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Chapter 1


Of all the things I had to face that day, the prospect of sticking my hand down someone else’s pants as part of my Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, or CBT, just didn’t seem right. Mind you, no one was wearing those filthy pants, but even a gal in therapy should have limits. Today anyway.

According to my therapist, I’d somehow give in to my obsessive-compulsive behaviors less often if I occasionally went out of my comfort zone. Still, in my opinion, my current assignment wouldn’t help me that much.

Five minutes earlier, standing inside the lobby of the local Jiffy Lube, my best friend, Aggie, had given the hot new mechanic a harrowing speech that left me wondering just how far she’d go to help me out. “My good friend Natalya here is one of those clean freaks. It’d be awesome if you’d help her out by letting her put her hand down your pants.

“Pants pocket, that is.” Her eyebrows danced while she grinned devilishly.

So, there I was, ready to do the deed with the mechanic’s grimy uniform.

“Oh, just stick your paw in there so we can go home,” Aggie begged. “Your mom said she’s making her special pot roast.”

How would soiling my germ-free hands with a journey into the grimy pocket of the admittedly attractive mechanic help me with my obsessive-compulsive disorder? I suspected that, in the grand scheme of things, it wasn’t really about my well-being. Agatha McClure just wanted the mechanic to take his coveralls off.

“Let the healing begin,” she purred as he bent over. The lean, yet hard lines of his body were quite evident under his jeans and white T-shirt.

Healing, my ass. She was staring him down like she was a werewolf on a full-moon prowl and he was the next rabbit she planned to snag.

My head swiveled to catch her running her fingers through her red hair. It was a habit she always fell into when she saw a good-looking man. She had such a blissful expression on her face, I felt bad taking the moment away from her. Eh, let her leer over him for a few minutes more. I had an emergency pack of baby wipes for days like today.

So I shoved my hand into the pocket and tried to think happy thoughts. Find that Zen place that didn’t involve freaking out over how slimy and lint-laden the pocket was. By the time my hand came out, it resembled a chocolate ice-cream bar with nuts sprinkled on it. Those “nuts” were balls of fluff.

“Well, look at that,” Aggie said with pride. “You stuck your paw in and you’re still alive.”

I handed the mechanic his coveralls with a straight face, and then scowled at Aggie. This exercise sucked. Ever since I’d joined my therapy group, Aggie was constantly searching for golden opportunities like this one to “help” me. As a werewolf with an obsessive-compulsive disorder, I began therapy because I tended to stress out over the little things. I still do, mind you, but I’ve been learning lately to try to focus on the important stuff, like bonding with my family. Over the past few years, I’ve been estranged from them due to my disorder. I’ve made some progress, especially with my dad, but like any issue that dredges up painful memories, the healing had taken some patience.

However, that was a subject I didn’t want to fixate on right now. It was already hard enough to deal with this little exercise.
While I cleaned off my “ice-cream bar” with baby wipes (many of them), I gazed through the window of Jiffy Lube out to the main street of South Toms River. Not many people may know it, but New Jersey in the winter is beautiful. Especially with a light dusting of snow. On the way here, I’d driven past South Toms River Park. There’s something about barren trees extending toward the sky. When they’re covered with just the right amount of fallen snow, they can be quite calming to the soul.

Even from inside the lobby, I could taste the winter on my tongue. With it came the promise of holiday decorations and Christmas cookies. The most perfect time of the year.

Once the oil change was done, we left. Aggie strolled to the passenger side of my Nissan Altima—a smug smile on her face—
along with a coupon for a free oil change in her hand. I would bet good money the guy had snuck his number on there.

I shook my head with a grin. You couldn’t keep an outspoken wolf like Aggie down. We’d known each other for a long time. A few months ago, she’d left New York City to travel west, but a pit stop at my place had ended up as a permanent arrangement.
I was grateful to have her company, even with her quirks. Really, they weren’t that bad. And although my problems constantly haunted me, Aggie’s own issue—an overeating disorder—didn’t bother her as much. Case in point: Once comfortable in the passenger seat, she whipped out a snack-sized bag of Cheetos and munched away.

* * *

I turned down the street to my parents’ house, and Aggie gave me a strange look. “You do realize we need to pick up my cakes at your place, don’t you?”

