimly lit set of stairs.
 
   He opened the door for us, and I eyed the room, dismayed to see it in worse condition than the one Frank had used.  The air conditioner rattled ominously, obviously not circulating the dank, musty air that saturated the room.  The bed, though made, looked rumpled.
 
   Emmitt carried me straight to the bathroom.  When Emmitt elbowed the light switch, only one of the three vanity lights flickered on.  Stains decorated the laminate counter around the once white sink.  He didn’t seem to notice.
 
   He sat me on the counter, and I tried not to flinch as places that I’d thought fine started to ache.
 
   He wet the towel and rubbed the soap against it.  Carefully, he cleaned the blood from my face and hair, avoiding the gash in the back of my head.  He worked quickly, but gently.  I didn’t say anything.  Instead, I focused on his face as he concentrated on me.  I loved watching him.  He’d never been this serious around me before.  When he was close to finished, I realized he hadn’t met my gaze yet.
 
   Ignoring what he was doing, I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his.  He grunted in surprise but didn’t disappoint me.  He kissed me tenderly.  His fingers ever so lightly touched my jawline.  Soon every ache and scrape I had faded to the background.  All I could feel and taste was Emmitt.  I sighed contentedly.  He pulled back from my kiss.
 
   I opened my eyes to find him watching me.
 
   “That’s more like it,” I said with a slight smile.  “If you tell me we don’t have to sleep here, we can kiss all night long.”
 
   My comment seemed to upset him.  His brows drew down slightly, his expression, unreadable.  “How can you even want to look at me?”
 
   It was my turn to make a face.  “What do you mean?”
 
   “I promised you, you would be safe.”
 
   He started to turn away, but I grabbed his arm, stopping him.  It hurt my wrist.  “You’re beating yourself up because I was dumb enough to open the door for Frank?”
 
   He turned toward me again, frustration plain on his face.
 
   I shook my head at him.  I wasn’t mad.  How could I be?  Emmitt had found me before anything really bad had happened.
 
   “To me, safe doesn’t mean I’ll never get hurt.  It means you’ll be there to help pick me back up when I do.  Now, do we really have to stay here?”  I remained on the counter, not wanting to step on the bathroom floor without shoes.
 
   A slight smile lifted his lips.  “This was just to get you cleaned up.  I couldn’t take you anywhere nicer, looking like you did, without someone calling the police.”
 
   He grabbed the towel and started to rinse it.  Vivid pink water ran down the drain.  I wondered how I’d looked to the guy downstairs.  I hoped he wasn’t calling the police.  Regardless, we had to keep moving.
 
   “Frank got a call while I was with him.  Were you followed?”
 
   “Not for very long.  I met up with Carlos and Grey on my way back with our food.  As soon as we entered the lobby, I smelled your blood.”  He rang out the towel and folded it neatly beside the sink.  “We tracked you.  A few of Frank’s friends were waiting.  Grey and Carlos stayed back to deal with them.”
 
   “So, now what?  Are they meeting up with us somewhere?  Do you think the guy downstairs is going to call the cops?”
 
   “Now, we go to another hotel.  You’ll be harder to follow by scent without the fresh blood.  I’ll call my father to make arrangements when we find a payphone.  He’ll coordinate with Grey.”
 
   Just then, the phone in my pocket started to buzz.  Pulling it out, I looked at the screen.  I didn’t recognize the number but didn’t expect to, considering the phone belonged to Frank.
 
   I met Emmitt’s gaze as I answered it.
 
   “Michelle,” Blake’s voice boomed through the receiver.  “Good to hear you sounding so well.  I was afraid Frank might have been a bit rough.”  His voice conveyed no concern.
 
   “He was as gentle as a lamb,” I said it without inflection, but Emmitt’s face grew red again.  “Why are you calling, Blake?”
 
   “Isn’t this why you took Frank’s phone?  To talk to me?”
 
   So, Frank had managed to get out and call Blake.  I’d hoped he sat in a jail cell somewhere by now.
 
   “I guess it is.  I have a lot of questions and, according to Frank, you’re the only one who will answer them.  What’s an Urbat?  What decision was I supposed to make, and who are my sisters?”
 
   There was a long pause before he answered.  “Ah.  I see.  I’ll explain everything if you meet with me.”  He sounded confident and reassuring.
 
   “I’m already meeting with you.  Tomorrow morning.  Didn’t the lawyer call you?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”  A hard edge crept into his voice.  “I was hoping for something a bit more private.”
 
   “I don’t think that’d be in my best interest.  At least, not until I Claim my Mate.”
 
   Emmitt’s anger vanished as I spoke.  Instead, he appeared slightly sad.  I wished I knew what he was thinking.
 
   Blake’s frustrated growl distracted me, and I smiled.  “Come on, Blake.  You don’t think I’m going to sit around and wait for you to try this again, do you?”
 
   “Then, we part ways for now.  You’ll hear from me again, though.”
 
   Before he could hang up, I added, “Oh, and I spoke with the court appointed executor.  Looks like you’ll have to spend your own money and leave mine alone.”
 
   He wasn’t quick enough to disconnect the call.  I heard him swear before the line went dead.
 
   I tossed the phone in the garbage and smiled at Emmitt.  He shook his head at me in disbelief and plucked me from the counter.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 19
 
   In less than our allotted hour, we left the seedy hotel.  Emmitt once more cradled me in his arms as he ran carefully, sticking to the shadows and putting distance between the hotel and us.
 
   Even with his smooth pace, my head throbbed with each step.  Nausea continued to roll in my tender stomach.  I didn’t acknowledge any of it because I knew he was worried; I felt him look down at me several times.
 
   “I’m okay,” I said running my fingers through the hair at the base of his skull.
 
   He lightly kissed the top of my head.
 
   A few minutes later, we found a payphone.  I held the receiver to Emmitt’s ear and dialed since he wouldn’t put me down.  I didn’t mind.  The position allowed me to lean close and listen to the conversation.
 
   Emmitt’s father let out a relieved breath when he heard Emmitt’s hello.
 
   “Grey called,” Thomas said.  “He and Carlos dealt with your would-be followers.  Are you two safe?”
 
   “Are my brothers safe?” I asked before Emmitt could answer.
 
   “They are.  We had two incidents earlier, but everything is quiet now.  Mary and Gregory are with the boys, and several of our pack are patrolling.”
 
   I sagged with relief.
 
   “Michelle’s been hurt,” Emmitt said, his voice deceptively calm.  He shushed me when I tried to insist I felt fine.  “She needs to rest.”
 
   I heard Thomas cover the phone with his hand.  A murmur of voices continued for several seconds before Thomas came back on and asked us to wait while Charlene booked us another room.  I could hear Charlene speaking rapidly in the background but couldn’t make out the words.  After a few minutes, Thomas gave Emmitt directions to a new hotel.
 
   “Emmitt, be careful.”  There was a lot of love in those three words.
 
   “We will,” Emmitt said.
 
   I hung up the phone, and Emmitt took me by surprise with a long kiss.  He poured his relief into it, tenderly holding me close.  In the distance, someone shouted encouragement.  It cooled the moment.  Emmitt pulled away and rested his forehead against mine, breathing deeply.
 
