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      Fifteen. Sixteen. Seventeen. Judy reached out to touch the door frame and continued counting. Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty. Her fingers brushed against the edges of the table. Confidently, she set out the bowls and placed the utensils. Turning, she returned to the kitchen. One. Two. Three … Twenty.

      Judy pulled two cups from the bottom cabinet and removed the water pitcher from the refrigerator. With one thumb pressed against the inside rim of the first cup, she poured, stopping once she felt the cool liquid reach her thumb. She repeated with the second cup and returned the pitcher to its proper place. Resuming her counting, she brought the cups to the dining room table.

      The smell of freshly steamed potatoes and broccoli filled the room. Judy smiled and took a deep, appreciative breath in. The floorboards of the front porch creaked under a series of quick footsteps. The front door opened, letting in a burst of new smells. Pine needles and rain. He had run through the woods.

      “Judy!” her father’s voice called.

      “Daddy, what’s wrong? Why did you come through the woods?” He tried to keep his forest runs restricted to moonless nights, to avoid being seen.

      Drawers opened and closed. His footsteps carried him quickly around the front of the house. “We have to go. Someone saw me use my strength to hold the wheel. Phillip got his arm stuck. He would have lost it.” Her father’s voice grew louder. “Those guys who’ve been poking around heard about it.” His footsteps stopped at the doorway. “Damn, you did all this? I’m sorry, we can’t sit down and enjoy all this delicious food.”

      His hands rested on her shoulders. She put one hand on top of his and smiled reassuringly. “I’ll get the bag.”

      “Already by the door. Let’s go.” He took her hand and hurriedly led her through the house. There wasn’t time for counting, now. She heard the sound of movement outside and felt her father tense. Taking his hand from hers, she heard him shift, paws hitting the floor, a low growl in his throat.

      There was a crash of glass breaking, followed by the smell of smoke. A loud bang reverberated through the room, causing her ears to ring. Unable to hear or smell, barely able to breath, she fell to her knees and crawled toward the door. Broken glass bit into her palm. It wasn’t until her hands touched tile that she realized she crawled to the kitchen.

      Judy scrambled to the pantry. Bloody, shaking fingers struggled to turn the metal doorknob. She cried and gripped harder, but it wouldn’t turn enough to open. She pulled and tugged until the door finally swung open, sending her tumbling on the floor. Clambering to her knees, she rushed into the pantry, intending to close the door behind her.

      She didn’t make it that far.

      Tough hands grabbed her body, holding her arms down against her sides. She twisted and kicked. More hands held her still, and a sharp pain pierced her neck. Crying in frustration, her mind grew sluggish. Her body felt heavy. The hands shifted around her body, and she felt the steady rhythm of footsteps. Vaguely aware she could now feel the cooler air from outside, her mind drifted off to sleep.
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      “Hand me that draw,” Seren called down to Gavin. Once the quick draw was in hand, she clipped it to the bolt anchor and fed the rope through. “All set.” Together, they climbed the remainder of the mountain.

      Seren stood on the top and looked out. A cool breeze blew across her sweat covered skin and dislodged a lock of her hot pink hair. She took in a deep breath of mountain air and smiled, tucking the hair behind her ear.

      “I thought your friend John was finally going to come out with us.” Gavin handed Seren a water bottle from his backpack. “I was looking forward to finally meeting him.”

      Seren took a drink of water. “Susan came home,” she chuckled.

      “Your sister?” Seren nodded. “Then what are you doing here?”

      “It’s not really a ‘visit’ visit. She’s only home ‘cause the dorm is closed for the break. She’s had her nose in her law books the whole time.”

      “Then why didn’t your friend come with us?”

      “He offered to help her study.” Seren laughed at the confused look on Gavin’s face. “John has had a crush on my sister for years. He’s even planning to go to college in Smithsdale, which just so happens to be where Susan is studying.”

      Gavin shook his head. “He’s got it bad, alright.” He threw the bag back over his shoulder. “Ready to explore more of the cave?”

      Seren nibbled her bottom lip excitedly. Her cheeks hurt from smiling so hard. Barely restraining herself from skipping down the dangerous rock, she followed Gavin down the rope ladder into the mountain.

      The chamber, about fifty feet wide, was decorated with battery operated lanterns hung from ropes, and a couple fold up chairs from their earlier visits. There was also a gigantic pile of ropes. Three tunnels snaked off in various directions. Rope and lanterns continued down the tunnel they already explored. It continued on for a few hundred feet, with many smaller chambers, about as big as a good-sized bedroom, branching off the path. Seren set down her bag and pulled out a few of the lanterns for the next tunnel they were set to explore. She laughed silently to herself. If there was an FBI database for people who bought an inordinate number of dollar store lanterns, she’d be at the top of the list.

      Gavin grabbed the loose end of rope from the top of the pile. The other end was attached to a clip near the mouth of the tunnel. They learned early into devising their exploration strategy that if they tied several ropes together and bundled them neatly, they could pull the loose end like a skein of yarn and have more room in their packs to carry lanterns and supplies. They could explore for longer and cover more ground.

      Clicking on their helmet lights, they began stringing lanterns down the new tunnel. “How’s your little brother doing with his rock band?” she asked as they worked.

      Gavin groaned. “Loud.” Susan laughed. “I don’t know how he hasn’t gone deaf.” He tied off the rope and attached the next one to the clip. “He’s loving it, though. They played last week at a party for some girl he likes. She was appreciative.”

      “Aww, that’s sweat.”

      Gavin rolled his eyes and shook his head. “If you say so.”

      They worked in companionable silence after that, only arguing once about the correct classification for a rock.

      This tunnel was much like the first one. It branched off into smaller chambers, most the size of a standard room. A few were larger. Some even had sky lights cut out of the rock. One such sky light yielded a two-story high waterfall that flowed into an underground river, visible for several hundred feet. They placed several lanterns in that area to reduce the risk of dangerous falls on slippery rocks. After a short break to refill their canteens and rest, they moved on.

      They continued their descent until Seren pulled the last lantern from her bag and clipped it to the rope. “Whelp, I guess that’s it for today. Shall we head back?”

      “Hold on. Turn off your headlamp a second.”

      Seren complied and saw what caught his attention. A dim light shone from the far wall. “How did you even notice that,” she wondered aloud, but he didn’t respond. Walking carefully across the room, Gavin’s hand on her arm for guidance in the shadows, they explored the source of the light, a narrow fissure in the rock, behind the main wall.

      Carefully crawling up the slanted surface of the rock, she felt around for good hand holds. “Give me a boost?” she asked.

      Gavin braced his hands under her feet and helped her get the last foot up to the opening. Grabbing on to the edge, she pulled herself the rest of the way up. “No way. Get up here.”

      Gavin followed her up the wall, having less difficulty at the top, due to his taller height. She heard him gasp behind her at the sight. “We’re almost all the way back in town.”