I’d completely forgotten about her baking spree this weekend. How many cakes had she made? Usually, I simply shrugged off her cooking—especially when she cleaned up after herself. But as I drove around the block to head back toward my place, a heavy weight formed in my stomach at the thought of going home.

I’d mentally prepared myself for the trip to my parents’ place; returning to my own home would be another unwanted reminder of my problems.

After a few minutes driving through the outskirts of South Toms River, I reached my house. On my good days, seeing the two-level cottage, with its bright red shutters and whitewashed wood, made me feel safe. Its surrounding woods created a haven from the outside. But on my not-so-good ones it was unnerving.

I pulled into the garage but didn’t get out of the car. It seemed like a good idea to just let Aggie fetch her food. Of course, my partner-in-crime had other plans.

Her head peered around the door. “A little help, please?”

Instead of getting out, I said, “For what?”

“Nat, get your ass outta the car and help me carry the cakes. What’s your problem anyway?”

I tapped the steering wheel three times. Then twice more. I should just get it over with. But after all the time I’d spent preparing myself for a visit to my parents’ home … I could undo it with one look—one reminder. Thoughts of my house—
or should I say, its contents—wasn’t something I wanted weighing on my mind while I was at my parents’.

Normal people let things go. Time to pretend to be normal and help my friend. I got out of the car.

The hallway between my garage and kitchen was clear. Like it always was. In the kitchen, Aggie stood with her hands on her hips. With a groan, she shoved a cake container in my hands as I approached her, and I caught a decadent whiff of carrot cake with butter cream icing.

I tried to focus on the cake, on turning around and marching back to the car. But beyond the kitchen lay the living room.
And, with it, my shame. Renewed and growing again. Stack after stack of white boxes with holiday ornaments mocked me. Christmas ornaments, Hanukkah candles, and even elaborate Kwanzaa displays. All of them taunting me with a reminder that I’d be facing a certain someone at my parents’ home. And that someone, a relative, saw me as a hoarder and didn’t appreciate all the changes I’d made.

On any other day, seeing those boxes and knowing what beautiful things they held would’ve brought me inner peace. They’d definitely sheltered me during the long days since I’d been ostracized from my pack.

I reminded myself that some things had changed in my life, like Aggie living here. I glanced at the boxes again and bit my lower lip.

While other things haven’t changed at all.

I scrambled out of the house with Aggie not far behind. She struggled to balance three cake containers and managed to get them into the car with only one wobble. As her best friend, I should’ve done a better job helping her, but I just couldn’t shake my doubts. I wanted to be well. Be normal. And sometimes coming home didn’t help that.

Ten minutes later, we pulled up to my parents’ place. Cars filled the street and driveway. Evidence that everyone had arrived already.

I checked myself for the third time in the rearview mirror. Not a single brown hair was out of place. My blouse and skirt were clean (no surprise there), but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something about me was screwed up and wasn’t fixable.

Aggie opened her car door then noticed I hadn’t done the same. “You have plans to come inside?”

“Yeah.”

“Nat, what’s wrong now? It’s not as if you haven’t been here before.”

“She’s here,” I mumbled.

Aggie rolled her eyes. “Oh, give me a break. Put on your big-girl panties and just brush it off.”

Aggie didn’t mention the name of the woman I referred to, but I knew we’d see her soon enough. After just one hundred feet, I would reach the house, knock on the door, and then see that particular person opening it. Every step was unnerving. The thought of my dad’s cousin greeting me at the door was worse.

As the matriarch of my family in Maine, “Auntie” Yelena Torchinovich led her brood with an iron paw. She’d come here a few weeks ago for my brother Alex’s wedding and had decided to stay for an extended visit. She claimed all sorts of reasons—from catching up with my dad to having missed spending quality time with her relatives. Certainly, in the past ten years, she hadn’t shown such eagerness to be with the family.

Auntie Yelena stood about an inch taller than me, with thin lips and eyes that conveyed her thoughts—and right now, staring at me, they were black and unwelcoming. Her short and sharp black hair added to her dark impression. I stared back at her.
From the way her eyes formed slits, I was returning her gaze far longer than she preferred. No lower-ranking wolf stared down a higher-ranking one without repercussions.

