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Episode 1: New Moon Summer
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Prelude

The White Dress
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***
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MOONLIGHT SHIMMERED in Gwyneth Gresham’s unshed tears. Her gray braids had been combed out and tied in an elegant knot, and she wore the only dress she owned—a modest cotton sheath patterned with yellow flowers.

She fidgeted with her niece’s sleeve, trying to smooth the satin flat.

“Why are you crying?” Rylie asked.

Gwyn picked up her shotgun and started loading it with silver bullets. “It’s just—you look beautiful, babe. I wish your dad was here to see the way you look tonight.”

Rylie swallowed around the lump in her throat. “I don’t.”

Her aunt jacked a round into the chamber. Propped the gun against her shoulder. “You ready?”

Rylie closed her eyes and imagined everyone waiting for her to step outside. Werewolves on one side. Plainclothes Union army on the other. A murderer hidden in their midst. And Scott Whyte waiting to officiate the wedding.

Music started to play outside the tent. Whether or not Rylie was ready, it was time to walk down the aisle.

She picked up the bouquet and used the blossoms to conceal the claws that had already replaced her fingernails. Her inner wolf was stirring.

Rylie took a deep breath and stepped outside for the wedding.
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One

Eight Seasons
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TWO YEARS EARLIER.

The forests of Gray Mountain were filled with shrieks and howls. Hunter was pitted against wolf. The soil absorbed splashing blood as gunfire echoed off of the rocks.

A woman, tall and dark-skinned with blazing eyes, dragged her son onto the rocks ringing the top of the mountain. Together, they approached the swollen moon.

“Where’s your girlfriend?” Eleanor demanded, shaking Seth’s arm hard.

“I don’t know,” he said through gritted teeth.

He was telling the truth. He really didn’t know that Rylie was watching from the trees.

She circled the battle silently, searching for a way in without getting shot. Her pack was getting killed as she watched, but she couldn’t do anything without risking Seth.

Her paws gripped the earth. Her nose tilted to the air.

The wind smelled of blood and bullets.

Eleanor shook her son again. “Rylie! Come and get him!” Her voice echoed over the yelping wolves.

The sight of Eleanor’s hand on her son filled Rylie with cold fury.

She leaped.

The power of the wolf’s muscles launched her from the trees and onto the rocks atop the mountain. Eleanor raised the shotgun, but Rylie bit before she could fire.

The feel of her teeth sinking into Eleanor’s leg was fleeting, but satisfying. Rylie jerked the older woman off her feet, and another wolf jumped onto the rocks to help—Abel. He was out for his mother’s blood.

But Eleanor wriggled free of them and smashed the shotgun into Seth’s gut.

Both wolves froze.

“Get down, Abel,” Eleanor commanded, and he could only obey or watch his brother get shot. When he slunk far enough away to satisfy her, she faced Rylie. “Change back.”

She did.

A few moments later, she was human. Blond hair hung around her bare shoulders. Her heated skin steamed.

Eleanor pressed her gun harder into Seth’s stomach and grinned an evil grin. “Walk to the top. Do it. Go on! Call your gods down, and tell them to save you!”

Rylie ascended, feet melting the ice. Late spring air kissed her bare arms with frosty wind.

Gray Mountain was supposed to be the seat of the gods, but Rylie never believed it. Not really. And yet, if she was the Alpha—the leader of the wolves, the one who could save them all—was it really so hard to believe there might be more than that, too?

She reached the top and stretched her arms toward the moon.

It was waiting. Expectant.

Her boyfriend watched her from below with desperate eyes, silently begging for her to save herself.

“Sorry, Seth,” Rylie whispered.

And she jumped.

***
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LATER, RYLIE WOULD try to make sense of what happened after she plummeted off of Gray Mountain’s peak.

She should have been bashed at the bottom of the cliff. She should have broken every bone in her body and died. But that obviously hadn’t been the case. Her memory was pretty blurry on the facts, but her survival was undeniable.

She was also certain that someone had spoken to her. Rylie had only the vaguest sense of what they said, but she knew it was apologetic. Something about how the werewolf ability wasn’t meant to be a curse.

Shouldn’t there have been a face to go with that voice?

All Rylie remembered clearly was the moon hanging low in the sky. She remembered being bathed in silver light and a weight lifting from her chest.