   “I won’t be able to let you go for a while.” 
 
   I kissed his cheek in response.  He walked away from the phone, carrying me snugly.  Once he reached the shadows of a side street, he sprinted away from our audience.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   A smiling attendant greeted us outside the new hotel and moved to open the door for Emmitt as we approached.  I felt silly being carried but didn’t try to get Emmitt to put me down, yet.
 
   The red and gold patterned carpet in the expansive reception area muffled Emmitt’s steps, and every piece of highly polished metal we passed gleamed in the lights.
 
   The person behind the desk welcomed us with a smile.  “Mr. Cole.  Good to see you.  Your mother’s description was very accurate.”  The man held out a room card, which I accepted on Emmitt’s behalf.  “Room service will be up with your meal.  Please let me know if you need anything else.  I hope you enjoy your stay.”
 
   Neither Emmitt nor I said anything for a moment.  I wondered what Emmitt’s mom had done or said to have completely registered us before our arrival.  The man should have at least made us sign something.
 
   As long as he was being accommodating, I decided to see if he could help a little more.  “Do you think someone could get me some socks and shoes?  I lost mine.”
 
   The man smiled serenely and nodded as if it were an everyday occurrence to have a guest request shoes.  “I’ll have something delivered as soon as possible.”
 
   I thanked the man, then Emmitt turned away, heading toward the bank of elevators.  I pressed the button for Emmitt, and he stepped in as soon as the doors slid open.  After checking the number on the room card’s envelope, I selected the top floor.  The doors slid shut, and the elevator started moving.
 
   “Could you set me down?  I don’t want to attract any more attention than we already have.”
 
   He grudgingly obliged, but as soon as he set me on my feet, he wrapped my hand in his and rubbed his thumb in slow circles against the pulse in my wrist.  I stood carefully, trying not to wince at the aches I felt.
 
   When the elevator chimed and the doors whispered open, Emmitt breathed deeply before we both stepped out into a deserted hallway.
 
   “Are we okay here?” I asked softly.  I didn’t think he’d scented anything but after being taken once, I was feeling cautious.
 
   He pointed to a camera mounted just outside the elevator.  “Better security.”
 
   He led me left from the elevator.  Our movements were strangely hushed, making me feel like we were in a library rather than a hotel.  Several feet down the hallway, just before the first numbered door, I noticed another camera.  This hotel definitely had more security.  And more space.  The doors were so far apart, I wondered what kind of room Charlene had gotten for us.
 
   Our room card opened the second door on the right side of the hall.  Decorated in neutral colors with black accents, the suits of rooms not only looked clean but smelled clean, too.  The door closed behind us with a click.  After one last swipe of his thumb, Emmitt released my hand.
 
   The light cream walls of the kitchenette flowed into main room where a fireplace danced with electric flames.  The leather sofa and oversized chair beckoned, but I hesitated to step from the dark laminate floor that ran from the entry door to the light carpet.  I didn’t want to leave dirty footprints.
 
   I noticed a bathroom through an open door to the right.  It was immaculately clean, and I stared in grateful appreciation.  Three times larger than the one at home, it had a glass corner shower with dual shower heads, a whirlpool tub big enough for two, and a heated towel rack.
 
   “I call dibs on the tub,” I whispered, half-reverently.
 
   Emmitt laughed but didn’t follow me as I drifted into the bathroom, flicking on the lights.  I moved to the tub and turned on the water.  Fluffy, white towels sat on the tub’s ledge along with a pair of white robes.
 
   When I saw the robe, I paused.  It struck a familiar chord, but I couldn’t place why.  Given the other crappy hotels, I was sure it hadn’t been because of them.  I continued staring at it.  Seeing it didn’t alarm me; it made me feel like I’d forgotten something important.
 
   Absently, I wandered from the bathroom, forgetting to worry about my feet as I looked around again.  Nothing in the kitchen or living area looked familiar, and I started to doubt the odd feeling I’d gotten.
 
   Emmitt, who sat on the sofa, lifted his head from his hands and watched me with a sad light in his gaze.  I crossed the carpet, sat beside him, and rested my head on his shoulder.
 
   “Don’t dwell on the past.  It doesn’t do any good.”
 
   He kissed my forehead.  “Go take your bath.”
 
   Reaching around him, I gave him a quick hug then got up to inspect the bedroom.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked with curiosity in his voice.
 
   “Just checking things out.  Something seemed familiar, and I can’t figure out why.”
 
   I moved to the doorway and froze.  The king-sized bed with a white down comforter dominated the room.  Two towels folded into swans faced each other at the end of the bed.  Their heads and necks formed a heart.  On the wall above the bed, a black, white, and brown abstract painting hung.  To the left, long black and brown patterned curtains dominated the wall.
 
   This was the room from the vision where I bit Emmitt.  My stomach dropped, and a blush consumed my face.  My stomach continued twisting nervously, and my heart gave a quick unsteady beat.
 
   “Are you okay?” Emmitt asked quietly from behind me.
 
   Startled, I jumped and turned.  “Yep.  Fine.  I’m going to rinse in the shower then take a nice long soak.  Let me know when the food’s here, okay?”  My gaze drifted to his throat briefly before I forced it back to his eyes.
 
   He tilted his head, probably trying to figure out what I wasn’t saying.  I just smiled nervously and moved to step around him.  He mirrored my move, blocking me.
 
   “Michelle, tell me.  What is it?  Should we leave?  Find another room?”  Concern etched his face.
 
   Despite my discomfort, I couldn’t let him worry.  I wrapped my arms around his waist and laid my head on his chest.  His heart beat strong and steady.  Mine still raced.
 
   “No.  The room is fine.  I just connected it with a vision I had.”
 
   “What was the vision about?”
 
   I made a face against his chest, not wanting to say anything, but knowing he’d think the worst, if I didn’t.
 
   “You and me.”  I pulled away, feeling nervous.  Then, the filter between my brain and my mouth broke.  Every thought that crossed my mind spilled from me unedited.
 
   “I don’t want to bite you.  I don’t care if it looked like you liked it or not.  It’s going to hurt you, and I just don’t think I can do it.  Not yet.”
 
   He quickly masked his shocked expression and didn’t try to stop me when I fled toward the bathroom.  I wasn’t nervous about being “engaged” to Emmitt.  The biting part scared me.  I’d bit Frank because I was angry and desperate.  I’d meant it to hurt him.  Granted it hadn’t, and all I had to show for it was the lingering taste of rotten soup in my mouth, but still...
 
   I glanced back at Emmitt just before I stepped into the bathroom.  He watched me with concern.  I’d put him through enough lately, and as I turned away, I wished I could take back my mental spill.
 
   I left the door ajar for comfort; I needed to be able to hear him moving around out there.  Though I wasn’t about to let myself dwell on the mistake I’d made when I’d opened the door for Frank, I wouldn’t soon forget the fear.
 