“Quite a persistent little thing,” she said. “I think you’ve forgotten your place—”

“Hi, Yelena.” Aggie walked around me and entered the house. The move forced Yelena to step back, thus allowing me to step past her. I shifted my eyes to the floor and carried the cake into the house. For once I was grateful that Aggie was a dominant female.

All around me, my parents’ home was alive with activity. The dinner had started already, so everyone sat at the tables set up in the dining room and out into the living room. To any stranger, the whole scene would’ve seemed noisy and crowded. But to us it was normal. I reveled in this chaos—I had missed it.

I could feel Yelena’s heated gaze following us as Aggie and I headed to the kitchen.

While I tried to shake off my aunt’s oh-so-warm welcome, Aggie appeared to be relishing the loud conversations. Smatterings of English blended with bursts of Russian. Even though Aggie couldn’t understand the Russian parts, she felt at home among the Stravinskys. Under most circumstances, I would’ve enjoyed dinner here, too. As the weather got colder, my mother gave in to her urge to roast anything that could be herded, caught, and quartered. According to my nose, the meal would be extra tasty tonight. No one could resist the siren call of the savory scent of grain-fed Angus beef. To top it off, I knew the meat would be succulent and dressed with thick homemade gravy.

We reached the oversized kitchen to find my mother waiting for us. Thankfully, Overlord Yelena Torchinovich had not followed us this far, instead taking her seat at the dinner table.

Even as her guests ate, my fair-haired mother continued to mind her pots and keep the food coming. She quietly offered us some Russian salami with cheese and then assessed Aggie’s cakes.

Aggie said, “Everything smells divine, Mrs. Stravinsky.”

I expected my mom to glow with pride, but she only offered a small smile and gestured for us to go back to the dining room and eat. “Don’t let the food get too cold,” was all she said.

For Aggie and her never-ending appetite, Mom had effectively rung the dinner bell. With glee, she made a beeline for the table. Naturally, only two spaces were left. Both of them were right across from Auntie Yelena. How convenient.

Before sitting down, though, I approached my grandma and greeted her. After I kissed both of her cheeks, she whispered, “I’m glad you came.” Grandma Lasovskaya’s face might be wrinkled from centuries of living as a werewolf, but her brown eyes remained young, always shining with the warmth of her love for her family.

My dad sat at the head of the table eating a steaming bowl of soup. When one of my uncles slapped his shoulder after telling a god-awful joke, I expected him to laugh—or at least snort—but he didn’t. I guess I wasn’t the only one who didn’t feel like taking people’s crap today.

Not long after I sat, my aunts and uncles nearby passed me bowls of food. A generous spoonful of homemade and creamy olivie snuck on my plate first. I emitted a happy sigh. Nobody made potato salad like my mom. She used fresh vegetables and then added bits of chicken. Next up was her famous pot roast. The meat was so tender, the pieces fell apart as they landed on my plate.

Everyone, except Auntie Yelena, chatted and made jokes with me. Even Dad tried to crack a smile once in a while. Just a few years ago my interactions with family had been very different. They’d avoided me back then as if I didn’t exist, due to my obsessive-compulsive disorder. Even now, of course, all it would take was just one person to stomp on the precarious relationship I’ve built with them.

“How long do you plan to continue this charade?” Auntie Yelena asked.

A slice of beef almost got caught in my throat.

The question was directed to me, and I wanted to ignore it. But my grandma had taught me to mind my manners, even with people who apparently had forgotten theirs.

Yelena took a sip from her glass of merlot. “You do realize the trials are coming, don’t you?” Her snippy questions wrapped around my throat like a boa constrictor. “I bet you think you can just slide back into the pack like you did with this family.”

My auntie Yelena was referring to the trials the South Toms River Pack holds every year. It was a chance for me to not only rejoin my pack but to prove to everyone that I was no longer a weak and vulnerable member of the Stravinsky family.

I guess that even after I had survived the Long Island pack invasion not so long ago, I still hadn’t proved myself. I gave everything I had that night. Too bad Yelena still didn’t see that I had tried my best.

I sighed and tried not to squirm. The whole time thinking, The strong within the pack shall prevail, and the weak shall fall. Wasn’t that what the Code—the code of ethics for all werewolves—had taught Auntie Yelena? Being a part of a family that followed the Code for centuries should have given me a measure of pride. I had a history, a heritage. But for me the Code was nothing but a persistent reminder of my shortcomings.