She had been given a gift: the ability to change into a werewolf at will, rather than being chained to the cycles of the full and new moon. It was liberation from the monstrous hunger.

But years later, she still had no idea who had done her such a favor.

***
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WHEN RYLIE CLIMBED to the top of the mountain, she wasn’t the same girl who had fallen.

She dragged Eleanor off of the cliff, and the woman died at the bottom of the rocks in the way that Rylie hadn’t. The smell of her blood washed over the breeze.

Maybe she was imagining it, but the moon seemed satisfied.

She embraced Seth and Abel, went home to Aunt Gwyneth’s ranch, and they worked together all summer to convert it into a sanctuary for the other werewolves who had survived.

Then they were supposed to live happily ever after.

Right?

***
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THREE MONTHS LATER.

Rylie sat on the side of the bed, struggling to hold back tears as Seth packed for college. He had been putting it off for weeks, but he had to move into the dorms that weekend; there was no more time to delay.

He didn’t have much to take—Seth was leaving his guns behind, so he only had a few outfits and the spiked plugs he kept in his pierced ear.

“I’ll call you as soon as I have my new address,” he said, stuffing a pair of jeans into his backpack. Wind chimes sang softly outside their open window. “We can write letters to each other again. It’s going to be fun.”

Fun? Rylie bit her bottom lip and picked at her thumbnail. How could being hundreds of miles away from her boyfriend be considered fun?

He caught her expression and dropped to his knees in front of her.

“Oh, come on, Rylie. Don’t cry.”

“I just don’t think I can do this without you.”

Seth kissed her. His lips tasted salty.

He cupped her face in both of his hands and pressed their foreheads together. “You’re Alpha, Rylie. You don’t need me to control all of the werewolves. You can do it alone.”

“But I don’t want to do it alone.”

“Abel will help you,” Seth said.

She sniffled. “Abel isn’t you.”

“Yeah. He’s not. And don’t you forget that.” He flashed his lopsided smile. “You’re going to be okay. I promise.”

What was the point in arguing with him? He was leaving for college whether Rylie liked it or not, and she would have to finish off her last two years of high school responsible for two dozen werewolves—alone.

“I love you,” she said.

His lingering kiss was all the response she needed.

***
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ABEL TOOK HIS BROTHER to the airport. It was a long drive into the city, and they didn’t talk much. They hadn’t really talked at all since they worked together to kill their own mother.

It felt strange, knowing that Eleanor wasn’t out there anymore. After haunting them for so long—trying to kill Rylie, keeping Seth under her trailer, and stabbing Abel—he wasn’t quite ready to believe the nightmare was over.

He worried, just a little, that saying her name out loud might bring her ghost back.

They parked in the airport garage.

Seth sat in the passenger’s seat of the Chevy Chevelle, backpack in his lap, and didn’t move. A long silence stretched between them.

When two minutes passed without Seth getting out of the car, Abel’s lips spread into a forced grin. “You want me to walk you through security, bro? Need me to hold your hand?”

“You’ll look after Rylie, right?” Seth asked.

Abel blinked. “That’s the deal, isn’t it? I look after the ranch while she does school and homework. She handles the changes on the full and new moons. We already worked this out.”

“But you’re not going to look after her too closely.”

Seth’s expression was deadly serious. Abel’s shoulders tensed.

They studied each other from across the car. They might as well have been separated by a chasm.

“I’ll look after her,” Abel said finally.

“All right.”

They shook hands.

Seth climbed out and went to catch his plane.

***
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RYLIE WAS SITTING ON the back step when Abel returned to the ranch. She twisted twine around the stems of dried leaves to form an autumn bouquet, and he stopped at the bottom of the hill to watch. She was absorbed in her arrangement and didn’t seem to realize she was being watched.

She had changed since they returned from Gray Mountain. Not physically—she had the same almost-white hair, skinny legs, and heart-shaped face. But there was a new aura about her. Abel couldn’t help thinking that she was haloed by a powerful energy. The Alpha spirit.

Abel was supposed to look after his brother’s beautiful, sweet, deadly werewolf girlfriend for two years until she graduated high school—as long as he didn’t get too close to her. What did that even mean?

“It’s going to be a long goddamn two years,” Abel muttered to himself, slamming the Chevelle’s door.