      A couple dozen feet above ground level, they had a good vantage point over the nearby neighborhoods and shops. The nearest building was about five hundred feet from the cave, but there was a bike path only fifty feet away. A smattering of small trees and bushes stood in the rocky ground between the mountain and the path.

      Seren looked at the sky. Deep shades of orange were heralding the approach of sunset. It was quiet, but a lot of people would be gone for the high school’s away game tonight. Squinting her eyes, she looked closer at the far end of town. “Is that smoke?”

      Gavin followed her gaze and stiffened. The smoke was over the trailers on his side of town. Gavin quickly climbed down the rocks and jumped to the ground, dropping his backpack, and taking off at a run. Seren hurried to catch up but quickly lost sight of him. She ran at full speed in the direction of his home. She slowed down as she entered the neighborhood. Every home had broken windows and doors. Personal items lay strewn about the sidewalks. Small fires burned. Smoke drifted from all the trailers. All was eerily quiet, except one place, Gavin’s trailer.

      Seren ran over to his house and carefully went inside. Tables and cabinets were overturned, their contents spilled on the floor. His mother’s white table cloth, the one she spent a month crocheting, was stained with blood, and wadded up on the floor by the bedroom door.

      Gavin exited the bedroom, a look of panic on his face. “They’re gone. Everyone’s gone.”

      Seren reached for her phone to call the police, only to remember she left it with her pack at the cave. Steps sounded on the front steps, and Gavin immediately put himself in front of Seren. She heard him make a sound like a growl before relaxing his stance. A young girl Seren recognized from the neighborhood walked in. Her face and clothes were covered in dirt and mud.

      “The hunters came,” she said in a soft voice. “They hit everyone, even the few guys with houses outside town. I texted the guys at the game. They were all able to sneak out before anyone saw them, but where do we go? We don’t have anywhere to go.”

      “What about the police?” Seren asked, still not sure what was going on.

      Gavin looked back and met her eyes with a mixture of vulnerability, anger, and regret. “We can’t go to the police. We have to disappear.”

      Seren let that process. Gavin and the rest of the people in his neighborhood were in some kind of trouble, trouble that resulted in bloody tablecloths and ransacked homes with entire families abducted. “The cave!” she said.

      Gavin’s face turned hopeful. “Tell everyone to meet behind the bicycle shop at the edge of town. And no scavenging in the city. We need to get off the streets as quickly as possible. We’ll deal with gathering supplies once we’ve had a chance to assess who’s left.”

      The girl nodded and started texting. Gavin led her by the arm as the three of them made their way quickly back to the area of the cave.

      They worked long into the night, helping frightened children and the too few adults make their way into the caves. The teenagers from the football game arrived around midnight. Gavin’s brother found them shortly after that.

      Seren blanched when she saw him, covered in blood and carrying a large dog with the broken off metal tip of a fence post protruding from its leg. Gavin ran forward, helping him lower the animal to the ground. “Seren, grab my kit!”

      Seren ran to comply, quickly running to get the first aid kit from Gavin’s backpack. She heard the howl of pain, before she turned around. Running back, she saw the metal post laying on the ground. Gavin and his brother held pressure to the now actively bleeding wound. “What are you doing? You aren’t supposed to remove impaled objects like that.”

      Gavin ignored her question and grabbed the kit, pulling out gauze to wrap the injured leg. Throughout it all, the dog remained remarkable still, letting them work. It whimpered softly. Gavin finished tying off the bandage and the animal shook. Its skin took on a soft glow for a few seconds, then the dog’s body shifted into that of a boy. He continued to cry softly. Gavin and his brother helped the boy up. With an apologetic look cast Seren’s way, Gavin led them to the cave.

      Seren stood, staring at the bloody ground and discarded fence post. Then, the logical part of her brain resumed functioning, and she hurried to clean away the blood. Werewolves, she realized as she worked to hide all evidence of their presence. She had thought he was a dog, maybe a Saint Bernard, but he was a wolf—a wolf who turned into a person. She tucked the post into her bag, not wanting to leave it in a dumpster to be found by whoever was hunting these people – these – werewolves.

      She felt a hand on her shoulder and jumped. Gavin pulled his hand back and took a step away. She let out a breath and smiled shakily.

      “Seren, I—” he began, but she cut him off.

      “My mom has a pile of blankets and clothes in a donation pile in the garage. She’s been trying to remember to get rid of it for like a year. I don’t think it will be enough, but I can grab that to get us through the night. I’ll have to hit up a few dollar stores in the morning. Just make a list of everything you need, and I’ll put together what I can. I’ll be back soon. Go get in the cave and help everyone settle in.”

      She patted his arm affectionately and went to complete her tasks. Using the increased traffic from people returning from the game as cover, she returned an hour later with every spare blanket, pillow, and sleeping bag she could find. Seren quickly unloaded the bags and began tossing them up into the cave opening. Personally holding a few of the more delicate bags, she scaled the rocky wall and dropped them down into the gap, sliding to land on top of her haul. Gavin’s hand reached out to help her up. Seren noticed none of the lanterns were lit near the cave fissure. The only light came from deep within the tunnel.

      “What is all this?” his brother asked excitedly, drawn to one of the bags of food.

      “Everything I could find,” Seren answered. “I cleared out my mom’s pantry and all those bulk food storage canisters Dad had out in the garage. This bag,” she indicated one of the many bags slung over her arms, “has everything from the medicine cabinet. Most of the clothes are girls’ clothes, but my dad had a few things in the donate pile, so you might be able to find something in there you guys can use, and I pulled all the winter clothes from the attic. I thought maybe people could use the sweaters and coats as padding to sleep on, or you could tear them apart to make other clothes out of them or something.”

      “Grab a bag and head down the tunnels,” Gavin called to the few boys standing behind him in the dim room. The boys came forward and took the bags she carried. They quickly disappeared into the tunnel, leaving Seren alone with Gavin.

      She bent to pick up a bag, but he gathered her into a hug, instead. “You came back,” he said with wonder. “I wasn’t sure you’d come back. His body leaned heavily on her, his exhaustion apparent.

      Seren hugged him back and smiled. “You’re my friend. Whatever you need, I’m here, but when everything settles down, you have some serious explaining to do.” She punched his arm playfully.

      Gavin laughed and nodded. “That’s fair.”

      They gathered what bags they could carry and handed out supplies to the line of grateful refugees. Gavin opened the fifth garbage bag and handed out a sweater to a little girl wearing a night gown and holding a stuffed octopus toy. She smiled and wrapped it around her shoulders before running off into the shadows.

      “What is your mom going to say when she sees you took all this stuff?” he asked.

      “Oh, she totally already busted me,” Seren answered, nonchalantly, handing out a souvenir amusement park sweatshirt. “I just told her I had decided to either do missionary work in the Middle East or dedicate my life in a vow of service and volunteer work to help local people in need. She helped me load the car.”