   The tub was at least halfway full, so I shut it off and moved to the shower.  I was about to peel off my clothes when I realized they were the only ones I had.  The hotel probably had a laundry service but what would they think of the blood that smattered my shirt?  I stepped out of my shorts, but kept the rest on as I ducked in under the spray.  First, I peeled off the shirt, cleaning it with shampoo until the bloodstains were gone.  Then I rinsed my under things.  I rung everything out and hung the clothes over the glass shower door.
 
   The water ran pink again when I washed my hair.  Would I really be Claiming Emmitt tonight with a head injury?  What kind of crazed person was I?  The word “tonight” echoed in my head.  I needed to think about something else.  I needed a toothbrush.
 
   I ran my fingers along my scalp to assess the damage.  Wincing at the sting of the shampoo, I determined the blood was from a scrape rather than a cut.  Relieved there wouldn’t be a need for stitches, I hurried to rinse.  Then I washed my mouth out with soap.
 
   Free of the blood and Frank’s lingering smell, I quickly moved to the tub and eased into the hot water.  When I started the jets, the water churned so much, the level rose to the rim.  I leaned back and sank down so it lapped at my chin.  Slowly, I began to relax.
 
   My mind drifted to everything Frank had said and the call with Blake.  Talking to Blake hadn’t been as helpful as I hoped.  Could I trust that he’d really given up on me for now?  I thought so.  At least, Frank’s comment about me not being the only one made it a possibility.  Yet, I wondered what “sisters” I had that Blake meant to find.  It disturbed me to think of another woman having to deal with Blake like I had as much as it frustrated me that I hadn’t gotten the answers I wanted.  I had a lot to share with the group when we got back, though.  Maybe some of them would have more insight.
 
   The water hadn’t even had time to cool when I heard a knock on the outer door.  I fumbled with the jets, turning them off, and listened.  Emmitt walked by the bathroom door.  I sunk low in the water, but he only pulled the door shut as he passed.
 
   I left the water as quietly as possible, grabbed a towel, and quickly dried off.  All the while, I strained to hear anything.  Was it too quiet out there?  I tossed on the robe, crept toward the door, and pressed my ear against its surface.
 
   “Food’s here.”
 
   I jumped at the sound of Emmitt’s voice directly on the other side of the door and yanked it open in time to catch his slight smirk.
 
   “Not funny.”  I pulled the belt tightly around my waist and flinched when my bruised stomach immediately protested.
 
   His expression grew serious, and he looked me over as I loosened the belt.  When his eyes lingered on the side of my head, I turned slightly to show him the scrape.
 
   “It’s not as bad as I thought,” I said turning to look at him again.  He wasn’t eyeing my head anymore, but the robe.  Too late, I realized what I’d done.  The vision had shown me in a robe.
 
   Before I could become more nervous, he indicated the food he’d set out on the kitchenette’s island.  His mother had ordered steaks topped with blue cheese, sides of mushrooms, and baked potatoes with the works.  There were three full meals.  My tender stomach rebelled at the thought of eating so much, but I knew it wasn’t all for me.  Emmitt needed more food due to the miles he’d covered.
 
   I settled on one of the stools, heard a clink, and looked down to see one of the meals already set in front of me.  I opened my mouth to argue, but Emmitt gave me a warning look.  Was I two-years-old, now?  Yet, I kept quiet about why I didn’t want to eat.
 
   The scrape on my head and marks on my wrists and ankles were enough for him to worry over.  I wasn’t about to give him a full inventory of my aches so he could dwell on each one.  He was already upset Frank had gotten me.  If he knew the extent of it, he’d just feel worse.
 
   We ate in silence.  I picked at the meal, eating a few bites from everything before pushing it away.  Emmitt reached for my plate, scraped it together with what was left of his second meal, then put the leftovers in the refrigerator.
 
   Hunger satisfied, I leaned against the counter, propped my head up with my hand, and fought to keep my eyes open.  Funny that I’d started out the day thinking it’d be boring when it’d been anything but boring.  Banged around, kidnapped, rescued, carried for miles, I needed sleep.  I yawned hugely and tried to smother it with my hand.  I wasn’t ready to go to the bedroom, yet.  No matter how tired I was, I couldn’t forget my vision.
 
   Emmitt noticed my yawn.  He had me up in his arms before I could blink.
 
   “I’m not tired,” I protested.  We both knew that was a lie.
 
   He looked down at me for a moment.  I gazed back, my fingers nervously plucking at the fabric of his shirt.  It had a small bloodstain on it, too.
 
   “Frank didn’t hurt you, did he?” I asked, feeling horrible for not asking sooner.
 
   He gave a pained laugh then leaned in to kiss me.  A light kiss.  He pulled back and searched my face, his expression bittersweet and sad.
 
   I didn’t want him to be sad.  We’d made it safely away from Frank, and we were together.  I pressed my hand against his shirt over the steady beat of his heart.  Together was what mattered.
 
   I slid a hand to the back of his neck and pulled him down for another kiss.  His lips feathered over mine, and I sighed, reassured.  It was too sweet to pull away even though my heart started to hammer and my face flushed.
 
   His lips moved over mine, hesitantly at first then more aggressively, as he held me in his arms.  He stole my breath with his passion, and his desperation caught fire in me.  I feathered my fingers through his short hair, while I explored the curve of his shoulder and ridges of his arm with my other hand.
 
   I barely noticed when he lay me down on the mattress.  I hadn’t even been aware we’d moved.  He continued kissing me, forearms braced on either side of me, careful not to hurt me further.  With my hands free, I tugged his shirt up to smooth my fingers over his stomach.
 
   I’d lost control over the situation.  Not that it mattered.  He was doing a wonderful job of taking me to that magical place where just the two of us existed.
 
   He smoothed a gentle hand over my hair then trailed his fingers down to toy with the sensitive skin of my neck.  Chills dances along my skin.  I broke away from his kiss to pant for a quick breath.  Before I could recapture his lips, he proceeded to kiss my brow, then my temple.
 
   The move brought the column of his throat close to my mouth.  I strained forward slightly and kissed him just below his jaw.  He froze above me, and fine tremors shook the bed.
 
   Something about him, about this, called to me.  I tentatively ran the tip of my tongue over his skin.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you,” I whispered, nipping his neck gently.
 
   He groaned in frustration.
 
   “It hurts to wait.” 
 
   Everything in my vision was happening just as I’d seen.  I didn’t hurry.  I continued to kiss and nip, slowly becoming the aggressor.  He groaned every time my teeth scraped his skin.  He kissed my collarbone and shoulder, giving me plenty of room.  Bursts of hot need filled me and pushed me closer to what he wanted, to what I wanted.  I finally understood biting him was about me making a choice.  And I chose him.
 
   I bit down firmly, just enough to break the skin.  The bite healed almost instantly.  I tenderly kissed where I’d bit him.  Mine.  He claimed my mouth in a searing kiss then pulled back.
 
   I studied his face, expecting to feel different.  My stomach flipped wildly as it always did when I looked at him, but as far as I could tell nothing fundamental had changed.  He looked relaxed and very pleased with himself.  A feeling of complete contentment washed over me.
 
   “Go to sleep, now,” he whispered, shifting me so I lay curled against his side.
 
   Exhaustion caught up with me, and my eyes closed against my will.  I frowned sleepily.  I wanted more kissing.
 
