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Cassie

My mother smiled as she died. 

I'll never forgive her for that. 

She knew she was leaving me alone in this world at only six years old, and she didn't even warn me what was coming. I guess she didn't want to see the pain in my eyes. She'd rather save herself the explanations. She left this world with a smile, and that left me so confused.

I didn't understand where they took me. I couldn't comprehend why no one ever came for me. For years, they tried to tell me no one was coming, but I refused to believe it. Day after day, I sat by the window, waiting. But nobody ever came.

The New York foster care system wasn't ideal for a rebellious girl who refused to follow orders she didn't understand. Soon after turning fifteen, my last foster mother, a good person but with outdated ideas, caught me kissing a girl from class. She threw me out, said the system would take care of me now.

What bullshit. By that age, I knew damn well no one was going to take care of me. Not even the girl I'd been kissing would let me stay at her place that night, scared her parents would find out what happened.

Right then, I realized my options were limited. Survive on my own or die. Nothing else out there for me. So I chose to ignore the foster system and fly solo. Started stealing, lying, doing whatever it took to eat. I understood I only had myself to rely on, that I couldn't trust anyone. They always lied to me. Every person who was supposed to protect me had abandoned me. Maybe I was too broken and they wanted to save themselves the trouble of telling me how fucked up I was.

I traveled south any way I could, lived in different places, always running from the scum trying to rob or rape me. I found dinner in dumpsters or by shoplifting from markets.

Just when I thought I couldn't be more screwed, when I couldn't take anymore, something strange happened. My temper started shifting, I got angry over nothing and my strength increased like crazy, which came in real handy for surviving on the streets.

And then, on the first full moon after I turned sixteen, I changed. I couldn't believe it. I was a goddamn wolf. But not some little wolf, a massive fucking wolf. Hell, I was huge. I remember catching my reflection in a store window and for the first time ever, I saw myself as beautiful.

I ran aimlessly under the moon, just for the joy of running. Part of me was euphoric. I'd never imagined so much power, so much freedom. But something in me recalled that maybe my mother knew what I was. Maybe she knew I was a monster and that's why she smiled as she died. She was glad to leave me, to never have to deal with me again.

I suppose I'll never know. I was only six years old, would I have even understood? 

***
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The scent of the burger I just stole from a nearby restaurant fills the air. I haven't eaten in two days and to me, this is the greatest feast. I sit by some dumpsters in a dark alley, away from prying eyes, sniffing my dinner and anticipating its taste when two men approach.

Their hoodie pulled up over their heads, they glance around nervously. I've spent enough time on the streets to know they're not here to chat.

"Aren't you a bit lonely in this alley?" one of them spits, flashing yellowish teeth with poor hygiene.

I choose not to answer, but I don't like the look he shoots his buddy. More than once I've considered leaving this city, the drug problem is getting worse and I run into scum like this too often.

"I think you need some company," he adds, unzipping his pants.

I let out a long sigh. I'd rather avoid a direct confrontation and enjoy my meal in peace. I try not to get into any trouble that might hint at what I am, but I'm not about to just sit here and let them abuse me either.

"She's kinda skinny," his friend grumbles, looking me up and down with disdain.

"You can just watch if you want," the first one laughs, stepping right in front of me and starting to pull his pants down.

I try to stay calm, but those sensations that are becoming familiar emerge again. A moment of confusion, a feeling of infinite rage, the intense, almost unbearable pain. And the sense of power.

It only lasts a few seconds, but before I know it, I've turned into that she-wolf I both love and fear. The one who keeps me safe on the streets, though I'm terrified to consider the consequences of her actions.

I can barely control myself and my attacker is up against the wall, my teeth ripping into his arm, blood running down my throat. His scream of agony tears through the air and suddenly, a powerful force grabs me by the scruff like I'm no more than an abandoned puppy and throws me to the ground.

Disoriented, I growl. It's not a full moon, I'm not at my maximum strength, but still, this has never happened before. I yelp in pain on the ground, shifting back to human form to see the most beautiful girl I've ever laid eyes on standing over me.

"Who the fuck are you?" I ask, baffled.

Her menacing red eyes turn a stunning, intense blue. Her hair frames her face like she just stepped out of a shampoo commercial. For a moment, I forget the pain. Heart racing, I can only stare at this girl glaring at me like I'm the aggressor, not the victim.

I barely notice the guy with her. He says something to my attackers and they slink away, battered.

"At least cover up," she orders, tossing me the jacket I'd left by one of the dumpsters. "That's the bad thing about wolves, every time you transform you think the rest of us want to see you naked."

"Who are you?" asks the brown-haired, gray-eyed guy who seems nicer than this bitch.

"Why the fuck do you care?"

"Answer me!" the girl demands.

"Because you say so, asshole."