      “Ah,” he said with understanding. “Sorry you had to lie to your mom.”

      Seren knelt down and handed a stuffed bunny rabbit with a pink ribbon and a purple vest to a little girl about three years old. An older child guided the girl over to the food distribution line. Seren stared after them and smiled wistfully.

      “I didn’t lie,” she said softly. With a tired sigh, she stood and resumed her work.
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      Wesley looked up as the two men led the girl into his cell. They tossed her onto the floor. A third man watched from the door. He trained his tranquilizer gun on Wesley until the other men were out. The door bounced back from the force used to close it. The men left down the hall.

      Wesley looked at the girl closely. Dirty blonde hair splayed on the floor. Loose, blood-stained bandages wrapped around her hands. Wesley went to her side and pushed the hair from her face. The girl was young, a teenager, like him. She stirred at his touch and sat up quickly. He saw her lips move but wasn’t quick enough to read them. Holding his hands up in front of him, he moved closer, but she scrambled to stand. He saw her lips move again. “Who is there?” she asked.

      Only then, as she stepped into the light, did he see her eyes. Faded gray, they stared forward without seeing.

      She was blind.

      Wesley looked at her hand, held in front of her defensively, and carefully touched his fingers to hers. She flinched at first, then eased into the contact. Gently guiding her fingers, he touched them to his ear. Her face crinkled. He tapped her fingers to his ear again, then touched her ear. She turned her head in response. “You can’t hear?” she asked.

      He nodded against her hand.

      She let out a surprised breath and shook. Tears streamed down her face. Wesley stood, helpless, uncertain what to do. The girl pulled away and took a step back. She buried her hands in her hair. Her body doubled over, and she sank to the floor.

      Joining her on the floor, Wesley put a hand on her back. She accepted the gesture of comfort and turned into his arms. He held her as she cried herself out and fell asleep.
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      Judy awoke in the arms of her cell mate. She could tell from his scent and build that her companion was a male. He had continued to comfort her, even as she slept. She sat up and felt his arms loosen. “Thank you,” she whispered, knowing he couldn’t hear her, anyway. He touched her face gently in response. She straightened her back. “Did you understand me?”

      He took her hand gently and touched her fingers to his eyes. Then he touched them to her lips. “You see my lips?”

      He put her hand to his head and nodded.

      “My name is Judy.” She felt his lips curve up under her fingers. “May I feel your face?”

      He nodded.

      Her fingers explored, committing his features to memory. His nose slanted sharply. His eyes had an Anglican shape. Tiny stubbles of beard dotted his cheeks and jawline. The jawline was well defined with a squared chin. She moved on to his ears, with slightly attached ear lobes. Shaggy hair covered the tops of his ears. “Thank you,” she said.

      His head nodded.

      “Can you show me the room?”

      He nodded again and helped her stand. With a gentle hand at her elbow, he led her by a stone wall. They walked ten steps before coming to a series of metal bars, making up the door. Those lasted for seven steps, then another stone wall led by a toilet and a low cot. Water dripped down the stone of the back wall.

      Her companion led her back to the cot and helped her sit. She pulled her bare feet up. Glad to be off the cold stone floor. Hugging her knees tightly to her chest, she shivered. He reached around her and placed a blanket over her shoulders. “Thank you. I wish I knew your name.”

      He took her hand and began tapping. “Morse code?” she asked.

      He balled his hand and shook it up and down like a nod.

      Judy felt her shoulders fall. “I only know ‘S. O. S.,’” she admitted.

      After a pause, he touched her hand again. This time he did a single tap followed by a long tap and put his hand into a fist, making her feel the position of his fingers. Next, he tapped once long and three times short and opened his hand, so his thumb was across his palm, but his other fingers were all flat. Long, short, long, short. His hand curved in a semi circle.

      “Are you doing the alphabet?”

      His hand nodded excitedly.

      She smiled, and he began demonstrating the first tap and hand sign again. “A?” she asked.

      His hand nodded.

      She repeated the tap and hand sign to him. He corrected her fingers, straightening her thumb to stand tall beside the other fingers. Judy grinned triumphantly. “A! Only twenty-five letters to go.”
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      Crash.

      Sabrina jumped up from the couch and looked around the dark room. Quickly hitting pause on her movie, she listened carefully. The pulsing light from the television screen only reached so far into the shadows, but she didn’t see or hear any movement.

      Crash, crash, thunk.

      The sounds came from the direction of the garage. Looking to the garage door, she noticed the light of her phone, charging on the kitchen counter. Sabrina slowly stood, quietly slipping on her shoes. She tiptoed over to the kitchen. Keeping her eyes locked on the door, she reached for her phone.

      Thwack.

      Sabrina yelped in surprised panic and jerked back, slipping on the tile. Her hand knocked over the bar stool, bringing it down with her. “Urghh,” she cried out, the side of the stool jabbing her in the stomach. She pushed it off with a clatter and scrambled under the counter, clutching her abdomen, and holding back any further exclamations of pain. The garage door opened with a creak. She held her breath.

      Footsteps shuffled into the kitchen. Then, they stopped, and she heard a loud inhalation. “Sabrina?” a raspy voice whispered.

      “Todd?” Sabrina stood, bumping her head into the underside of the counter. “Ouch.” She rubbed the sore spot, mentally adding it to the list of frustrations. “I gave you the key to the door in the garage for the band to practice, not so you could let yourself in whenever you wanted in the middle of the night. What are you …” Her voice trailed off. The wall beside the door was marked by a red hand print.

      “I’m sorry.” Todd swayed. His hand clutched at the opposite arm. “I didn’t think you were going to be home this weekend. I just needed—” He took a deep breath and let it out. “I just needed a place to lay low for the night. I thought you said you were going to be at some funeral out of town?”

      “My great aunt’s, but I had a test, so Mom let me stay.” Sabrina walked around the counter and flicked on the light. Her breath caught. His hand was dripping blood. His eyes glazed, and he swayed, again. “Whoa, let’s set you down before you fall.”

      Todd let her lower him to floor and leaned his head back against the oven. His eyes drifted closed.

      Sabrina looked at the blood on her hands and took a few steps back. The opened door to the garage showed a pile of things knocked over from an overturned storage rack. “Well, I guess that explains all the racket,” she mused, trying to get a handle on what was going on. She was alone. Her parents wouldn’t be home for another day, and a boy was bleeding and passed out in her kitchen. “Zack!” She could call Zack. Todd was his friend. She only knew him because he was a member of Zack’s band. They talked a handful of times as the band practiced for her party.

      She wiped her hands on a paper towel and pulled her phone off the charger. Her body shook, as she paced around the living room and waited for an answer. Instead, she heard the beep of his voicemail. “Um, a Zack, I really need you to call me back. It’s, um, Todd. I – just call me back. Bye.”