   He leaned over to place another kiss on my forehead.
 
   “I love you,” he murmured in my ear.
 
   I didn’t have the energy to respond.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 20
 
   I slowly became aware of Emmitt’s arm on my stomach.  Although it wasn’t extremely heavy, it did rest right on top of the bruised area.  I kept my eyes closed, wanting to go back to sleep.  If I could just move out from under him and then roll over, I’d probably sleep another hour.
 
   Carefully, I tried rolling away, hoping he’d feel it in his sleep and remove his arm.  My stomach cramped.  I cringed and gingerly settled onto my back again.
 
   “Might as well open them.”
 
   My eyes popped open at the sound of Emmitt’s voice.  Reclined on his side with his head propped in his right hand, he studied me.  He lifted his offending arm and ran his fingers over the skin of my stomach.  The skin of my stomach?  I let out a squeak.  I was supposed to be wearing a robe.
 
   I lifted my head to look, but doing so caused more pain in my already tender stomach.  I flopped back down, frowning at the ceiling.  Damn, that hurt.
 
   He’d used a bath towel over the robe to cover the important bits, exposing the rest of me.  I wanted to be offended, but I knew he’d only been checking me over for injuries.
 
   It wasn’t how I’d expected to wake up, but I didn’t mind.  I remembered what he said before I fell asleep.  He loved me.
 
   Turning on my pillow, I gave him a shy, sleepy smile.  I’d been so busy making sure I was covered, I hadn’t noticed his serious expression.  Was he still upset about my injuries?  I thought he’d gotten over it last night, after I bit him.  I blushed thinking of it.  My heart stuttered a beat.  Had I really Claimed Emmitt?
 
   “You lied to me.  You’re not fine.”  His fingers stroked my stomach again, just over the most tender part.  “How much pain are you in?”
 
   Ah, so that was it.  I looked down again, surprised to see an actual surface bruise.  I’d thought it more of a muscle pull.  I looked at my wrists.  They were tender but not as bad.  Given what I’d been through, I thought I was lucky.  When Frank had strapped me to the chair, I’d expected far worse.
 
   “Emmitt, I’ll live.  Don’t make a big deal out of this.”
 
   He said nothing as I modestly gathered the robe around myself, tied it, then tugged the towel out of the way.  Though I wanted to sit up, I knew better than to try.  Instead, I rolled to my side, facing him so he could see me, held my stomach with one arm, and used the other to boost myself up.  It wasn’t a pain free effort.  My stomach protested, and boosting hurt my wrist; but I withheld every twinge from my expression.
 
   Emmitt watched me closely from his reclined position, his expression growing more guarded by the moment.
 
   Maneuvering carefully, I turned away from him and eased my legs off the bed.  As I sat there, taking a small break, I noticed the time on the alarm clock beside the bed.
 
   “We need to get to the lawyer’s office.  How long will it take from here?”  I paused, looking around the room, remembering the long run.  “I don’t even know where we are.”
 
   “About thirty minutes,” he said getting up from the bed and moving to stand near me.  His continued guarded expression puzzled me.
 
   “Really, Emmitt, I’m fine,” I said to reassure him.  He didn’t look convinced so I leaned forward, ready to stand and prove it to him.
 
   He quickly offered his hand.  I clasped it and was glad for his help.  I hadn’t been aware of the number of stomach muscles used when standing.  If my stomach had felt tender lying there, it now felt like it’d been punched...repeatedly.
 
   He wrapped his arms around me and held me close as I waited for the pain to fade.  To distract him, I nipped his neck again.  He twitched then pulled back, shaking his head with a small, amused curl to his lips.
 
   With a tender look, he helped me to the bathroom.  He left me at the threshold without a word.  I closed the door and turned toward the mirror to assess what the reporter would see.  The girl in the mirror actually looked better than I felt.
 
   The light bruises on my wrists were easy to overlook, but the scattered bruising on my stomach wasn’t.  A shirt would cover it, though.  Even the injury on my head would be invisible thanks to my hair.  I ran my fingers through the tangles on the uninjured side but just smoothed the strands down on the injured side.  It was good enough for now.
 
   I brushed my teeth with the new toothbrush that waited for me on the counter then dressed in my freshly laundered clothes.  Emmitt must have been awake for a while to have everything ready for me.
 
   My stomach rumbled, and as I opened the door, I wondered if we’d have time to eat the leftovers.  It wasn’t meant to be.  The empty containers filled the small trashcan in the kitchenette, and Emmitt stood waiting for me.
 
   I studied Emmitt.  The blood on his shirt was gone too, but he still sported the rips I had noticed last night.  Going out in public like that would cause stares.
 
   “We’re going to need to get our things,” he said, noting the direction of my glance.
 
   I wrinkled my nose but knew he was right.  Our plane tickets were still there.
 
   “They dropped these off this morning,” he said, showing me a pair of black, slipper flats.  He didn’t let me take them, but went to a knee to help put them on so I wouldn’t need to bend.  The flats fit me well enough.
 
   He stood again.  “Ready?”
 
   “Just a second.”
 
   I walked back into the bedroom to make sure we weren’t forgetting anything.  Not much to forget since we’d arrived with just the clothes on our backs, but I still felt the need to check.  Maybe I simply needed to look at the room one more time.
 
   It was hard not to stare at the bed for a moment as the reality of what I’d done settled over me.  Engaged.  I didn’t really feel engaged.  Of all the different ways I’d imagined last night playing out after the bite, it had been completely different than I expected.
 
   I wondered when I’d feel something from Emmitt like Nana Wini had mentioned.  All I felt at the moment was my complete contentment.  I paused.  Was I really content?  A little.  But I felt nervous about meeting the lawyer, tired, and sore, too.  I missed my brothers and wanted to get back home.
 
   Emmitt stood in the doorway behind me, watching, and gave me a questioning look.  Understanding dawned, and I smiled at him in wonder.  It wasn’t my contentment I was feeling, but his.
 
   I moved to twine my fingers through his.  “I’m ready.”
 
   He kissed the back of my hand, and we left the room.
 
   The person at the front desk called a cab for us, and within minutes, we were making our way back to the old hotel.  I still worried Blake had lied on the phone and would be waiting either at the hotel or at the lawyer’s office.  I didn’t trust him after everything he’d done to me.
 
   The cab pulled up to the hotel’s drop off, and I eyed the building.  Everything looked normal from the outside, but I really didn’t want to go back in there.  Emmitt seemed to sense my concern and told me to wait in the cab while he ran in.  It was a nerve-racking wait.  I scanned the parking lot around us the whole time.  I caught the cabbie looking at me several times and figured I wasn’t being as casual about it as I’d hoped.  If I’d seen anything, I would have been yelling at the cabby to “go, go, go!” like in the movies.
 
   Thankfully, Emmitt returned before I had to do anything so drastic.  Grey and Carlos trailed behind him with their bags.  I couldn’t believe they had stayed in their old room.  What if Blake had come back?  I couldn’t say anything as they piled in.  The cabbie already looked ready to tell me to get out.
 
   Emmitt gave the driver the lawyer’s address as he handed me my slack bag.  He caught my look at the bag and shrugged.
 