Rylie looked up at the sound and smiled. She smiled to see him. It lit up her whole face.

Yeah. A really long two years.

***
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AND YET, SOMEHOW, TWENTY-one months, seven seasons, and forty-eight moons passed.
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Two

Departure
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***
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IT WAS THE NIGHT BEFORE a new moon, and Rylie was worrying.

She paced outside the door to Abel’s bedroom, listening to him move inside as he packed for an overnight trip. Rylie already knew what he would take: an extra shirt, a pair of pants, and a handgun loaded with silver bullets.

He hadn’t shot any werewolves in years, but it was better to have it. Just in case.

“Why don’t we send someone else?” she whispered to the mirror at the end of the hall, rehearsing her speech. “Maybe Bekah could get this one? No, wait, she’s got yoga in the morning...”

Dammit, Rylie just didn’t want Abel to leave. Not the night before a moon. Especially not when she was still helping the new werewolf, Vanthe, get settled into life at the sanctuary.

June was late in the season for snow, but it wasn’t unheard of. What if they closed the roads and he couldn’t get back before the next evening’s new moon?

She would have to handle almost two dozen werewolves.

Alone.

The door opened, startling Rylie from her thoughts. Abel loomed over her.

He was taller than Rylie. Of course, at six-and-a-half feet, he was taller than pretty much everyone. The sharp odor of silver and gun oils drifted from the backpack at his shoulder.

Abel didn’t look surprised to see her waiting for him. “Hey, Rylie.”

“You can’t leave,” she blurted, totally forgetting every single one of her not-so-carefully prepared arguments. She even forgot her authoritative “I am Alpha and you should do what I say” voice.

Abel’s grin stretched the scars on his cheek. He barked a laugh and sauntered into the kitchen without responding.

She watched his retreating back, mouth hanging open.

He was pretty good at communicating without words—werewolves were big on that whole body language thing. And Abel’s swagger spoke volumes.

They weren’t polite volumes.

The Alpha wolf inside of her gave an offended growl.

Abel wasn’t running, but his legs were so long that Rylie had to jog to catch up with him. By the time she reached the kitchen, the back screen was slamming shut with a rusty whine.

The newest werewolf, Vanthe, was helping Aunt Gwyn pull a tray of broiled meat out of an oven. “Food’s almost ready,” she said when she spotted Rylie. “Better warn the troops.”

“They’ve been out in the fields all day. We’ll have to ring the big bell,” Rylie said, but she didn’t grab the mallet. She squeezed between Gwyn’s hip and the kitchen island.

“What’s the rush?” Vanthe asked. He was a tall, lean man in his late twenties with dark skin and shockingly blond hair.

“Abel’s going to pick up another wolf from the airport.”

Gwyn threw a critical look over her shoulder as she turned off the second oven. They’d been forced to expand the kitchen in order to accommodate the ravenous appetites of twenty werewolves, and dinner took all three ovens to cook on most nights. “So...?”

“So tomorrow night’s the new moon!”

“He’s a big boy, Rylie,” Gwyn said.

She also said something else, but Rylie didn’t hear it, because she was rushing out the back door to catch Abel. It was one of the first really warm evenings of summer; the darkening sky was thick with the haze of heat, cicadas echoed over the hills, and a breeze sighed through the long grass.

Rylie found Abel throwing his backpack in the passenger’s seat of the Chevelle. He had washed his car that morning, and it glimmered in the porch light like a steel blue jewel in the otherwise dusty ranch.

“Come to tie me to a chair so I can’t leave?” Abel asked.

She ignored the taunt. “Let’s send someone else to get this one. Like Levi—he’s not doing anything.”

“It’s only a couple of hours away. Not a big deal.” He slammed the door shut.

“But what if something happens?” Rylie pressed. “What if you can’t get back in time?”

Abel rolled his eyes. “Then I’ll lock myself in the hotel room for the change, and the Whyte family’s going to get a huge cleaning bill. Like I said. Not exactly a big deal.”

She bit her bottom lip, watching as he circled the tailgate. That wasn’t what she meant. In fact, she hadn’t even given consideration to Abel transforming without her presence.

He stopped to lean on the trunk of the Chevelle. Abel gave her an appraising look, and she stared back, chin lifted in challenge.