      She ended the call and continued her pacing. What should she do? She could call the police. Todd needed a doctor. What else could she do? She didn’t know any first aid beyond bandages and antiseptic spray. She began to dial when her phone started ringing. Zack’s name flashed on her screen.

      “Hello.”

      “Sabrina, are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine, but Todd’s here, and he’s hurt really bad.”

      “Let me talk to him.”

      “I’m not sure if he’ll wake up, but okay.” She paced back over to the kitchen and pulled up short. “Juniper Julep! There’s a gigantic animal in my kitchen. Where—” A white wolf was curled up on the floor where she left Todd. He was nowhere to be seen, but the wolf had blood matting the fur of its leg in the same place where Todd’s arm had been hurt. “It’s Todd.”

      “Sabrina. Sabrina.” She heard Zack repeating her name, but she couldn’t form the words to respond. “He won’t hurt you. I’ll be there in like ten minutes. Just don’t call anyone else. I’ll be right there. Sabrina?”

      “Okay,” she whispered and disconnected the call. Sliding down to the floor, she stared at the animal – Todd. She was still sitting there when the outside door to the garage creaked open. She heard footsteps, accompanied by a grunt and the crash of a cymbal hitting the floor. Then, Zack’s face appeared in the open doorway to the kitchen.

      He went to the wolf and looked at the injured leg. “I’m surprised you’re still here,” he said to her, his eyes remaining on the leg. His fingers prodded the gash, eliciting a low whimpering moan from the mostly unconscious animal.

      “Todd’s a werewolf?” It was half question, half statement. She already knew the answer.

      “Yes, with what looks like a thick chunk of glass in his leg. If I can just—” He sucked in a quick breath and drew back his hand. “It’s too sharp to get my fingers around. You got any tweezers?”

      “Uh, yeah.” Sabrina scrambled to her feet and rushed to the bathroom. She tore through the cabinet, looking for the first aid kit. Bottles of shampoo and lotion tumbled out onto the floor. She grabbed the handle and pulled, but the box caught on the cabinet frame and wouldn’t come out. So, she pulled again in frustration, trying to turn the box so it would fit.

      A hand touched her arm, and she looked up to see Zack had quietly followed her. His hand reached out and took the first aid kit, turning it and calmly pulling it through the opening. He removed the tweezers from the top compartment and helped her to her feet. “It’s okay,” he assured her. “We just need to remove the glass, so he can heal.”

      “We?”

      “Yeah, I’m going to need your help. He’s still out, but I have feeling this might wake him up, and he’s going to need to stay still for us to get all the glass out.”

      “You want me to hold him down?” She reflexively widened her eyes.

      Zack laughed. “No. I need you to pull out the glass while I hold him down. Come on.”

      Together, the returned to the kitchen. Zack positioned himself and nodded for her to begin. Sabrina took a deep breath and blew it out. She pulled at the edges of the gash. The wolf made a sound and tried to move, but Zack kept the arm still. She leaned over for a better view, but it put her very close to the wolf’s massive jaw and teeth. She felt her courage slip. What was she doing? At this distance, he could kill her before she even knew he moved. And she was about to cause him pain.

      The smell of blood cut through her senses. Fresh blood still dripped from his leg. She didn’t know what werewolves could survive, but this looked bad. Silencing her doubts, she began.

      After several tries, she maneuvered the tweezers into the correct position and grabbed. Channeling every childhood memory she had of playing Operation, she pulled the glass up. She felt the muscles in his leg twitch and saw movement. Before she registered what was happening, Zack’s arm shot out and blocked the wolf’s open jaw. The teeth dug into Zack’s flesh, clamping down as the animal moaned. His eyes were still half-closed and foggy with pain.

      Zack held him in place. “I would recommend finishing quickly,” he suggested between clenched teeth. His other hand still held the wolf’s leg down.

      Nodding, she pulled out the glass and went in for the next piece. By the third shard, Zack’s blood was dripping onto her arm. She ignored it and continued. After the sixth piece, she shined the first aid kit flash light into the wound and poked around with the tweezers gently. “I think that’s everything.”

      “Good. Just wrap the leg with gauze. His body will fight off any infections and mend on its own.”

      She did as he said and saw the wolf’s teeth relax around Zack’s arm. The wolf lowered his head and pulled in the injured leg. Zack sat back on bent legs with a loud sigh. The teeth marks on his arm were already half their original size. “He’s going to need to sleep for a while, but I can get him out of here right now if you need me to.”

      “No, uh, the parentals are gone for the weekend. So, you’re good.”

      He nodded. “Okay, I’ll see how he’s doing in the next couple of hours. If possible we need to get out of here before daylight. There are—people—we need to avoid.”

      “Your arm is nearly healed.”

      He looked down at the small marks remaining on his flesh. “Yeah, he didn’t bite that deep. It was just a reflex to the pain. He wasn’t actually trying to hurt anyone.”

      “You were bleeding, before.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you …” She didn’t finish her question, but she didn’t need to.

      He nodded reluctantly. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you, before. I shouldn’t be telling you, now, but the truth is, I’m glad you know. I wanted you to know.”

      “Can I see?”

      His body melted seamlessly into a large black wolf. Head lowered, his sky-blue eyes looked up at her hesitantly. Something in the way the fear reflected in his eyes broke a part of her soul, and she reached out, hugging him closely to her. She breathed in and felt the comfort of his fur against her skin. He turned his head in toward her, nuzzling her back.

      Then a sound rumbled from his belly, and she pulled back with a laugh. “Hungry?”

      Zack changed back into a man before her eyes and smiled back sheepishly with a shrug. “It’s been a long day.”

      “Well, let me see what I’ve got, but first,” she looked down at her bloodied night clothes, “I need to clean up.”

      “I’ll help you with that.” She shot him a look and his eyes rounded. “In here. I’ll help clean in here, while clean yourself, somewhere else, by yourself. Not with me.”

      She laughed. “All the cleaners are under the sink. And the mop is in the garage. Thanks.”

      Zack gave a salute and started rummaging clumsily through the cabinet. Taking the cleaner and paper towels, he leaned over and began to work on the floor.
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      Wesley doubled over. A fist slammed into his side. He tumbled to the floor. They kicked and sneered at him. “Why won’t he change?” He read on one’s lips.

      “Maybe he’s just a werewolf sympathizer,” another said.

      “His sister’s one. He’s one. We just have to beat it out.”

      Wesley closed his eyes to shut out the rest of their words. It didn’t matter what they said. Even if he could answer them, it wouldn’t stop the beating.

      After a few minutes passed with no kicks, he opened his eyes to the empty room. Two men he didn’t recognize led Judy down the hall, back to their cell. Her feet dragged behind. They sedated her again, but it was already beginning to wear off. His beating must have taken longer than usual, today. They opened the door and tossed her in.