   “There was nothing else worth taking.”
 
   I wondered what they’d done to our things and dejectedly faced forward.  I wanted to go back home.  I wanted Blake to leave me alone for good.  I wanted to see my brothers.  Above all, I wanted some time with Emmitt where we could just be normal.  Well, as normal as an engaged werewolf and human could be.
 
   With Emmitt beside me, I calmed slightly, and we rode in silence to our next stop.
 
   The news crew waited outside the lawyer’s office.  Carlos and Grey hung back, looking like personal bodyguards.  In a way, I guessed that they were.
 
   After the reporter introduced herself, we started talking about my sudden fortune and the cause of it.  I had to look appropriately upset since Richard had passed away scarcely a month ago.  Thankfully, that topic was short-lived.  They recorded most of our conversation, but I knew they’d edit the heck out of it to make it news worthy.
 
   I answered as many questions as I could; and by the time we needed to go in, I’d committed to a charity and an amount.  Though I invited the reporter to come inside with us, she declined.  She already had the information she needed from the copy of the will she’d acquired and our talk.
 
   Trepidation filled me as I watched her walked away.  If the news crew left, were we still safe?  Emmitt gently put a hand at the small of my back, a touch of reassurance.  So, I smiled and waved as they departed.
 
   When we walked inside, the posh reception area reminded me of Richard’s home office.  The woman behind a glossy counter looked up at us with a friendly expression.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   “I’m here to see Mr. Nolan.”
 
   “Michelle?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She glanced at the four of us as if not sure what to do with such a large group.  “Please have a seat.”
 
   She picked up the phone and dialed.  As she spoke softly, Grey winked at her, a slow lowering of an eyelid accompanied by a slight teasing smile.  She paused mid-sentence, obviously having lost her train of thought.  I hid a smile behind my hand as she struggled to maintain her end of the conversation.
 
   A moment later, she moved to lead us into Mr. Nolan’s office.  Grey and Carlos stayed behind in the sitting area.  I shot Grey a quick look, hoping he would behave.
 
   When Emmitt and I walked in, Mr. Nolan stood and greeted each of us with a firm handshake.  The decor in his office was more down to earth than the reception area.  Pictures of his family, including grandkids, perched all over the shelves and desk.
 
   I didn’t see Blake and glanced at Emmitt.  He seemed completely relaxed.  Could Blake have been telling the truth?  Was I getting a reprieve?  At what cost, though?  His comment about parting ways for now, and Frank’s comment about getting my sisters worried me.  If they were shifting their focus from me to some other poor unsuspecting girls, I’d rather they just stayed chasing me.  After all, I had Emmitt.  Who knows what the other girls would have for protection.
 
   “Thank you for coming, Ms. Daniels.  I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but the reading is just an unnecessary formality.  Everything is already in order.”  He indicated we should have a seat and moved to take his own seat.  “I have to admit the only reason I asked to meet was because Mr. Torrin wanted this meeting.  I’ve worked with him in the past in conjunction with some of Mr. Daniels’ interests and know Mr. Torrin can be a bit insistent.  So I’m surprised he’s not here.”
 
   “He’s not coming?” I asked.
 
   “No, he called yesterday afternoon to say he wouldn’t be able to make it.  He wanted to reschedule, but I said we were already committed to this time.”
 
   The lawyer didn’t read the will but did go over some of the details and some additional information Richard had shared with him before his death.  He took his time explaining everything to me and provided some referrals to investors I might want to try.  I smiled politely and accepted the information though I had no plans to use it.  I wasn’t concerned about investing because of my premonitions.
 
   As it stood, my net value was ridiculous.  He helped me setup two trusts, one for the werewolves and one for my brothers.  If anything happened to me, the money wouldn’t be easy for someone else to obtain.
 
   Several hours later, he walked us to the lobby and shook our hands again.
 
   “If you have any questions, big or small, and call me.  I’ll be happy to help.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Nolan.”
 
   He nodded and went back to his office as the receptionist called us another cab.
 
   While we waited outside, my tender stomach grumbled.
 
   “Hungry?” Emmitt asked.
 
   “More homesick than hungry.  Can we just go straight to the airport and see if we can get an earlier flight?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   The cab pulled up, and he opened the door for me.  I carefully slid in, trying not to strain my bruised stomach.
 
   Emmitt waited until I was settled before climbing in next to me.  Both he and Carlos tried not to crowd me.
 
   The complete contentment I’d felt this morning was still there, but something else was creeping in.  It wasn’t quite worry but close.  That, on top of Emmitt’s continued reserved behavior, worried me.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked as we drove toward the airport.
 
   For the most part, the cab driver ignored us.  Grey, however, swiveled in his seat to look back at us, a mischievous glint in his eyes.  I ignored him and focused on Emmitt, pretending we were alone.
 
   Emmitt glanced at me and shrugged.
 
   I slipped my hand into his and leaned against him.  “Is this something I have to figure out for myself?  Because, if it is, I have to say it will be awhile.  I’m fried.  I just want to get home and be with you, my brothers, and...well, my family.”
 
   I felt him smile as he leaned down to kiss the top of my head.
 
   “Nothing’s wrong.”
 
   I looked up at him.  “Are you feeling neglected?  Like it was a bite and run?”
 
   Grey howled with laughter in the front seat.  Carlos calmly told him to turn around or else.  It was the most I heard Carlos say the whole trip.  Carlos acted more like I thought an Elder should act than Grey.
 
   Meanwhile, Emmitt rolled his eyes and gave a slightly pained grin.
 
   “No.”  He ran thumb over the back of my hand.  “I’m just worried about you.”
 
   I gave him a reassuring smile.  “I’m here.  I’m fine.” 
 
   I pulled his head down and gave him a long kiss to show him.  When I pulled back, I noticed his teeth were starting to extend.
 
   “Enough of that, I think,” I said.
 
   He nodded reluctantly, flicking a glance at the driver and the quietly grinning Grey.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   The airport hadn’t yet fully come to life.  Inquiring at the desk, we found a flight leaving in an hour that had four open seats.  We booked the flight and checked in so we could look for somewhere to eat within the terminal.
 
   We found a restaurant by following our noses.  Both Emmitt and Grey were practically drooling as we crowded into a booth.  Grey slid in first and patted the seat next to him while looking at Carlos.
 
   “Come here, honey,” he said with a laugh.
 
   Carlos sighed tolerantly and sat down.
 
   I wondered about their story.  Though Grey teased about being a couple, I didn’t think they were.  It seemed like he enjoyed tormenting Carlos, and Carlos put up with it.
 
   I sat across from Grey and shook my head as he and Emmitt both reached for a menu.  This was probably the longest I’d seen Emmitt go without eating.
 
   Looking over the menu, I debated what to try.  With the ache in my middle, I wasn’t sure how much I’d be able to eat.  I settled for a BLT with fries.  Emmitt, as usual, went big and ordered two half-pound burgers.  The server thought he was kidding until Grey and Carlos asked for the same.
 
   I waited until the server walked away then asked something I had been wondering since Emmitt burst into Frank’s hotel room.
 
   “So how did you find me?”
 