Abel had been mauled in a werewolf attack before they met, but every time he transformed, the scars healed a little more. The skin on his temple and chin was still twisted, but his eye and mouth were untouched now. He had actually managed to grow a complete goatee.

He still looked wholly terrifying to new people, which made him perfect for intimidating young werewolves into good behavior. But Rylie knew better than to be scared.

“Are you worrying about me?” he finally asked.

She dropped her gaze first. Some Alpha. “I just can’t handle all the wolves without you,” Rylie told her feet.

It had been almost two years since they officially opened the sanctuary and Rylie took charge of an endangered species. She had survived almost fifty moons as the head of her pack.

Fifty moons. Shouldn’t that have been enough for her to feel confident in her ability to lead?

But the idea of getting through a moon without Abel at her back made her heart beat against her ribs like a mouse trying to escape a cage.

Abel pushed off the trunk of the car and stood over her. A hand touched her chin. Dull surprise jolted through her as she looked up at Abel.

Rylie expected him to tease her. He always teased her.

But his face was totally serious.

“I’ll be back in time.” Abel’s deep voice vibrated with intensity. “I’m not going to leave you alone. I promise.”

Her cheeks heated until she thought that she might catch fire.

It looked like he was thinking of saying something else. His golden eyes were fixed on hers, and his mouth opened. Rylie found herself staring at his lips. He was looking better and better now that the scars were healing.

But then he dropped his hand, and he was grinning again—that lopsided grin that looked so much like his brother’s.

Abel climbed into the driver’s seat of the Chevelle and rolled down the window. “You better have a bed ready in the barn when I get back tomorrow.”

He gunned the engine, and she hugged her arms around herself as she watched him peel down the path toward the highway. The tail lights shrunk and faded into the sunset-lit hills.

Her heart was still beating hard, but not from fear.

Vanthe emerged from the kitchen holding the mallet. “Dinner’s ready. Gwyn says to ring the bell to let everyone know.”

She shook her head to clear it. “The bell is on the front step. You want to go around the other way.”

He didn’t move. “What’s up with that guy?”

“Abel?”

“Yeah. He smelled like silver.”

“He used to be a werewolf hunter,” she said. “Old habits are hard to break, I guess. He still takes a gun with him when he picks up new guys. Like he did with you last week.”

Vanthe’s eyes widened. He had the same gold irises that all werewolves did. “How did a hunter end up your second-in-command?”

Because I bit him.

Rylie gave Vanthe a shaky smile instead of answering aloud. “You should probably go find the bell. Gwyn might not turn into an animal twice a month, but she’s pretty scary when people don’t do what she tells them.”

He saluted her and loped around the building, vanishing into the shadows. As soon as he disappeared, Rylie sagged against the fence.

Just the thought of having to sit down to eat with the pack made her tired. Even Bekah and Levi treated her weird, and they had known her before the Alpha thing. Abel was the only one who made her feel normal anymore.

Up until the moment he touched her chin, anyway. Now she thought she might explode into a thousand pieces.

“What was that?” she whispered into the night, brushing her fingers over her jaw. She could still feel his skin on hers.

Loneliness. It had to be loneliness.

Only one more week until the semester ended. Then Seth would come home for the break between terms.

Summer couldn’t come fast enough.
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Three

Mail
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IF THERE WAS ONE CONSTANT to life on a ranch—even a ranch filled with werewolves—it was the omnipresence of chores.

Rylie woke up to work before sunrise, and she could already feel the new moon approaching. It whispered to her from the dark sky beyond her window. She parted her curtains to gaze up at the smattering of stars fading into the velvety blue of false dawn.

The moon was only a sliver of fingernail over the hills.

I’m coming...

That whisper used to fill her with dread, but it no longer held any sway.

She closed the curtains and ignored it.

Hoping that she was the first to wake up, Rylie grabbed a pair of jeans and work boots off of her dresser and sneaked into the hallway.

The bathroom door was open.

“Success,” she whispered. When was the last time she had gotten to shower without waiting in line?

Feet thudded down the hall. A shoulder bumped hers.

“Sorry! Emergency!” Bekah’s honey-blond curls flashed past her, and the bathroom door slammed shut. The lock clicked.

The pipes in the walls rumbled as the shower blasted to life.

“Hey!” Rylie pounded her fist into the door, forgetting that everyone else was still asleep. “Showering is not an emergency! I was here first!”

