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Chapter 1

“This is so crazy.” Stephanie had to yell to be heard over the sound of the wind rushing past them.

Crystal looked over at the former bully. “Welcome to my life,” she said. She squirmed in her seat and rolled her eyes at how sore she still was. She wasn’t healing as fast as she had before she’d driven the Beast out of her. She blushed at the thought of having a different kind of beast in her a little bit ago.

“Why would Beth go there?” Stephanie asked.

Crystal pushed the pleasant thoughts of making love to Hank out of her mind. Beth needed them. “I don’t know,” Crystal said. “She’s worried about me and wants to help.”

“About you?”

“Well, you too.”

Stephanie smiled. “You’ve got Chad after you, but I’m the one looking forward to a padded room and a straightjacket because I can’t stop lusting after you.”

“Oh my God.” Crystal groaned. “Do you have to make it sound like that?”

“Sorry,” Stephanie said. “Just want to make sure you understand how bad I’ve got it for you.”

“You mean how bad I screwed you up?”

“Crys, stop it,” Stephanie rebuked her. “I drove you to it and you didn’t know you could cast a spell on me. It’s cool.”

“You’re only saying that because I did that to you.”

“Yeah, but I don’t mind. I like it. Just being here and talking to you makes me feel good.”

“Even though you’re driving me to something that could be terrible?”

Stephanie shrugged. “It’s okay. I’m just surprised that you’re not riding with Hank. And yeah, I’m happy.”

Crystal glanced over at the mirror and saw Hank riding behind them on his Indian motorcycle. She smiled at the sight of the large man. “I can’t help it, you’re growing on me. Besides, this dress is too short to wear on a motorcycle.”

Stephanie glanced over at her and dropped her eyes down Crystal’s tall form to her long legs on display below the bottom of the sundress. “It wouldn’t stop Ember.”

“Not much would,” Crystal agreed. The redhead wasn’t crazy, but she was definitely full of confidence and marched to her own beat. She shifted again and winced. The soreness of trying to stuff the tree trunk that Hank called a penis inside her was fading but now she was learning about the aftereffects of having sex. She glanced down at the seat, checking to make sure that Stephanie’s seats were leather.

“What are you doing?” Stephanie asked her as she shifted.

“Oh, nothing. Just making sure you’ve got leather seats.”

“What? Why?” Stephanie wondered.

Crystal blushed. “No reason.”

Stephanie kept glancing at her and shook her head. “I call bullshit. Spill it, girlfriend.”

“I’m not—fine. I feel like I’m having my period, but I’m not.”

Stephanie burst out laughing.

“It’s not funny. I’ve never had sex before! I didn’t know!”

“Oh, it’s funny,” Stephanie said. She giggled and shook her head. “It’s called the wet spot and that’s what happens when the guy finishes inside you. Might help if you wore underwear.”

“What? Oh, I didn’t think of that!” Crystal grabbed her purse from beside her and rummaged around in it for her panties. She pulled them out and bent over in the seat to slip her feet through them. She straightened and glanced around. They were driving slow through town but nobody could see her in spite of the top being down on the convertible. She pulled her dress up and struggled to pull her underwear up her thighs and over her hips. She made a few adjustments and then lowered her dress back down.

She frowned at the feeling. The blood had changed her. She and the wolf were one, even if she didn’t know how things worked yet. Clothing itched and bothered her. It wasn’t natural. The tighter the fit, the more irritated she was. She glanced up out the front window and saw the brake lights of the bikes in front of them.

Crystal screamed as Stephanie jerked and slammed on her brakes. The tires chirped on the asphalt as Stephanie tried to force them to stop spinning in spite of the anti-lock brakes pushing back against her. The Camaro stopped with less than a foot of distance between the back of Guntar and Ember’s bikes.

“What the heck?” Crystal said when she found her voice.

“Sorry, I was distracted.”

“By what?” Crystal glared at her.

Stephanie’s cheeks flared red.

“Oh my God.” Crystal groaned. “You were checking me out, weren’t you?”

Stephanie bit her lip and nodded. “I’m sorry.”

“Why did I have to screw up and do this to you?”

“I’m glad you did,” Stephanie muttered.

Crystal barked out a laugh. “Of course you are. I turned you into this.”

Stephanie reached over and squeezed Crystal’s hand before letting it go. “If you hadn’t, I’d still be a bitch who was trying to make everyone hate you. This way I’ve gotten to know that you really are a great person who didn’t deserve that kind of treatment.”

“And it makes you perv on me.”

Stephanie grinned through her blush. “Just think of it as the price for not being branded a social misfit anymore.”

“Lucky me. I think I was doing okay as an outcast.”

Stephanie shrugged. “Just be thankful you don’t know what I was thinking about when you screamed.”

“Really? Like that’s not an invitation to ask?” Crystal asked.

Stephanie blushed and glanced at her. Her eyes dropped to her lap, now covered by her dress. She licked her lips and said, “I was fantasizing about helping you clean up the mess.”

“Oh my God! That’s nasty! It’s Hank’s, um—” Crystal trailed off, too embarrassed to finish her thought. She threw her head back on the seat and stared out the window of the car. The stoplight changed, giving her an escape from the conversation. “It’s green.”

Stephanie accelerated, keeping up with the bikes ahead of them. The rosy color of her cheeks faded slowly but she managed to keep her eyes on the road.

Crystal glanced at her a few times and then shook her head. Stephanie was willing to do anything to be with her, even accept that Hank was Crystal’s boyfriend. Hank had suggested Stephanie move in with her to help her until she could figure out how to avoid going crazy from being compelled to love someone who didn’t love her back. She groaned under her breath. Fighting off the Beast was nothing compared to dealing with Stephanie. The worst part was, it was all her fault.