Finally, I found my voice. “Forgetting about getting kicked out of the pack is rather difficult. Especially since I haven’t been included in anything for the past five years.” Like her daughter’s last-minute wedding this past summer to an overweight stripper. I bet she thought we didn’t know about her son-in-law’s cheesy website and his free in-home demonstrations.

From a few seats down, my brother, Alex, spoke up. “Hey Nat, unlike some other folks at the table, my wife is looking forward to seeing you at her baby shower.”

I glanced at Yelena, who stared back at me. “I wouldn’t exactly call that pack business,” she said. “But I guess someone has to take pity on you.”

She had some nerve. I should just hand her my butter knife so she could get it over with and stab my damn heart out.

Aggie threw her fork down. “I’m a guest here, but I’m also Nat’s good friend. Could you just knock it off?”

Other than my grandma and my father, Auntie Yelena was considered an elder and should be a respected—or should I say tolerated—member of the family. No one told her to knock off anything.

Yelena shot to her feet. “Who do you think you are—”

My mom had picked the perfect time to bring in one of Aggie’s cakes. “Oh, shut up, all of you,” she snapped in Russian.

She slammed the cake on the edge of the table. The poor chocolate masterpiece never had a chance—it plopped on the floor like a gob of mud.

I took in everyone’s faces. Aggie’s expression was horrified. She screeched, “Man down!” Meanwhile, a few seats from me, my grandma broke out in a fit of giggles. The laughter spread like wildfire, until everyone was laughing.

Except my mom and dad. Mom turned away and began to cry.

Dad sat there silently, then reached out to comfort his sobbing wife. He turned to us. “She had a hard time at work today. I’ll take care of her.”

“Mom?” I asked.

My dad, ever the hero when needed, tilted his chin toward the living room, “C’mon, Anna, let’s take a walk.”

Uncle Boris immediately stepped toward her. “What’s the matter, Anna?”

Mom shook her head as Dad led her out of the room. The urge to follow them was strong, but I knew it was best to let Dad take care of her.

Everything settled down once my parents left. While Auntie Yelena continued to give me the evil eye, Alex sat down next to me.

“You’ve been preparing for the trials, haven’t you?” he asked.

The question was a simple one and unfortunately so was the answer. I hadn’t done a damn thing. A few months ago, I was completely focused on staying alive while the Long Island pack hunted me down. But even now that the invaders were long gone, I still had yet to find the time, or the energy, to do a push-up.

“I’ve been planning a thing or two to get ready.” Or none.

“Good. Then adding a workout routine with me to your schedule won’t be so hard.” He gave me a wink from his seemingly innocent blue eyes. But I knew they were about as innocent as a carton of milk left in the fridge for too long. You never know what you’re gonna get when you finally venture to take a sip.

While Alex and I spoke, Aunt Vera had honed in on Aggie. Out of all my aunts, Aunt Vera’s matchmaking tendencies were the most relentless. If she wasn’t eating or trying to throw on a dress that was too tight for her pear-shaped body, she was arranging perfect pairings for her relatives’ all-important walk down the aisle—or trying to.

“You’ve been here so long, Agatha. Haven’t you found a good man yet?”

This was where I should’ve rescued my friend. But from the amused expression on Aggie’s face, I thought it seemed best to sit and observe.

“Not yet.” She shrugged with a slight grin. “But who knows if Prince Charming isn’t waiting for me in a drunken stupor on some street corner?”

My aunt harrumphed. “You don’t need just any man.” She had that mothers-know-best expression down pat. “You’re Scottish, right? Well, that means you need a good, strong man. A Russian man.”

Here we go. For the next ten minutes—or should I say longer, since I got up to do something trivial in the kitchen, my aunt began her spiel. When I came back she was still going—giving Aggie every reason she could think of for marrying a Russian man. That she was willing to say all this while the men in my family were sitting at the table struck me as rather bold. Uncle Boris was an overpowering-cologne-ridden lady-killer, my brother used to be a man-whore, and … well, the best thing I could say of my three other uncles was at least they had jobs and would be loyal spouse material. That was it. Unfortunately.

After picking up a few things here and there in the kitchen, I peered out the back window to see Mom and Dad sitting on the patio in the backyard. Dad’s thick arm was stretched across Mom’s shoulders, drawing her small frame close to his large one. Even with the contrast in their appearance, they looked like the perfect pair.