   “Your blood,” Emmitt said softly.  His gaze turned troubled again, and I squeezed his hand.
 
   Grey took up the story.  “It was on your room’s door.  We followed the scent trail out the side door.  From there, we picked up the scent of the car.  They had eyes watching the route, and we ran into a bit of trouble that slowed us down.”
 
   “How many?”  If Blake had taken men to the Compound, how many had he left here?
 
   “Enough,” Grey answered vaguely.  “Not too much for Carlos here to handle.”  Grey nudged the other man with a grin.  Carlos didn’t answer.  Instead, he turned to look at the baseball game on the television.
 
   “Thank you,” I said to both of them.  Carlos surprised me by meeting my eyes and nodding.
 
   The server brought us our bill just in time for us to pay and walk back for boarding.  I sat between Carlos and Emmitt again.  In addition to feeling squished, I felt safe.
 
   The flight was short, but the layover at the connecting airport made up for it.  Needing to kill three hours, Emmitt suggested we find somewhere to eat, again.  Grey agreed and Carlos gave a shrug.
 
   “That’s fine with me, but I want to check in with Liam and Aden first.”
 
   They waited in a quiet area with me while I made the call.  My brothers were having a blast with Henry and Paul and didn’t sound like they’d been aware of any attempts.
 
   Content they were safe, I told my brothers I would see them soon.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 21
 
   Four hours later, we were back in the car Carlos had driven to the airport.  Emmitt and I had the backseat to ourselves.  We didn’t say much.  He sat next to me with an arm around my shoulder.  I relaxed into him and watched the trees and fields zip by.
 
   I was excited to be going back home.  Well, to the Compound, anyway.
 
   When we finally pulled into the long driveway, I leaned forward to watch for the break in the trees.  The sight of my brothers, waiting at the door for us, made my throat tight.  I’d missed them more than I realized.  Mary, George, Henry, and Paul stood just behind them, hands on their shoulders to keep them from running toward us as Carlos parked.
 
   I rushed from the car, ignoring Emmitt’s soft laugh, and squatted down in front of the boys to hug them tightly.  They clasped me in return and started to tell me about their adventures.  I encouraged them to head inside as I listened.  I didn’t like standing out in the open when I didn’t know Blake’s whereabouts.
 
   Thomas and Charlene waited just inside for us.  Emmitt moved to the side to speak to them.  I didn’t hear everything but did catch Thomas say something about scenting my Claim, and I started to blush.  Liam noticed but didn’t say anything.
 
   I smiled at Aden as he continued to tell me about the water balloon fight they had with Paul and Henry.  He was quick to add that the water fight had been before Mary told them they had to pick inside games.  Poor guys.
 
   When the boys stopped to breathe, Paul and Henry asked if Liam and Aden could have another sleepover.  All four looked at me with puppy eyes.  I was in no shape to disagree.  Aden’s energetic hug had pulled my hair and tugged at my wound.  I did miss them and knew they missed me, too, but another sleepover was a good idea.  My still sore stomach needed rest, and I had a lot to discuss with Charlene and Thomas.  So I nodded, and my brothers immediately started to tug Paul and Henry away.
 
   As soon as the boys left, both Charlene and Thomas moved toward me with huge smiles on their faces.
 
   “Welcome to the family,” Charlene said, excitement lacing her voice.  I was glad she refrained from hugging me.  I didn’t need a visit to the white room at the moment.
 
   “Thank you.  Can we talk?”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want to rest first?” Charlene asked.  She knew what I’d been through.
 
   “No, there’s a lot I need to share, and I don’t know how much time...”  I didn’t want to say too much more in the open but they needed to know what Blake said and that there was a potential he could return.
 
   “All right,” Thomas said.  “Nana Wini is already waiting.”
 
   As we made our way to the meeting room, Emmitt ran ahead to drop off our bags.  When he returned, he had a sweatshirt for me.  I didn’t know how he’d known I was getting cold but appreciated that he did.  He claimed a quick kiss when he handed it to me.  Holding hands, we walked into the meeting room.
 
   Nana Wini sat at the table.  I eased myself onto the chair beside her and tried not to wince at the tenderness in my stomach, a pointless effort since everyone in the room watched me closely.
 
   “What happened to you?  I can smell blood,” Nana said, concerned.
 
   “I ran into a door.”  I smirked at being able to use that line.  No one in the room appreciated my humor.  I cleared my throat and looked at Thomas.
 
   “Thank you for keeping Liam and Aden safe.  Frank admitted Blake attempted to get them back.”  I glanced at Nana Wini.  “I’m guessing Frank followed us here and called Blake.  I think Blake was on his way here while we were going to him.  Anyway, when we got to Wisconsin,” I gently massaged my head, remembering, “I got a visit from Frank.  He’s the reason I ran into a door.  He took me to another hotel and started saying some weird things...like I was just one piece of a huge puzzle and that they would start with me but get all of my sisters.”
 
   “You have sisters?” Nana Wini asked.
 
   “No, I don’t.  I think he means women like me—us.”  I met Charlene’s eyes.  “I’ve been having visions of other women.  So far, there seems to be five of us total.  I’m guessing each of us has a unique ability.  One of the women seemed to have a calming effect on the crowd around her.  The other two were harder to tell.”  I paused, thinking.  “Does Gabby have any special abilities?”
 
   “She’s told Sam about an unusual pull she has on human men.  According to Sam, they appear to be very attracted to her.  Yet, our men don’t seem any more or less attracted to her because of it,” Charlene said.
 
   If I had premonitions, Charlene could control minds, and the redhead could influence people emotions, I didn’t see how being exceptionally attractive qualified as a special ability.
 
   “Hmm.  My abilities changed when I met Emmitt and again when I met you.  You said yours first changed when you Claimed Thomas.  Maybe hers will manifest when she’s with her Mate?”
 
   Nana Wini spoke up.  “She found her Mate but isn’t acknowledging him.  We’ll have to keep an eye on the situation.”
 
   “What happened when you met me?” Charlene asked, circling back to what I’d said.
 
   “Well, it wasn’t exactly when we met but when we first touched.  Before meeting any of you, my premonitions were about the stock markets.  When I met Emmitt, I started to see people.  Women.  But when I first touched you, I was transported to another place.  It was like a white nothing filled with monitors.  Each monitor had an image of one of us, women with power.  Around us, there were always werewolves.  Somehow, we’re in the middle of them.  I wasn’t able to study the images before I was pulled out of that place.”
 
   “When I let go,” Charlene said, nodding.  “It makes sense.  I seem to enhance Thomas’s ability as pack leader through our mental link.  Perhaps I enhance yours when we touch.”
 
   “Maybe,” I said.  “I did notice something else important, I think.  The images I’ve seen played out when touching Emmitt are the same ones in that room.  I’m thinking that’s my source.  And I’m still not clear why I don’t see a vision every time I’m with Emmitt.”  There was a lot I wasn’t clear about, actually.
 
   “To be safe, we need to warn Gabby about Blake and his men,” I said.  “And I think we need to look for the others like us.  I don’t want any of them to have to deal with Frank or Blake on their own.”
 