      Judy stumbled and fell onto the stone. Wesley crawled over and touched her shoulder with three fingers, their sign for her to know it was him. She reached out to touch his arm. Wesley flinched, and her face darkened with anger. He felt a low growl rumble inside her.

      “O,K,” he signed into her hand. He rubbed his forehead in frustration. Every beating stoked her anger. Every beating brought her wolf closer to the surface. Ironically, while their captors beat him, assuming he was like his sister, they mostly ignored Judy, the actual werewolf. So far, blindness had worked to her benefit, causing them to assume she was no threat. They thought she was a castaway her father took in out of pity. If they learned they were wrong, there would be no further sympathy. They would subject her to the same treatment as his sister and her father.

      He helped Judy to the bed and dropped his weight onto the mattress with an exhausted sigh. He rubbed his thumb in small circles above Judy’s thumb to calm her. Judy reminded him of his sister. Both were headstrong and smart. His sister wasn’t always a werewolf. She was a little girl when a car struck her bike outside their church one night. A man from their church rushed to her side. Wesley remembered vividly the moment the man looked up at Wesley, then looked around for other witnesses before slicing his palm with a broken piece of metal from the destroyed bike. He placed his hand over her injuries, allowing his blood to mingle with hers.

      The paramedics were surprised to find her with only a few bruises and cuts. The man healed her with his blood, then watched over them as they grew older, giving her guidance as she developed her bond with the wolf. The people who captured them thought wolves were evil, but Wesley knew the truth. A werewolf saved his sister. Wesley would never betray them.

      Judy jerked up and turned her head, listening. Touching his face to make sure he was facing her, she spoke. “Fighting,” She said. “Guns. Yelling.”

      Wesley leaned toward the bars and saw smoke drifting down the hall. A wall exploded. Stone flew into the hallway. He looked back to see Judy covering her ears. Guards rushed past their cage only to be tackled by wolves from the wall breach.

      One of the wolves turned into a man and took the keys off the unconscious guard. Wesley pulled Judy to her feet and led her to the door, as it swung open. He followed another man down the hall and through the hole.

      Guards were down everywhere. Wolves and people ran in all directions. Smoke and debris burned his eyes. With one hand in hers and the other at her back, he swerved them away from the fighting. He saw a small child, crying and lying on the floor, and let go of Judy’s hand to scoop him up. His bruised ribs protested, but he ignored them. His head came up just in time to see a table flying across the room, towards Judy. He pulled her to the side, but his injured body would not move fast enough.

      A figure appeared to their right. He jumped in front of them and caught the edge of the table, redirecting it to the side of the room. It splintered against the wall. The man ushered them to a line of people evacuating the building.

      The people ran as a group. Boys he recognized from his sister’s high school directed them to a cluster of vans near the bottom of the hill, past the tree line. He watched three vans fill up and close before taking off down the mountain road. Wes helped Judy up into an open van. He handed the boy to the people inside and joined them. A few people climbed in after before the door slammed shut. The van jerked into motion.

      They rode long enough for the rush of adrenaline to fade. Wesley laid his head heavily against the side of the van. His muscles ached. Bruised muscles and sore bones grew stiff now that he stopped moving. With just the steady rhythm of the vehicle to focus on, he became increasingly aware of how difficult it was to breath. Judy’s hand rested on his leg. He curled his fingers around hers and closed his eyes.

      He drifted in and out of sleep until Judy’s fingers tightened around his, and he realized the van was no longer moving. He waited for the people in front of him to file out the open door. Wesley pushed to his feet, but his knees gave out, and he went straight to the floor. Judy and three others reached down immediately to help him to his feet and guide him out the door. Two more people outside helped him to the ground. He saw their lips moving, but he was too tired to focus on what they were saying.

      They led him into the back door of a shop. He looked around at rows of books on shelves. Turning, they climbed a set of stairs, walked down a hall and into a room that led to another set of stairs leading down into a cave.

      Judy stayed by his side as they brought him to a small alcove filled with injured people receiving treatment. A girl, no older than Judy, examined him, wrapped his injuries, and handed him a small white pill. Judy signed “pain” into his hand. It was medication to ease pain. He took it gratefully with the cup of water the girl handed him.

      A man ran up to them and gathered Judy into a hug. Wesley watched her face transform into shock and joy. “Daddy,” he read on her lips. Wes smiled. He looked around for his sister. People and wolves ran around, carrying supplies, leading those rescued to rooms and loved ones, but he didn’t see her anywhere.

      Judy tapped his arm. Her father hugged Wesley and patted his shoulders affectionately. “Peter,” he said slowly, once he was sure Wesley was looking at him. Wesley nodded his understanding.

      A few hours later, the pain medicine was working, he’d eaten the first good meal in months, but there was no sign of his sister. He watched Judy talk excitedly with her father. Her hand remained on his. He was just about to fall asleep when another hand touched his shoulder lightly. A girl stood by his bed.

      Her hair was a mixture of hot pink and turquoise. She wore a tattered, well worn black denim jacket with a safety pin of charms dangling from the folded down collar. Her fingernails were painted purple, with pink tips. The only makeup on her face was a trace of blue eye shadow.

      “I’m Seren,” she spoke clearly and slowly, to make sure he could read her lips. “This,” she gestured to their surroundings, “is Harborage Den.”

      Judy finger spelled the name into his hand to ensure he understood. He nodded. He made the name sign for his sister for Judy to read, but his eyes remained on Seren, waiting for her response.

      She nodded to Judy and took a seat next to Wesley and placed a hand on his arm. “She isn’t here.” She cut straight to the point. “We freed everyone where you were held, but they took some people to other places.” She took his hand in hers. “I promise we will keep looking until we free everyone they captured.”

      She kept talking, but he didn’t care about sleep chambers or where the common rooms for eating and games were. Closing his eyes, he turned his head and pulled his hands back from Seren and Judy. Giving in to exhaustion and disappointment, Wesley fell asleep.
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      Artemis walked along the uneven mountain pass and looked down on the town, Harbor Point. It was a town of fair size. Stores and neighborhoods stretched out for several miles, following winding mountain roads and valleys. A white steeple adorned the church at the center of town. People milled about shopping and going to school or work. Strangely, they all felt human. The smell of wolves nearby was strong, but none of them were in the town. Well, almost none, he amended. The young wolf he followed from Smithsdale parked in front of a two-story building pressed against the mountainside. He opened the passenger door to let out his companion.

      Artemis sucked in a breath at the sight. A woman with wild, bright purple hair stepped out. She wore a matching corseted top with black lace and buckles. Purple plaid peeked out from the folds of her black skirt. Black platform boots reached up to her knees. With a confident sashay, she entered the building.

      Artemis leaned against the rock. The effect of seeing her again was as strong as it had been in Smithsdale. He first caught a glimpse of this strange woman as she said her farewells to his daughter, niece, and their friends. Unexpected emotions of affection bombarded him. Who was this young human, that she should command such control over his senses? Curious, he followed them on their long journey home.