Their words were ever-so-faint, but I heard them nonetheless. As a werewolf, my hearing is quite acute, as is that of my family members. To keep a conversation to themselves, my parents often went outside.

“—but it has been too quiet in the house,” my dad said.

“It has. I’ve missed my Natalya.”

“I know you have. I never expected things to … turn out how they have lately. But you do believe me when I say that I don’t want you to worry,” Dad whispered.

Worry about what? I leaned as close to the window as I dared.

“I’ve waited so long for us to become grandparents,” Mom said. “I’ve looked forward to it.”

“And soon you will be one,” he replied softly. “You’re a good jena. The best wife for a man like me. Sasha’s baby’ll come soon, and Natalya will marry a good man. We’re a family again, and there’s nothing but smooth sailing ahead of us.”

Mom’s reply didn’t sound as confident. “I hope what you say is true, Fyodor. I really do.”

I heard one of them shift to look around, and I immediately backed away from the window. The rest of their conversation belonged to them, but what I’d heard weighed heavily on my mind as I walked back to the dining room. After all the things I’d had to face, what could be coming now?



Chapter 2


I hadn’t expected a man—other than my brother—to call me the next day at five a.m. to wake me to begin my training. I recognized the number right away, and it wasn’t Alex’s. Caller ID really made it hard to be surprised these days.

I let the phone ring three times before I picked it up, then blurted, “Thorn Grantham, unless you’re calling to give me a free pass to avoid the trials, there’s no reason for you to call me at this hour.”

“Meet me at the high school track in thirty minutes.” There was a click and the phone line went dead.

I hadn’t heard his voice in a while, so I wouldn’t have minded a “Hey, you” or perhaps a “Sorry to wake you at five in the morning.” But all I got was an order to meet him at the track, presumably to start my training.

If my foggy memory served me correctly, wasn’t it Alex who was supposed to have called me for a training session? And if so, why had my sneaky brother asked this particular person to help me out—the one man I wanted to avoid at all costs? Alex knew my ex-boyfriend was engaged to another woman. His blatant attempt to hook us up was useless.

I heard Aggie snoring in her room as I plodded into the bathroom to get ready. I was tempted to bang on her door and wake her up so she could offer moral support at the track.

Ten minutes later, after a cold shower and half a pot of rich Columbian coffee, I hurried out of my house and drove to the track.

While driving, I mentally went over the three individual elements of the trials. Werewolves, like humans, had special initiation ceremonies. In order to be accepted as a productive member of the pack, candidates had to prove they could defend themselves and protect their clan mates—in essence, show themselves to be of sound mind, body, and spirit.

The first challenge I’d have to face was a ten-mile run. If I survived the second part, a grueling obstacle course, I’d then have to show I could dominate my enemies. The ten-mile run and the obstacle course were intended to wear me down before the final hardship—a fight with one of my fellow candidates. I saw this stage as a pissing match in which the combat-ready candidates could shine and achieve a higher rank within the pack. In terms of self-confidence, I didn’t have much. I wasn’t a fighter and I didn’t see myself becoming one. But what I did have was an undying drive to join the pack—no matter how insurmountable the odds.

When I pulled into the lot, the track was empty; it was early morning after all. Just a few lights illuminated the stands, but with my keen night vision, I could see no one was there. It was not until I left my car and entered the stadium that I found a blond-haired man in jeans and a T-shirt waiting for me on the bleachers, gazing at the woods surrounding the high school grounds.

Despite his brusque phone call to order me to come here, I knew that avoiding Thorn was my best course of action. For the sake of my heart anyway. Letting go of the past was a lot easier when it kept out of your way. Yet I’d still come here to meet him.

Thorn was a few feet away when I caught his scent. A chilled breeze brought it to me: a mix of denim, leather, and mild soap. To my nose it was a perfect combination. “How did Alex convince you to do this?”

He stared at me in a way that made me uncomfortable. “Alex said something about you needing help and how he couldn’t do it since he’s busy preparing for the baby’s arrival. So he asked me to train you for the trials and I said yes.”

I sighed. “He never planned to help me at all.”

“Why would you say something like that?” Thorn indicated I should follow him to the track.