   Emmitt reached over and clasped my hand.  I smiled at him reassuringly, not wanting him to think I was blaming him.
 
   “Did Frank say anything more about the puzzle?  What he meant?” Nana Wini asked.
 
   “No.  Nothing clear, anyway.  He said they were going to stop this cycle so a judgment would be made.  He was talking about Urbat, making it sound like it was another type of werewolf.”
 
   Everyone sat quietly for a few moments, each lost in their own thoughts.
 
   Finally, Nana Wini spoke up.  “I’ve let Sam know about the possible danger.  Gabby has made arrangements for college, which will be starting soon.  Sam is working on how to keep her safe.”  She looked toward Thomas.  “We’re going to accept Joshua’s request.  We can use his help.”
 
   “Who’s Joshua?” I asked.
 
   “He’s the candidate for becoming an Elder.”
 
   “Isn’t he the one you can’t read clearly?”
 
   Nana and Sam both nodded.  They were taking a risk bringing him over.  If he wasn’t true with his intent to help the pack, taking the oath could kill him.  But if he was, perhaps his unique ability could better protect Gabby.
 
   “It’s time to expand,” Thomas said.  “Tomorrow, you and your family can go back home.  We’ll be sending six members with you, including Grey.  With two elders and eight members, you’ll be as safe as here.”
 
   I was torn.  It felt like he was pushing us out.  There’d just been attacks on the Compound, but he didn’t seem overly concerned about it.  At least, not as much as I was.  I wondered why.
 
   “How many came when we were gone?” I asked.
 
   “It was always a solitary man.  He was quick to run when we spotted him.”
 
   That explained why they thought it safe.  One against ten did seem like safe enough odds.
 
   “There are more than that.  In the four years Blake kept me, I sat through dinner once a month with ten of his men.  I don’t remember seeing the same face twice.”  Charlene looked shocked.  “I don’t think we should leave.  I think this is the safest place, and I think we should get Gabby here, too.”
 
   Nana Wini shook her head.  “Sam’s afraid she’ll run if he presses her.  She’s in denial right now.  We’ll have to trust him and her Mate to keep her safe.  Joshua is willing to move near her, too.”
 
   “If you’re right about us being targets, wouldn’t it be better to split up?  We have some money set aside that we can use to add security to the Montana Compound,” Charlene offered.
 
   I felt like palm-smacking my forehead.  We didn’t need to be trapped in one location for protection.
 
   “You’re right about the security.”  I stood up and met four puzzled sets of eyes.  “Make plans for us to leave tomorrow.  I have some calls to make.  Emmitt, tell your parents the good news.”
 
   I left the room after he smiled in understanding.  His parents had plenty of money to access, and so did I.  We wouldn’t be going back to a vulnerable home.  Time to take the lawyer up on his offer.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   We left early the next morning.  Emmitt drove the new SUV we’d picked up.  Mary, Gregory, Paul, and Henry had packed their car overnight and now followed us.  Nana Wini, Jim, Grey, and Carlos finished out the convoy.  It looked like we’d have a full house when we got back.  Except this time, the idea of more people excited me.
 
   During the drive, the boys told us everything they planned to do with Paul and Henry once we got home.  When they asked where the two older boys would sleep, I knew they were hinting for another sleepover.
 
   Emmitt explained that Mary and Gregory where staying with Nana Wini while we all worked to get an apartment ready for them.  Their boys would stay with Jim, and Carlos and Grey would stay in Emmitt’s place.
 
   Emmitt gave me puppy eyes and asked if he could sleep on our couch.
 
   I could feel Liam’s eyes on me.  “What do you two think?” I asked, turning in my seat.
 
   They both nodded without hesitation then started talking about Paul and Henry again.  When they ran out of ideas to share, we spent the rest of the ride playing car games.
 
   The familiar mailbox and the crunch of gravel under our tires filled me with as much anxiety as it did relief.  But I didn’t need to worry.  The house looked just the same as we’d left it.  I opened my car door with a sigh.  Home.
 
   Nana and Jim stood close as the boys jumped out.  Aden glanced at the swing set as Emmitt grabbed our bags.  After such a long ride, I knew my brothers wanted to play.  However, I didn’t feel as safe here as I once had.  My eyes skimmed over the treeline, remembering how Frank and his friend had stepped out.
 
   I was ready to suggest inside play, but Paul spoke before I said anything.
 
   “Do you think you could show us around again, Liam?”
 
   “Yeah, we didn’t spend that much time inside last time we were here,” Henry said.  “Do you think we’ll get the apartment right below yours?”
 
   Aden nodded eagerly and grabbed Henry’s hand to start tugging him toward the house, explaining that he wanted to show the two older boys Liam and his room so they could plan where to sleep in their new apartment.  The four raced inside.  Crisis diverted, I followed at a normal pace.
 
   When I reached the apartment, I saw Emmitt already had blankets and a pillow on the couch.  I walked into my bedroom, saw his bag at the bottom of my closet, and grinned.  Since Paul and Henry had my brothers occupied, I went back downstairs to see if Grey and Carlos needed any help moving into Emmitt’s place.
 
   That night, the boys and I said good night to Emmitt on the couch and went to our own rooms.  After everything that happened, I had a hard time closing my eyes as I listened to the familiar sounds of the house.
 
   My door silently opened, and I sat up with wide eyes.
 
   “It’s just me,” Emmitt said softly.
 
   I let out a sigh of relief and pulled back the covers.  I should have known staying on the couch would only last until the boys fell asleep.
 
   Before the boys woke, he was back on the couch.
 
   *    *    *    *
 
   Within a week, the apartment building was fully equipped with state of the art security, including cameras outside each of the apartment doors.  Floodlights, installed in the yard, turned on when triggered by any of the new sensors on the property or by a switch within the house.  In addition to the latest technology, we also had our resident werewolves’ instincts.  We wouldn’t be taken unaware.  I just hoped we wouldn’t be outnumbered.
 
   Saturday morning, I woke with a stretch and smiled at Emmitt.  He leaned over to give me a kiss, and it dawned on me that I was overdue for a premonition.  Pulling back from him, I stared in confusion and tried to think back.  I hadn’t had one since I’d Claimed him.
 
   “What is it?” he asked watching me.
 
   “I haven’t had a stock market premonition since before the trip.  Since I Claimed you.”
 
   “Does that bother you?”
 
   “I’m glad they’re gone, but I can’t help but wonder why.”
 
   We talked about the different possibilities but really had no clear idea what it meant.  I wished I knew how my premonitions worked, but I didn’t worry about it too much.  I had other things on my mind.
 
   “So, I was thinking...”
 
   He leaned over me to kiss my neck.  “About something good, I hope.”
 
   “Depends.  I was thinking about all this sneaking we’re doing.  It makes me uncomfortable.  I don’t want the boys to catch us and start asking questions.”
 
   Emmitt pulled back to look at me.
 
   I tugged the hem of his shirt up to slip my hands underneath.  “I was wondering if we could set a date.”
 
   The wicked grin on his face spoke volumes.  “Now’s good.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, guessing what he’d been referring to.
 
   “Not for that,” I said.
 
   “You have me confused.  Again.”
 