Bekah started humming show tunes.

“I’m sending you back to California,” Rylie growled, more to make herself feel better than anything else. The Riese twins, Bekah and Levi, split their year between the two sanctuaries. They would be going back soon anyway.

Grumbling to herself, Rylie hiked the jeans over her hips, stuffed her feet into boots, and went out to labor in the fields alone.

She usually shared the chores with Abel, so his absence quickly became hard to ignore. Feeding the chickens and checking the fence for holes wasn’t nearly as much fun without someone to distract her.

By the time the sun rose, the temperature was already over seventy degrees, and she was sweating.

Rylie tried not to watch the highway for signs of the Chevelle, but when she finished making a lap around the outer layer of fencing, she found herself sitting on a post to watch for Abel anyway.

Only a few hours until the moon. Only a few hours until she had to be Alpha again.

Where was he?

A car approached, but it wasn’t the Chevelle—it was the mail truck.

Her heart jumped.

Rylie ran to the mailbox, and she arrived just as the truck pulled away with a cloud of dust in its wake.

There was a lot of junk mail and hospital bills, but there was also a padded manila envelope with Rylie’s name on it. Another letter was addressed to her, too. All the return address said was, “Seth.”

The sight of his slanted handwriting made loneliness gnaw at her stomach. Despite his promises to visit between every semester, he had started doing summer and winter classes, too—they hadn’t been together for longer than a weekend since spring break the year before.

Opening the envelope made his smells wash over her, bringing back memories of their time together.

Meeting at summer camp. Fighting off his werewolf-hunting mother. Working on the ranch together. Having to leave him so she could get control of her wolf and become Alpha.

Before she could read the letter, the big red pickup rolled down the hill. Gwyn stopped beside her.

“Where are you going?” Rylie asked, passing the bills through the open window.

“Thought I’d stay in the city tonight. Escape the furry...” Gwyn whirled her finger through the air, as if searching for a word. “You know.”

“Are you worried about getting hurt?” she asked, frowning. It had never been a problem before.

Her aunt’s eyes were warm. She reached down to brush the hair over Rylie’s shoulder. “Not with you in charge, babe. I could just really use the vacation. I’ll only be a few days.”

Rylie made herself smile and nod, but worry knotted in her throat.

The only reason Gwyn ever went to the city was for treatments at the hospital. But the antiretroviral cocktails had been working great, especially since Rylie had been keeping a close eye to make sure her aunt took them.

Things weren’t getting worse again... were they?

“Love you,” Rylie said as Gwyn wiggled the gearshift.

Her aunt shot a knowing smile at her. “No wild parties while I’m gone. And if you’re going to drink, don’t touch the liquor on the top shelf. That’s the good stuff and it shouldn’t be wasted on teenagers.”

“Gwyn!”

“See you soon,” she said with a wink.

The truck groaned down the path.

***
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RYLIE WAITED UNTIL she reached the privacy of her bedroom to read Seth’s letter. She curled up among the fluffy white pillows in bed with it, leaving the padded envelope on her desk.

Rylie,

That last picture of you almost killed me. You’re so damn beautiful. Being away from you makes it hard to breathe.

My every waking hour is consumed with studying for finals, but I keep losing concentration to think about you. The way your hair falls over your eyes when you’re sleeping. The taste of honey on your lips lingers. When I try to study for my anatomy lessons, I can only think about your body.

Stupid as it sounds, I’m counting the hours until the last final ends and I can join you at the ranch. As I write this, only one hundred forty-six hours remain—only.

I’ve got a surprise for you. It’s going to be good. Promise.

See you soon.

With all my heart,

Seth

Unable to control her smile, she hugged the letter to her chest and closed her eyes.

Saturday. Just three days, and she could have the real thing.

Her gaze drifted to the other piece of mail with her name on it. She sniffed the padded envelope. It smelled faintly of gunpowder—one of Seth’s distinctive odors. It must have been the surprise referenced at the end of his letter.

Rylie peeled the envelope open. A small box fell into her lap, along with a dried red rose and a slip of paper. Even though the flower’s petals were dried into curls, its perfume lingered. Sweet musk drifted through the air.

She opened the note. There was only a single line inside: I’m coming for you.

She blinked and reread it, then read it a third time.