"I can rip your head off before you even have time to change," she threatens, her eyes flashing red for a second.

I look away, considering that she might actually be able to do it, when the guy interrupts my thoughts.

"Moon, you're not with your death squad right now. We don't want to cause an incident between species. Please, calm down," he whispers, taking her elbow.

Luckily, her eyes turn blue again and she gets a more relaxed look. Good thing the guy seems able to calm her down, because damn, this bitch has a temper.

"We got off on the wrong foot. I'm Trevor," he says, extending his hand in greeting. "Your name is?"

"Cassie," I mutter through clenched teeth.

"What clan are you from?" she asks.

"I don't know what the fuck you're talking about."

"You can't come into my city and attack humans. What clan are you from?" she insists, and I'm starting to think she's a dangerous lunatic.

"I apologize. This is Moon and sometimes she doesn't control her strength. Or her temper," explains Trevor, who I like way better than crazy girl.

"She must identify herself, it's the rules."

"Moon, this girl is confused. Either you hit her too hard or she really has no idea what clan she belongs to. She doesn't even know what a clan is," the guy says quietly.

Moon, what a pretty name for a crazy girl who can't control herself.

"Are you sure about that?" Moon presses.

"Completely sure. Wolves' minds aren't hard to read, but hers seems more human than wolf. I don't think she's even aware of what she is," he shrugs, like he's trying to apologize to her.

"You're coming with us," crazy girl announces. "And don't do anything stupid if you want to stay alive," she adds.

"Because you say so," I protest.

"By the power vested in me by the City Guardian, you're under arrest," she declares suddenly with an icy glare.

"Did she escape from a loony bin?" I ask Trevor under my breath, jerking my chin towards the bitch trying to arrest me.

"Come on, Moon. Let's chill. They were going to rape her, they probably deserved us being a couple minutes late so they'd get what they had coming. I think you're being a little dramatic. I already wiped their memories, they won't remember what they saw," he says, grabbing Moon by the elbow.

"We don't know what else she can do or what she's already done. She's under arrest until we return her to her clan," she insists.

I stare at them, confused, and try to resist. I have no clue what this chick is talking about. But those gorgeous blue eyes turn red again and quickly convince me it's best not to argue.

"You live here?" I ask, baffled, as we enter a mansion like you only see in movies.

I only get a grunt in response, but soon they dump me in a cell in the basement of the huge house. When the metal door slams shut in front of me, I realize how screwed I am.

"Hey, you!" I yell. "I want a lawyer!"

Trevor and Moon, the crazy one, exchange a puzzled look. She rolls her eyes, shaking her head, but luckily, the guy approaches me and speaks in a kind tone.

"Try to remember what clan you belong to. That would be easiest, then we can call your alpha to come get you and you all can sort it out amongst yourselves. We have nothing against wolves, but we can't have you running loose in our city. Understand?"

"It's not your city. This is a free country and I can go where I damn well please," I complain.

"Every species, every clan, every family, has a well-defined territory. It's been that way for the last hundred years and has prevented new wars. This is Moon's family's territory, it doesn't belong to wolves."

"Damn, what's with you and the clans, it's not like we're in Scotland," I protest. "I already told you I don't have a clan or any of that, I'm alone. I didn't even know there were others like me. I've never met anyone else like this."

"She's lying, she just doesn't want trouble with her alpha for entering forbidden territory," Moon insists.

I kick the wall in frustration, pain shooting through my foot. Great, just great. As if my life wasn't already shitty enough, now I've been kidnapped by some crazy chick with color-changing eyes and locked in a mansion cellar.

"Look, if I have to wait in this cell until someone comes to get me, I'm gonna be here a long time," I say, trying to keep my voice steady. "You'd better believe me. I don't know anything about alphas or girls who turn into assholes when their eyes change color or any of that. I was just trying to defend myself from those jerks."

Trevor's brow furrows with concern. "Moon, I think she's telling the truth," he whispers.

Moon shakes her head, her now-blue eyes flashing. "Impossible. Wolves are social creatures, I've never seen a lone wolf. She would know the rules."

"Where are you from?" Trevor asks, turning back to me.

I sigh. "I was born in Teaneck, New Jersey, but I've been traveling the country alone for the past three years."

"That's really far from here," he muses.

"Yep, it is."

Moon throws up her hands. "I'm tired of this bullshit. I'm going to contact Calvin Hunt and let him deal with her. She's a wolf, let the wolves handle it. You'll see how fast she talks to that savage."

The look on Trevor's face tells me this Calvin Hunt guy is bad news. Moon stalks out, slamming the door behind her. I slump against the cold stone wall, suddenly exhausted.
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Moon

Our footsteps echo through the cold stone corridors as we leave the cell where the wolf girl is locked up. As a vampire, my sense of smell isn't as keen as a werewolf's, but I still catch her scent lingering in the air. It's foreign, an invasion of my family's territory that I can't ignore.