   “That’s because you’re focused on the physical side of our relationship.”  I grinned up at him.
 
   “Is there something else?”
 
   “How about a wedding?”
 
   He crushed me in a hug while laughing loudly.  “Is that what we’re waiting for?  How soon can we get married?”  He didn’t wait for me to answer but kissed me soundly.
 
   “You’re still thinking about Mating,” I accused after I was breathless.
 
   “No.  I’m thinking about forever with you.”
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
   I sat on the couch folding last minute laundry the day before Thanksgiving.  Both the boys sat at the kitchen island egging Emmitt on as he flipped pancakes high into the air, just barely missing the ceiling.
 
   “After breakfast, can we go down by Nana?” Aden asked.
 
   Liam and Aden loved being homeschooled by Nana Wini.  They usually spent the morning with her and the afternoon at Aunt Mary and Uncle Gregory’s to play with Paul and Henry.  But I knew he wasn’t asking to go down for his lessons.  He wanted to find Jim.
 
   “I don’t think so, buddy.  We need to finish packing so we can see Grandma Char,” Emmitt said.
 
   Aden’s face fell.
 
   Jim’s continued absence from breakfast disappointed the boys.  And it wasn’t packing that kept the boys from Jim.  Earlier in the month, Jim had made a trip to the Compound with Emmitt’s bike.  While there, it had disappeared.  The boys didn’t know that Jim stayed away out of guilt for loosing Emmitt’s motorcycle, even though Emmitt didn’t blame him.  Well, not much.  Jim had borrowed the bike without asking.  Again.
 
   "Maybe Uncle Grey can help you pack,” I said.  My brothers grinned.
 
   The boys now knew all about the other members of our house.  Shortly after we’d returned, Grey had taken it upon himself to introduce them to the secret world of furry fun by shifting in front of them and offering werewolf rides.  Neither boy had even flinched.  Instead, Aden had called for Jim and insisted he turn into a dog so they could race.  Jim willingly obliged and lost to Grey by a lap.  Liam had been elated.
 
   Having so many people around to help with the boys freed up my time for wedding planning since Emmitt and I had set the date for just before Christmas.  I’d finally managed booked the venue.  It was a big place with plenty of room for Emmitt’s very extended family—the whole pack.
 
   The phone rang, and I turned away from Emmitt’s show to answer.  Since it was so early, I thought it might be Emmitt’s mom with some final details.  We planned to leave later in the day to head up to the Compound.  Charlene was organizing a huge Thanksgiving feast, and I couldn’t wait to start cooking.  Feeding a hungry werewolf was gratifying.
 
   “Hello?” I said, answering.
 
   “Michelle, something’s going on with Gabby,” Sam said.  “We need you to come early.  How soon can you be on the road?”.
 
   “We’re almost finished packing.  What’s going on, Sam?”
 
   Emmitt glanced at me from across the room, and I shook my head at him.  Nothing for him to worry about...yet.
 
   “She’s asking questions about having more than one Mate and if there’s another werewolf species.  I think she’s figured out more but isn’t saying anything.”
 
   I hesitated, recalling my time with Frank.  He’d talked about Urbat as if it’d been some other kind of werewolf.  Could it be possible?  Was there another species out there that Emmitt and his kind were not aware of?  If so, how did Gabby play into it?
 
   “Have you asked her about it?”
 
   The line was quiet for several moments.  “She’s mad at me.  I could ask her, but I don’t think she’ll answer.”
 
   I knew why he wanted me, then.  It was time to meet the elusive Gabby.  From what Emmitt told me, she sounded like an interesting and determined person.
 
   “We’ll be there before dinner.”
 
   I hung up the phone and nibbled at my nail.  I’d thought our lives were settling down.  What did it mean that Gabby was starting to ask these questions now?
 
   “Everything okay, hun?” Emmitt asked.
 
   “Da,” Aden interrupted, “Can you cut my pancakes?”
 
   “Everything’s just fine, Da,” I said, stressing his newly acquired title.
 
   It was as if Richard had never been.  It saddened me a little that my brothers wouldn’t have any happy memories of either parent, but I would make sure they knew how much our mom and Richard had loved them.
 
   “Just a minute, bud,” Emmitt said to Aden.  Liam reached over to help Aden with his pancake as Emmitt walked over to where I stood, still by the phone.  He wrapped me in a huge hug.
 
   A girl—a young woman, really—stood inside an office by the door, head bowed, waiting.  Her bleached hair obscured most of her pale face.  Still, I felt I knew her.
 
   Her head snapped up, tilted, listening, her gaze unfocused.  While her coloring screamed albino, her eyes said something else.  The dark irises almost matched her pupils.
 
   “Is he angry?” she whispered.
 
   I looked around the room.  We were alone.  I tried speaking but couldn’t make any noise.  Surely, she couldn’t see me.
 
   “No, you can go,” she said to the room as she smoothed back her hair and walked to the desk, her steps measured.  I watched her move and knew she was blind.
 
   The door flew open as she smiled and said, “Welcome home, Papa.  Did you find them?”
 
   Blake scowled at the girl but walked up to her and kissed her lightly on the forehead, his actions contradicting his expression.
 
   “Yes.  But, your sisters are not as reasonable as you are.”
 
   I gasped, pulling myself from the vision.
 
   “Are you sure everything’s okay?” Emmitt said, drawing back from me.
 
   “Maybe not.”
 
   I laid my head on his shoulder, and he held me close.  His hand soothed my back.
 
   Though I no longer received premonitions about the stock market, the visions of the other women like me hadn’t stopped.  They happened fairly often now, always when I touched Emmitt.
 
   I’d learned a little more about the women, my sisters, but not much.  So far, five of us starred in the visions.  Some visions were just little snapshots of day-to-day things, like washing dishes or walking somewhere, while a few detailed events that I didn’t understand.  I shared those with Grey and Nana, hoping they could explain.
 
   This woman was new.  A sixth.
 
   “He’s got another girl, like me,” I said softly so the boys wouldn’t hear.  “Funny that I get this premonition right after Sam calls to say we need to head to your parents early.”  I lifted my head and met his eyes.  “I told Sam we’d be there before dinner, but I think we should leave now.”
 
   He nodded, gave me a quick kiss, and went to the door.  “We’re leaving in ten minutes,” he called into the hallway.  He didn’t raise his voice or use a serious tone, but I knew it wouldn’t matter.  The others would be ready.
 
   Both boys looked up from their plates, and he smiled at them.
 
   “Race time,” he said.  “You two finish eating.  Who do you want to finish packing for you?”
 
   “Grey!” they both called.
 
   I laughed, shook my head, and tried really hard not to feel the gnawing worry in the pit of my stomach.


 
   
 
  




 
   Author’s Note
 
    
 
   I’ve enjoyed sharing Michelle’s story with you and would love to know how I’m doing.  Ratings and reviews are a great way to applaud (or boo) an author.  Please consider leaving your thoughts for others and tossing me a rose or two (tomatoes are welcome, too!) on any of the retailer sites where my titles are found, or on goodreads.com.
 
    
 
   For more information regarding other titles, please visit my website http://melissahaag.com.  I’d love to hear from you!
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