“You don’t see what he’s trying to do? Get us together here alone?”

He shrugged. “We’re both adults. It’s not like we don’t know what we can and can’t do.”

Then he glanced briefly at my shoes: a pair of running shoes that hadn’t left the shoe box until fifteen minutes ago. “Have you ever run in those things before?” he asked.

I rolled my eyes. “I have to dress up for work every day. That means heels, not sneakers.”

“Do you do everything in heels? Never mind, don’t answer that. My mind went to the wrong place real fast.”

I suppressed a smile and tried not to follow his mind into the gutter. It wasn’t easy though, with the way his T-shirt clung to his body. My fingers itched to trace a line along the rock-hard abs under his shirt.

“Are you ready to face the trials?” He took in my appearance, and I wondered if he was thinking that the battle with the Long Island werewolves had damaged me permanently in some way. It had, but not in the way he probably thought. I mean, let’s keep it real here: Who could get through a fight to the death in which you watched the man you loved get stabbed in the heart and not walk away just a little bit frazzled? Especially someone in my fragile condition.



“I’m hanging in there. I’ll do just fine.” I waved my hand as if I wouldn’t bat an eye at what he had in mind today.

He studied me. Maybe he didn’t believe me. But instead of brushing me off, he began his spiel. “Let’s get you started with the endurance stage. You need to show you’re capable of a ten-mile run.”

“Sounds easy enough. I’ve run that far many times during the full moon.”

His hazel eyes went to slits. “In human form.”

My mouth dropped open then snapped shut. Oh. I tried to remember the last time I’d run anywhere when not in wolf form. As a werewolf I had honed senses and a powerful physique, but I knew that in my human form I wasn’t in the best physical shape. I was a size six, but that was mostly due to my skinny Russian-girl genes. (Which my mother loved to remind me would disappear after I had kids.)

“I’ll do fine.” I left him behind and jogged down the track. Would he follow me? I turned briefly to see him sitting down on the bleachers to watch my progress.

“You’re not coming?” I asked.

“You have the pace of a were-sloth participating in the Olympics. You’d slow me down to the point of aggravation.”

After a few minutes, and a few laps (I wasn’t keeping count), I became winded. As I passed him I asked, “How am I doing?”

“You need another lap to complete one mile. At the rate you’re running, I could go pick up a breakfast sandwich and still make it back before you’re done with your ten miles.”

“A mile?” I glanced at my watch. It had taken me eight minutes to do less than a mile. I had to be in better shape than this if I was going to survive the trials. But my chest burned and my shins ached. As a werewolf, I sucked: Like all werewolves, I had natural agility and speed, but evidently endurance wasn’t an automatically included ability.

By the time I completed three miles, I was reduced to walking. I avoided Thorn’s eyes each time I passed him. Why stir up his animosity?

Thirty minutes later, I plopped down on the other side of the track and lay between the lanes. All this torture and I still had a long workday ahead of me.

A shadow passed over my head. It was Thorn. “This’ll be a long week for you. Expect to be here at four a.m. tomorrow.”

“Don’t athletes get a day of rest between events?”

He snorted. “A day of rest is for people who exert themselves. See you bright and early tomorrow, Nat.” With that he walked off the track and disappeared into the woods.

A part of me warned myself not to watch him walk away. But I couldn’t help it. Between training for the trials and wanting Thorn, the trials would be far easier for me to deal with.

My group therapy day was usually Tuesday. A regular schedule made my life, or should I say my stress level, a lot easier to manage. But at this difficult time, with the trials coming, my therapist thought it’d be a great idea to shake things up and have us meet on a Friday. In his phone message last Friday, Dr. Frank explained that he wanted to put me in a new situation to help me learn to accept change. He had sounded cheerful, but his good cheer didn’t help me much while I scrambled to rearrange my work schedule.

I told myself that now that I’d had my first “official” day of training, I should spend more time working to improve other aspects of my life. Even though I’d been thrown yet another curveball, with the added Friday session, at least I was on the path to normalcy.

Since I wasn’t on the Long Island pack’s hit list anymore, it was safe for me to drive to New York City, a somewhat pleasant drive on an early winter day like today. Dr. Frank’s Manhattan office was located not far from Central Park. The building appeared to be no different from any other in Midtown. Matter of fact, the regular folks who walked by every day had no idea that inside the ordinary-looking building was a bunch of supernatural physicians and their practices.