      The building loomed in his mind. He could go down there and talk to her right now. He turned to go, but his feet wouldn’t move. The pull to be near her was too strong. Knowing he would probably regret it, Artemis headed down to the store.
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      Seren opened the door and smiled at the familiar jingle of the bell. “Welcome to the Book Den,” a voice called.

      “It’s us,” Gavin answered.

      Copper colored pixie cut hair swayed around Sabrina’s face as she ran over and engulfed them each in a hug so tight it displaced the black cat-eye framed glasses adorning her light hazel green eyes. “Welcome back. How was your trip?” she asked.

      “Strangely not that different from my normal life.”

      Gavin barked out a laugh. “This is true.” He pulled out his work phone and leaned over conspiratorially. “Except this.”

      Sabrina looked at Seren in shock. “Sakura bonsai, I don’t believe it,” she giggled.

      Seren leaned over and blanched at the picture of her, dressed for her sister’s wedding. Her hair was black. Make up was modest. And there wasn’t a hint of her normal wardrobe style in the ruffled sleeves or flowery dress. “Where’d you get that picture?”

      “Your sister texted it to me.”

      She reached forward to grab the phone, but he was too quick. “I will get that phone,” she vowed.

      Gavin shrugged. “I already texted it to my brother an hour ago. My guess is everyone downstairs has already seen it.”

      Seren groaned. “You’ll ruin my reputation,” she grumbled.

      “Nah, you know we all love you.” He smiled at her genuinely.

      “I think you looked very pretty,” Sabrina added.

      “Thank you,” Seren replied graciously. “How are things downstairs?”

      “Busy. Everyone is pretty caught up preparing for the valley music festival.”

      Seren blinked. “Wait, that’s this weekend?”

      Gavin shot her an incredulous look. “Didn’t you notice all the decorations and stages in town as we were driving in?”

      “Uhhh … no? I guess I zoned out.”

      He put a concerned hand on her forehead. “Hmm, no fever.”

      She gave a wry grin. “I’m fine.”

      He didn’t look convinced. She wasn’t convinced either. It wasn’t like her to miss things. Despite having only human senses, she was one of the more observant people in the Den. But ever since Smithsdale … she couldn’t seem to focus.

      “It’s been a week,” she offered. He shrugged and nodded. “Why don’t you go on down and get ready for the festival?” she said to Sabrina. “I’ll take over up here.”

      “Oh, no, I’m sure you want to get settled in and rest up from your trip. I’m good.”

      “Nonsense. I know you’ve been working like crazy with both of us gone. You deserve a break. Why don’t you go see if you can catch Zack warming up with the band?

      Sabrina’s eyes lit up. She looked uncertainly between Seren and Gavin. “Go,” he added. “I’ll be around if she needs anything.”

      “If you’re sure.” She was already packing up her things.

      “Go,” Seren laughed. “I’m sure. I’m good.” Seren dashed around behind the cash register and stretched her hands out over the smooth wood counter. “Mmmm, I’ve missed this counter.” She took a deep breath in. “And the smell of books.”

      Sabrina and Gavin laughed. Gavin grabbed the handle of Seren’s suitcase. “I’ll take your bag up,” he said and headed into the back of the store with Sabrina. She heard the soft creak of their footsteps going up the stairs. Perusing the pile of recently delivered books yet to be shelved, Seren pulled out a new fantasy novel from one of her favorite authors and dug in to its pages. She was halfway through the second chapter when the bell at the door rang. Pulling her feet off the counter, she smoothed her skirt down and smiled. “Welcome to the Book Den,” she called.

      A tall man approached. His reddish-brown hair was neatly kept, shaved short on the sides, only slightly taller on top. He wore a bright-blue shirt with carefully pressed collar and sleeves secured by simple silver bar cuff links, and his pants were custom-fit black slacks.

      Her finger slipped from her book, losing her place. She hardly noticed. The breath caught in her throat. Her eyes locked with his. He appeared equally shaken.

      “I’m Seren.” She held out a hand.

      He took her hand, his strong fingers wrapping around her blue tipped ones. “I’m …Vincent,” he said with a pause. “You may call me Vincent..”

      Seren quirked an eyebrow. “You sure about that?”

      The man shrugged. “I haven’t gone by that in a long time, but it is my name.”

      His voice was soft, but powerful. She shivered. “Serenity. My name’s Serenity, but everyone calls me Seren.” Why had she said all that? She never introduced herself by her full name.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Serenity.”

      She melted at the sound of her name on his lips. His hand still held hers, she noted. “Can I help you find something?”

      He crinkled his forehead and squinted speculatively. “I don’t know. I’m not sure what I’m looking for.”

      His head tilted in that way Gavin’s often did when he was listening to something she couldn’t hear. Seren listened closely, but she heard only the hum from her refrigerator’s motor in the kitchen. Vincent sniffed the air. “An interesting place you have here.”

      She bristled, eyes narrowing suspiciously. Seren took in his movements, now watching him closely for an entirely different reason. It was difficult, when her body was still focused on how well his clothes fit his toned body. Casually, she pushed her arm out so that one of the books fell off the counter. Vincent caught it easily, handing the book back to her. “Thank you,” she said. “Perhaps it would help you figure out what you’re looking for if I showed you around a bit.” She stepped around the counter and sucked in a breath, unprepared for how affected she would be by standing next to him. Shaking it off as best she could, Seren led him into the book stacks, absentmindedly listing genres. Still, she kept her eyes on him. “And here’s the paranormal section. What’s your interest, cryptids, ghosts … werewolves?”

      His eyes snapped to hers. Only then did she notice how closely they were standing. His arm wrapped around her waist. His hand was pressed flat against her back. Even if they hadn’t been completely alone in the store, no one could see them back here. She made this section private for a reason. Sometimes young wolves heard about them and came looking for the Den. She used the books as a test of sorts, to scope out potential werewolves. It was hardly necessary anymore. Years of this work had trained her sense to pick out certain things most humans ignored. She knew their mannerisms, their reflexes, and their heightened senses. She had to. It kept them all alive.

      “Do werewolves interest you?” Her hands pressed against his chest, and she felt the strong bundle of muscles there. His fine clothes hid an impressive physique.

      “At the moment,” he lowered his head, his eyes glazed over, “I find myself more interested in humans – a human,” he clarified.

      She lifted her chin, and he closed the distance. His lips pressed against hers. She felt her blood ignite. Her hands slipped up his chest and wrapped around his neck. She pressed her body fully against him. His hand moved down from her waist and firmly cupped her rear. She lifted a booted leg up, wrapping it around his hips. His hand moved lower, under the fabric of her skirt. Fingertips played at the edges of her lace panties.