I’m coming for you.

Her smile faded a fraction.

What a weird message. Of course Seth was coming for her. He would be back next Saturday.

Feeling uneasy, Rylie opened the box—and almost dropped it.

There was a silver bullet inside.
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Four

Missing Wolf
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THE BREEZE COOLED AS the sun dropped low to the horizon. The barn cast long shadows over the fields, and lights turned on inside. Dark figures moved on the other side of the frosted glass.

After they got rid of the herd, they had converted the barn into a dormitory for the sanctuary’s werewolves. Rylie kept an eye on them from the back step of the ranch house.

She should have been down there to help them prepare mentally for the night’s transformation.

But she didn’t get up.

Rylie considered the box in her cupped hands. She hadn’t opened it again, but she could smell the silver bullet through the wood. It made her queasy to have it close.

Who would have sent her such a thing? She didn’t have any enemies—none that were still alive.

Laughter floated over the breeze from the barn. The younger wolves were joking and roughhousing, like they were at a sleepover.

Why should they be nervous? Rylie had helped them through a dozen painless changes.

And they hadn’t gotten any death threats lately.

Lights appeared on the highway at the bottom of the hill. She had watched enough cars approach and pass that she didn’t get excited.

But this one slowed as it approached the driveway.

Her heart skipped.

Abel.

The wolf pressed against the inside of her ribs, like an excited dog leaping at the return of its friend. She shoved her beast aside, jumped to her feet, and stuffed the box into her pocket—bullet and all.

The Chevelle pulled up to the tree at the bottom of the hill. Abel stepped out alone.

She jogged to the car. “You’re late.”

He grinned when he saw her. His gold eyes flashed, and his cheek dimpled. “It hasn’t even been a whole day. You’re so impatient.”

Rylie wanted to hug him, but she stopped a few feet away and ducked her head. “Where’s the new kid?” she asked, forcing her voice steady even though her stomach twitched like she had swallowed a jar of lightning bugs.

“Never showed.” He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “The flight was late, and he wasn’t on it.”

“Then what are we supposed to do?”

“Dunno. We can call the Whytes later and see what they say.” He slung his backpack over his shoulder and started toward the house. He hesitated at her side. “I told you I would be back in time.”

Rylie’s inner wolf swelled at his proximity, urged on by the approach of the new moon and the sounds of her nearby pack. She found herself leaning forward, closing her eyes, and smelling his chest.

There was so much information in his scent—his journey to the city, the beef jerky he had eaten on the trip, all the people at the airport, the hotel room. It flooded Rylie’s mind with color and borrowed memories.

When she opened her eyes, Abel was staring at her.

“Sorry,” she said. She meant to step back, but she had been rooted to the spot. Rylie had no control over her legs.

Normally, Abel would have picked on her for that slip in humanity. He never missed an opportunity to harass her.

But this time, he smelled her back.

He lowered his face to her neck and brushed his nose over the skin bared by her tank top. His breath breezed over her throat.

Rylie shut her eyes and clenched her hands tight, resisting the urge to touch him.

The wolf wanted to rub the side of her face against his. Mark him with her scent, and be marked.

Abel’s eyes flicked up to her lips. His face hovered close enough that she could smell the minty flavor of his gum.

My pack, the wolf whispered.

Shut up, Rylie responded, giving her beast a hard, internal jab.

It took all of her strength to take one step back, but once she did, the second step was easier. She cleared her throat. Nudged a rock with the toe of her shoe.

Abel straightened and didn’t remark on the moment of weirdness—which only made it weirder. He rubbed a thumb down a ridge of scar on his cheekbone. “Better get everyone together for the change.”

She stayed by the Chevelle as he entered the house.

Somehow, the box with the bullet found its way into her hand again, and Rylie’s fingers tightened around it. The corners bit into her palm. A painful reminder of Seth.

What was she thinking?

Bekah jogged past with a couple of other werewolves—Eldon and Simone, who came from Canada—and Rylie waved at them. They were still new enough to the change that they needed to work out energy before moonrise.

Thankfully, Abel’s door was closed when Rylie retreated to her room.

She found a pen and paper and sat at her desk. She had a computer, but the internet in the countryside was really slow, and there was something romantic about seeing his handwriting. It reminded her of swapping notes at summer camp.
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