I’d been to this building many times before I’d officially restarted therapy with Dr. Frank a few months ago. I’d first come here with my parents back when I was a teen. Mom and Dad had settled into the flow of the city easily, and no wonder, they’d lived here many, many years ago. Perhaps through their eyes, the city hadn’t changed much at all from when there had been horse carriages and Model Ts in the streets. But for me, New York City had been a frightening place.

After growing up in a small town like South Toms River, the city that never slept was too bustling and dirty for me. Even Dr. Frank and his office had been intimidating. The only thing I knew at the time was that I had a problem—and my parents felt it was bad enough for me to seek out magical help.

As I drove past a street vendor selling Eastern European food, I couldn’t help but think about that first trip. How after I barely survived my session with my therapist, my father had stopped at a cart very similar to the one I now passed and bought me some piping hot piroshki. I remember how the outer breading melted in my mouth while the ground beef within had been spiced to perfection. The whole time, Mom had grumbled about me not needing therapy. But Dad simply bought me the food and told me not to worry about her. He promised me everything would work out. All I had to do was look forward to more piroshki when we came back for my next therapy session.

As I walked up to the building now, I couldn’t help but think: If only such memories could make therapy any easier.

The office, up on the fourteen floor, had the cleanliness of a hospital. It smelled germ-free and had a large waiting room with lots of seats. I went straight past the receptionist to the meeting room, and before I even walked in the door I smelled the welcome scent of coffee and fresh pastries. Dr. Frank liked to keep his patients as happy as he possibly could under the circumstances.

The meeting room had been set up for us, with the chairs forming a circle. Off to the side was a small table with refreshments. For the sake of my sanity, I’d arrived comfortably early this time, and the first thing I did was search for my friends.

I spotted two other members of my therapy group: Raj, the minor Indian deity, and Tyler, a dwarf. Raj nodded my way like he always did. Therapy session wouldn’t be the same without Raj clutching his antibacterial wipes. Like humans, I couldn’t see his multiple arms, but I bet his hands were covered with gloves to keep the germs away. With the way people kept coughing all over the place this winter, I might feel inclined to wear them, too.

From his seat, Tyler offered a wave and then smiled. It was a rather attractive one; Tyler was a dwarf who could have worked as an underwear model. Although a dwarf, he was actually one of the tallest guys here, except when hunched over like he was right now. My poor friend tried his best to appear smaller, more dwarflike, but it was rather difficult, and I’m sure that gave him even more stress.

Two other friends waved from their seats: Abby the Muse and Heidi the mermaid. Heidi’s wave was far more exuberant than Abby’s. The Muse always melted into the background and usually only spoke when spoken to. But when Abby had joined the others in the group to help me fight the Long Island werewolves, I’d seen a side to her that had been a lot more animated.

A warm hand touched my shoulder. Only Thorn could sneak up on me like this without a scent or sound. Dressed in a black trench coat with a black fedora, the white wizard gave me a tantalizing grin. His hat was tilted forward, causing his black hair to cover one of his eyes. His other eye, dark and mysterious, danced with mischief. My heartbeat quickened. It felt good to know someone looked forward to seeing me.

“You look wistful today.” Nick Fenton leaned in close enough for me to take in his handsome face, from his strong chin up to his midnight eyes. He was so close his casual greeting felt wonderfully intimate. But after seeing Thorn this morning, I felt awkward: The potential relationship I’d been building with Nick had been pushed a bit off-kilter.

“I’m just a bit tired. With the trials coming and all.” I inhaled deeply and waited for the scents to tell me about the man in front of me. Maybe today was different. But, as usual, the only thing I caught was the smell of the others around me. Nick was a blank canvas.

“Do you want to talk about it—”

Our conversation was cut short as Dr. Frank came in and told us to sit down. The old wizard patted Nick on the back in greeting and directed him to a chair. By the time I’d grabbed a coffee and moved to sit, there was only one seat available, and it was right next to the newest member of the therapy group: the wood nymph named Starfire Whimsong. He was as laid-back as ever, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. On a wintery day. Even worse, his ethereal forest magic couldn’t cover up the obvious fact that he stank. It was pretty bad today.