      Seren gasped. His mouth left her mouth to trail kisses down her neck and down into her cleavage. The smooth skin of his cheeks rubbed like silk against her skin. Her head spun. She should stop. This was wrong, but her body wouldn’t listen. She wanted more of his touch.

      Vincent shook. She felt his tenable grasp on his control slipping. He took a raspy breath, his hands moving back to more respectable places on her body. “I apologize. That was incredibly forward of me.”

      She lowered her leg and struggled to slow her own breathing. Neither of them made any move to separate from each other. She was grateful for the support of his arms around her. Her legs were too weak to hold her weight at the moment. “You and me both. I don’t usually go throwing myself at guys in the stacks.”

      His lips quirked. “Usually?”

      “Ever.” She laughed at his suggestive tone.

      They stared at each other, the only sound that of their breathing. A shiver ran down her spine. “Who are you?”

      His eyes lost their focus, and he pulled away. “I beg pardon once again for my ill behavior. By your leave, I bid you adieu, Mademoiselle.” With a flourish, he bowed, head down turned to avert his gaze.

      She opened her mouth to reply, but he didn’t wait for her response. With speed, bordering on the edge of inhuman, he swept out from the store, leaving her where she stood.

      Seren rushed to the door and out to the front step, but there was no indication which way he had gone. Retreating back into the solitude of the store, she replayed the events in her mind. With a sigh, she sat heavily in her chair and heard a clink. Reaching back, she pulled loose the object caught in the lace of her corset top and held it out in her hand. A small silver cufflink gleamed in the light.
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      Fluorescent light filled the small exam room. Wendy closed her eyes, but she could still see the light through her eye lids. Her head pounded, piercing pain shooting through her eyes, into the back of her skull. She was half-convinced the light was just another part of their torture.

      Someone grabbed her arm. She looked over in time to see the needle sink into her skin. It was a large needle, and the nurse, mercenary, hunter, doctor, whoever administering it was not the least bit concerned with being gentle. Even so, she held her tongue and refused to react. She could control that, at least.

      She closed her eyes again. The door opened, and she heard footsteps.

      “What are the results?” the man in charge of her torture asked.

      “The last injection did not have a permanent effect. Her werewolf immune system was able to neutralize modified strain 7-38-b. I have just administered 7-38-c.”

      Wendy mentally rolled her eyes. No permanent effect. They kept saying that, but she could feel the truth. Her body was worn down and weak. Continued experiments were taking a toll on her mind. Sure, her body healed, but the constant seesaw of getting over one illness only to be given another, stronger illness a few days later was demoralizing and exhausting. It was enough to make her miss the beatings of her early time in captivity.

      “Keep me posted,” the man said. His voice displayed his displeasure over the report. The slamming of the door on his exit confirmed it.

      The monitor beeped, and Wendy looked up. Her temperature was now over a hundred. The nurse nodded and settled in at his desk to go through notes, comparing old reports with the new readings.

      Time lost meaning after that. Fever and pain took hold of her body. There was no relief, no medication or comfort, just the slow beep of the monitors and the rustle of papers. Wendy faded out of and into consciousness until she heard the man utter a curse under his breath and slam the papers down. The numbers on the display showed her temperature was back to a normal range. Her fever had broken.

      The man stood. “You can go,” he said to the guards. “Just come back in an hour to return the subject to its cell.” He swept out of the room. The guards followed behind, leaving Wendy all alone.
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      Artemis wandered alone through the town streets. There were people everywhere, hanging signs and setting up instruments by makeshift stages, but they didn't notice him. He made sure of that. Illusion and misdirection were his specialty. He once used his abilities for revenge and manipulation. Now, he only used them to hide. He felt most at home in the shadows. Still, he wasn't completely uncivilized.

      Searching out one of the finer hotels, he paid for a room and arranged to have suitable attire brought to him. Traveling mostly by wolf form through the mountains as he followed Seren to this town, he'd left most of his possessions behind. With no need of a bellhop, he went alone to his room.

      Cold air blew through the air conditioning vents in the ceiling and ruffled the alabaster curtains. Splashes of red and blue from impressionist paintings stood out against the beige walls. The bed was covered in a plush gray comforter with blue stitching. The floors were of a gray and brown wood.

      Artemis flipped through the television satellite radio offerings, but all he could find were various modern music stations. There was not a trace of Handel or Bach. He would have settled for Tchaikovsky or even Brahms. He clicked off the television and tossed the remote to his table. If only he had his record collection. He left everything he owned behind when he left Smithsdale. All he possessed now were the few clothes he paid the concierge to gather and a few centuries old cuff links his father gave him.

      Serenity’s scent clung to him, taking him back to the feel of her body and lips. He went through the events of the evening and still wasn’t sure what happened. He’d desired women before. Occasionally he sought out one to bed. Never had he felt such uncontrollable passion. He smelled and sensed a large population of wolves near her store, but even his curiosity over what secrets she hid behind those walls was only a passing thought. His mind returned to her kiss.

      The sound of music drifted in from outside. Artemis looked around his hotel room and felt more alone than usual. His observations during his walk had suggested there was some type of event going on in the town. Perhaps he should see what it was all about. Never one to frequent human celebrations, or any celebrations for that matter, he wasn't sure where the thought came from. Then again, he'd never been quite this alone, free of manipulation, having firmly alienated every living member of his family. He had no one to interrupt his brooding thoughts. No one knew him here. He could lose himself in the sights and sounds, drown out his memories and conscience. He could leave consideration of his next move until tomorrow.
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      “Seren?” Gavin called from upstairs.

      Seren jumped and dropped the cufflink she still held, barely catching it before it hit the floor. Hastily, she attached it to her skirt, through an open button loop. “Yeah?” she answered, doing her best to straighten her clothes and strike a natural position.

      “You’re still down here?” He walked into view and looked down at his phone for the time. “Did you lock up the store?”

      She looked down at her own phone. It was a half hour past closing time. “No, not yet. I lost track of time.” That was an understatement. She'd been sitting by the counter, staring out the side window, worrying the cufflink between her fingers since Vincent left. “Why? What’s up?”

      “Oh, just the kids clamoring to see you. I told them that you’d be down tomorrow morning, but they insisted I come and invite you to watch a movie with them tonight.”

      She smiled. “Sure, just let me lock up first.”

      “I’ve got that. You go on ahead.”

      Seren ascended the stairs and entered her room from the short upstairs hallway. Other than a small hall closet, hers was the only door up there. Her room was simple. At the front was a small desk and chair beside a bookcase. To the back was her bed and nightstand. On the right side of the room were doors to her private bathroom and closet. She went to the left, to her bookcase.

      With a small, well-placed push, the bookcase swung wide, revealing an opening to the caves. It was the same opening she and Gavin found that night, the night she learned what he was. Her room, and the entire bookstore, was built around the access to their caves.