What bothers me most is the feeling that Trevor was flirting with her. I glance at him and he narrows his eyes, a smile playing on his lips. I hate that he can read minds, a rare ability among our kind these days. It's awful being around someone who constantly knows your thoughts. Deep down, I know it's jealousy, and he knows it too. He comes from a family of fearsome warriors, but didn't inherit their strength or speed. Instead, he was gifted with a scarce power. Life isn't fair.

"What the hell is up with you and that wolf?" I ask as we emerge from the old dungeons.

"Chill, Moon. I just think she's telling the truth. I've been in her head over and over, and there's no trace of any pack in her memories," he assures me.

I raise my voice. "You're being way too nice to her."

We stop in a room lit by flickering candles. The scent of warm wax mixes with the aroma of antique furniture. Rain has started falling, the droplets pattering against the windows in a melody with the wind-tossed trees. But my immortal heart races at the presence of a wolf in our home.

"Were you flirting with her?" I demand, standing inches from him.

"Moon, I would never insult you like that. Our families promised us to each other since we were kids. I wouldn't risk the hard-won peace for a night with a wolf, I swear. Not to mention you could easily toss me out a window after beating me up," he adds.

Trevor tries to lighten the mood, but it only makes me more on edge. For some reason, I'm unusually irritable tonight. I try not to give in to jealousy, but anger grows inside me like an uncontrollable fire. I clench my fists so hard my nails dig into my palms, crimson drops staining the stone floor.

"It's not like I'd kill you," I say, rolling my eyes and attempting to stay calm.

"No, but it would hurt like hell," Trevor grumbles.

I let out a long sigh and stare out the window at the night cloaking our mansion in shadows, as if the moon is keeping secrets.

"I'm not thrilled about calling Calvin Hunt either," I confess. "If wolves in general seem like lesser beings, Hunt is a straight up savage. Someone who should've lived centuries ago, not in modern times."

"Then don't call him. Easy as that."

"What choice do I have?"

"Let the wolf go with a promise to leave town. Then she's not your problem and we don't have to deal with Hunt," Trevor suggests with a shrug.

"You know I can't do that."

"Why not?"

"Damn it, Trevor. We have protocols, as an heir to an original family you know that as well as I do," I argue, shaking my head.

"No one else saw her. It's safer if she just disappears and it's done. Once she's out of your territory, not your issue anymore."

"I have to follow the rules. Plus, I have no guarantee she'll actually leave. Better to let wolves handle wolf business. Hunt will know what to do, primitive as they are, I'm sure they have rules for this too. She's probably running from something, that's why she won't say what pack she belongs to."

"You're putting that girl in danger," he murmurs. "Please, think it through."

"That girl? She's a freaking wolf. Our species have been at odds for millennia. Peace is new and fragile."

"So were our families, yet here we are," Trevor points out, his voice soft as a breeze through leaves.

"That's just an arrangement to keep the peace. Nothing more," I remind him.

"Whatever. If you hand her over to Calvin Hunt, her life is at risk. She'll likely die, and you know it."

Confusion washes over me. "Trevor, do you like the wolf? I don't get why you're acting this way."

"Do you?" he counters.

"What's that supposed to mean?" I ask, my voice rising at the enigmatic smile on his face.

"You know exactly what I mean, Moon." He turns on his heel and strides off to his room.
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Cassie

A noise outside the cell makes my eyes snap open. The dank smell of the room contrasts with the unmistakable aroma wafting into my nostrils. Food. Not just any food though, it's a medley of scents, so many I can barely distinguish them despite my heightened sense of smell.

A silent hand opens a hatch and slides a tray through. They don't say a word, but I couldn't care less. My fingers tremble as they graze the edge of the plates. I don't know how much they think I can eat, but this is a lot even for the ravenous hunger gnawing at me right now.

The fluffy mushroom and swiss cheese omelette melts in my mouth, a burst of flavors flooding my taste buds as my teeth sink in. It's a taste that reminds me of childhood mornings - those blissful, carefree days when Mom would cook for me. Before she died and my whole life went to shit.

My stomach growls impatiently and I hardly know where to start. Pancakes drizzled with honey, the sticky sweetness making me grin. Freshly squeezed orange juice, I'd nearly forgotten the taste. Steaming hot coffee, bitter and bold, awakening my senses with each sip. Ripe fruit, strawberries and peaches, their flavor exploding in my mouth, filling it with sweetness and life. Even the crisp crunch of bacon as I bite into it brings me joy.

If Crazy Girl's family treats their prisoners this well, I should've come to this town and bitten someone way sooner.
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