Stephanie turned at the next road, following Guntar and Ember. Crystal had to put her thoughts of how to help the blond aside. Beth’s car was parked up ahead on the side of the road. She wasn’t in front of Chad’s house after all, but only two houses down. She didn’t have any doubt where her best friend was. She hoped they made it in time to save her.


Chapter 2

“I just thought of something,” Stephanie said.

“What, you want to wipe me after I go to the bathroom too?”

“What the fuck? That’s nasty!” Stephanie said. “What’s wrong with you?”

The social outcast in her cringed. “Sorry,” she muttered. She deserved it, she supposed. That was downright nasty. Then again, what Stephanie mentioned didn't sound much better.

“We’re all disease-free, right? So it’s not a big deal. It’s sterile and all. Not what you learn in Sunday school though, which makes it kind of hot.”

“Stop!” Crystal said. She shook her head. “Is that what you thought of?”

“No,” Stephanie admitted. “I thought of Chad’s family. His dad and mine are friends. Have been for a long time. They’re in the same church groups and everything. Some pretty crazy stuff, but I don’t say that.”

“Steph, we have to help Beth.”

“I know,” Stephanie said. “I was just thinking that I’d heard there were some crazy people in Chad’s family. Not now, in the past. He had a great-uncle who ended up in an asylum and I think someone else who was some kind of serial killer or something until someone killed him.”

“Oh my God!”

“I know. I figured maybe they’d think this was just some genetic thing with him. Another embarrassment they’d try to hide away.”

“An embarrassment? You’re kidding me! These are real people, not mistakes!”

Stephanie shrugged. “What, you don’t have any black sheep in your family?”

Crystal gawked at her. “You’re kidding me. You’ve got some?”

“Yeah, a couple. My great-grandpa and a second cousin are the closest. Total screwups who were written out of the family history pretty much.”

Crystal stared at her as a chill crept down her spine. “What if they weren’t screwups?”

“What do you mean?”

“What if they were like Chad? People who were infected.”

“Infected, like it’s a disease?”

Crystal opened her mouth but didn’t say anything. Was it a disease? The Beast had spoken to her. In her mind, sure, but it was intelligent. Intelligent without a body. She shivered. “Not an infection, more like a—a spirit, I guess. Something that can take over a person. It can change them, not just their brain, but their body too.”

“How is that even possible?”

“Remember Ember?”

Stephanie’s eyes widened. “Okay, that was amazing. I don’t understand how, though.”

“There’s no understanding it; it just is,” Crystal said. “At least that’s what I’ve been told. I haven’t been able to shift yet.”

“How do you know you’re one of them then?”

Crystal considered the question but couldn’t come up with a good explanation. “I just am. I know it. I’ve been hurt a lot lately and I got better.”

“Everybody heals.”

Crystal smirked. “That scar on my belly? That happened Friday night. I ripped my stomach open and reached inside to tear out a giant clot of blood. It was the Beast, the same thing that’s taking over Chad.”

Stephanie’s eyes dropped to Crystal’s stomach. The dressed covered her belly and the scar, but the way her eyes glanced back and forth told Crystal that she was thinking about it. After several seconds, she found the words to ask. “You cut your own belly open?”

“With my fingernails. Claws, I guess—I wasn’t really with it. I’d shifted some.”

“You said you haven’t done that yet?”

“I haven’t been able to do it on purpose. I can’t control it.”

“Holy shit! So you could wolf out and start biting people at any time?”

Crystal shook her head. “No, we’re not like that. If we were, norms would know about us.”

“Norms?”

“People like y—people like we used to be. Before all this happened. I guess you sort of are still, but you’ve been touched by it.”

Stephanie offered a sad smile. “Not the kind of touching I want, though.”

Crystal rolled her eyes and turned to her door. “Come on, we’re wasting time. Beth needs us.”

Stephanie stiffened and smiled. “Thank you.”

Crystal hesitated. “For what?”

“You said Beth needs us, not you or your, um, pack. You included me. You always do things like that. I can’t believe it took a magic spell to make me realize just how cool you are.”

Crystal groaned and pushed her door open. Stephanie followed on her side of the car and had to hurry to catch up. Crystal had already stepped up to Hank and slipped her hand into his. Ember smiled at both of them from where she leaned against the seat of her parked bike. She stepped away and led the way to where Guntar and Gwen were standing and talking to Adrian next to Guntar’s motorcycle.

“How are we going to do this?” Crystal asked as they joined everyone at their alpha’s bike.

“She might not be in danger,” Adrian conceded. “And we have to maintain secrecy of who we are and what is happening to this kid.”

“Chad,” Stephanie said.

Adrian gave her a cold look and then looked at Crystal. “This is your mess—you get to knock on the door.”

“Yeah, it won’t look suspicious at all if I’ve got a bunch of people behind me, most of them wearing leather,” Crystal said.

“I’ll go with you,” Stephanie offered. When everyone turned to stare at her, she took in a deep breath. “They know me. My dad and Chad’s dad are friends. Our families have hung out together. It makes sense.”

“Nothing special about you,” Adrian said. “He’ll tear you apart.”

“He wants me,” Crystal said. “Remember? If things go bad, I’ll draw him to me.”

“No,” Hank said. “I won’t risk you.”

“You don’t have a choice,” Adrian snapped.

Guntar growled and nodded. “She’s your pack-sister; she is your equal.”

Hank’s chest swelled. “She hasn’t even shifted yet! She doesn’t know—”

“None of us know,” Guntar snapped him down. “She’s special, remember?”

Crystal gulped and put her hand on Hank’s arm. “I am. I don’t know how or why, but I know the Beast did things to me. He changed me before we beat him.”
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