      The watch guard smiled and gave her a hug, welcoming her home. She made her way down the stairs, into the main room, but a group of kids swarmed her before she could go any farther. As one they led her into the movie room and showed her where to sit. She laughed. Their joy was infectious. All of them talking at once, they piled down around and on top of her. A few of the other adults and older teens in the room smiled in understanding.

      The children continued regaling her with stories of their time in her absence until the lights of the room were lowered, and the movie began. Then, they settled in to quietly watch with her. She watched the scenes play out. The movie was an old one she knew well, and soon, she found her eyes growing heavy. Her mind drifted to thoughts of a simpler time, before werewolves and hunters, before running a business and maintaining supplies became her life. A time when she could sit down and enjoy a movie and snacks without a million tasks requiring her attention.

      Free time. What had it been like to just live and hang out? Even visiting her sister hadn’t been a good reminder. Between preparing for a wedding, surviving a town on the brink of anarchy, unsuccessfully trying to prove her sister’s friends were werewolves—she was still convinced at least some of them were—and throwing together a quick impromptu ceremony when all the other plans fell through, she was more exhausted than usual.

      Gone were the days when she and Gavin would grab their gear and disappear into the mountains for a weekend, with nothing to do except explore and talk. She loved mountain climbing, with the heat of the sun on her back and the wind blowing across her skin. How she longed to be out there again.

      Seren opened her eyes and stared. The caves were gone. She stood, alone, on top of one of the mountains in the valley. The sun hung close to the horizon, casting shades of pink and purple through the sky.

      “Miss Seren?” a child called.

      Seren blinked and opened her eyes to find herself back in the caves. The end credits of the movie were rolling.

      “Miss Seren, will you stay for the next one?”

      She pushed up, her body feeling heavy and slow, as though she moved with a delayed reaction, like her brain and body weren’t quite connected all the way. “The next one?” she asked. Even her voice sounded strange to her ears.

      Gavin squatted down beside them and handed her a bottled drink. “Here, you look like you could use this.”

      “Thanks.” She took a swig and shook her head. “Isn’t it a little late for another movie?”

      “Pack run tonight,” Gavin reminded her. She shook her head, surprised at herself for another mental slip. Of course they were watching another movie. It was to keep the little ones entertained while the older members of the pack headed out to the valley for the run and to enjoy the kickoff for their private valley festival.

      Harborage Den always threw their own festival to coincide with the one in town. Not wanting to risk being seen by people who knew them from their old lives or possible hunters, most the residents of the caves avoided the town. Some went out on scouting missions or supply runs, but the majority of the pack only left the caves to run in the valleys of the mountains, as they did tonight. The wolves didn’t mind. The caves afforded them more freedom to live as who they were than the outside world had. They transformed at will and did not have to hold back or hide their strength and senses.

      But they did sometimes miss things about the outside world, like the festival. So, whenever possible, they found ways to bring those things into their new lives. This weekend, that meant holding their own festival in the hidden valleys and forests of the mountains. They would dance, eat, and run under the moonlight. The real party would begin tomorrow, and the smaller children would be invited to join in on those activities, but the pack would have a lot of excited energy to burn off tonight. They always seemed to feed off of each other’s emotions, and without a physical outlet, like the pack run, all that pent off energy could lead to tension and fights. That was why the kids too young to hunt were watching movies.

      She used to sit with the kids all the time on run nights. It was one of her favorite activities. Lately, though, there were always pressing matters requiring her attention at all hours. Even when she did sit with them, her mind wasn't fully there. She was always calculating grocery bills or running over schedules.

      “Will you stay?” the kids asked together.

      A knot of guilt filled her chest. “Sorry guys. Maybe next time.” She stood, Gavin helping her to her feet, and tried not to let the disappointment of the children get to her.

      “You know,” Gavin whispered as he walked her back to the main room, “I know you’re tired, but you could just crash down here and catch another nap while the movie’s on.” He grinned and winked.

      She rolled her eyes. “Maybe later. Right now I just want to get washed up and into some new clothes. Next time I’m going to have to rethink my road trip attire. Wearing a corset top for a ten-hour car ride is not the same as wearing it at home.” She adjusted her top uncomfortably.

      Gavin chuckled. “Why didn’t you change when we got back?”

      “Because I’m stubborn and there was a book in the pile on the counter that I wanted to read.”

      “Oh, Seren,” he put a weary hand on her shoulder, “don’t ever change.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it.” She winked and dashed up the stairs and into her room. The cuff link fell from her skirt and clinked against the floor. She picked it up and closed her fingers around it.

      What a night.

      Seren rested her head back against the wall and took in a deep breath. Making out with a stranger in the bookstore, dreaming or hallucinating she was out in the mountains—none of it made any sense. Her mind was foggy and focused, like on the edge of a dream, or in the middle of something important. She felt pulled, moving toward a new reality, like she had the night of the first hunter attack. The future was open, and she wasn't sure what it looked like. All she knew was that something had shifted. She could either panic and cling to the familiar or stay calm, analyze the changes, and adjust. She wasn't one to panic.

      The strum of a guitar caught her ears. A lone flute joined the melody. Farther away a conflicting beat drummed out. She closed her eyes and listened. It was unusual, especially at night, to hear music out in the town. Most shops closed around dark, except for the weekend of the annual music festival in Harbor Point. It was a big deal. The town decorated the center square and surrounding streets with lights. Musicians played on street corners and on balconies. The bars and restaurants stayed open late into the night. Vendors sold various treats and wares in movable carts. Farmers and craftsmen brought fresh food and handmade crafts. While mostly a local event, some out-of-towners did attend.

      She sighed. The trip to Smithsville had really knocked her off kilter. She had completely forgotten the festival was coming up before Sabrina mentioned it. She listened to the music outside and wondered if Vincent was enjoying the festivities. She’d only known him for a few minutes, but somehow she didn’t see him wandering around booths, eating fried snacks, and listening to street bands perform. A grin turned the corners of her lips at the thought. She could imagine him trying to keep his fancy clothes clean. Was he the type who ate pizza with a fork? Did he even eat pizza at all? What? No, of course he ate pizza. Everyone ate pizza. She shook her head.

      It was late, and she was tired, but her mind was fully awake, replaying the kiss. Her body warmed, and she felt an energy buzz through her. She could try to go to bed, but she was too wired to actually get any rest. She could go to the valley but being around the pack meant thinking about all her responsibilities to them. Instead, she decided to head out to the town for a few hours. Perusing her closet, she striped out of her travel clothing and pulled on a long, flowing cotton skirt and an off the shoulder shirt with an elastic hem under the breasts and a tie gathering the straight cut neckline fabric at the top. She slipped on a pair of open toe boot sandals with a crisscross buckle ankle strap and a zipper on the side. She wiggled her toes to stretch them out from the long day in her boots and added a jingling ankle bracelet to complete the ensemble. Grabbing her purse, Seren headed out to the streets.
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