I sat and tried to think happy thoughts. Across the room, Nick glanced at me with concern. He mouthed, “You want to trade places?”

As much as I did want that, I couldn’t do it. I was there for therapy. If Starfire brushed up against me, I wouldn’t fall over twitching. That was what my antibacterial wipes were for.

On the other side of Starfire sat Lilith. A succubus who, unfortunately, still didn’t look as if she’d drained any souls lately. Lilith’s skin, which normally looked pearl-white, seemed a bit grayed and unhealthy. Even her eyes didn’t appear as bright. Her coat, which was too big, had some kind of furry dead animal wrapped around the collar, and the color of her orange fingernail polish didn’t seem like a wise choice with her lavender-and-gray-striped shoes. To each her own, I guess.

“Good afternoon, everyone. The tension in the room is up a bit but not as bad as our last meeting. Great progress.” Dr. Frank always had encouraging things to say. “How about we relax for a second to get into the mood?”

Dr. Frank’s magic fluttered through me. Oh, the man knew how to soothe a woman! Every worry I had on my shoulders lifted momentarily.

“How was everyone’s week? Did anyone have any difficulties dealing with the change in schedule?”

Lilith spoke first. “A change in the schedule is the least of my problems. I thought I’d be happy, now that I’m dating and soon to be married, but things aren’t going like I planned with Yuri.”

I’d almost forgotten about my distant werewolf cousin in Russia. Yuri had flown in from St. Petersburg not too long ago to live with Lilith. Since he always sucked out the souls of most of my family members, I thought the two of them would be perfect for each other. Evidently not.

“How have you dealt with your relationship problems?” Dr. Frank asked.

Lilith played with her fingernails. “I’ve wanted to run away.”

Now, that was a change. Most of the time you’d find Lilith eagerly feeling up the male members of the group.

“Keep going,” Dr. Frank encouraged.

“He calls me all the time. While I’m at work, while I’m on my way home. He’s like this leech I can’t get off my back.”

I rolled my eyes. This story wasn’t anything new. Yuri had clearly just switched targets.

“I simply want to be happy with someone,” the succubus said bitterly. “I wanted to attract someone, but not like this.”

“Maybe you’ve finally realized you don’t always get what you want,” Heidi mumbled.

“Good to hear you speak, Heidi,” Dr. Frank said. “What would you do in this situation to reduce anxiety?”

“You’re making things a lot harder than they have to be.” Heidi leaned forward and continued, “Stop being a doormat and take control of the situation. You’re a damn succubus, for goodness’ sake. Tell him to stop calling you so much.”

“And what happens after I do that? Should I still marry him?” Lilith whined.

Heidi covered her face with her hands. Maybe to keep herself from saying something crass. I knew I wanted to. Our group therapy sessions often spun into relationship counseling.

“Maybe you should be happy someone wants to marry you. My new dwarf girlfriend dumped me.” Tyler crossed his arms and gave Lilith a dark look.

Heidi rolled her eyes. “I’m saying you need to stop crying about it and make a decision on your own, as your own woman. Whether you like the consequences or not.”

“Good advice. We can’t cling to our typical behavioral patterns if we want to make progress in our recovery.” Dr. Frank turned to me. “How have you been since we last spoke, Natalya?”

Everyone’s heads swiveled my way. I’d expected him to talk to Tyler next, maybe even Starfire since he rarely contributed to the conversations.

“Good,” I squeaked. “Nothing new to report.” Sadly, the only positive thing I had to look forward to was Nick and Alex’s new baby. Otherwise, I had plenty of stress-inducers in my life: the impending trials, Thorn’s marriage to Erica, and now I was wondering what bad news my parents were hiding from me.

But I smiled and nodded with emphasis. Yep, I’m all good here.

“Well, hopefully you’ll open up at our private session.” That white wizard had a raised eyebrow that told me he’d read through me like a cheap tabloid magazine.

“Anyone else want to talk?” Dr. Frank asked.

“Right now I’m pretty upset about the construction on the Brooklyn Bridge,” Starfire began. “They are polluting the East River with all those chemicals and the machinery—just to repair the overpass. It’s ridiculous. And the new bill in Congress that didn’t get passed to keep the chemical D-128 out of pesticides. It’s environmental suicide to allow farmers to spray that on our food.”

Raj and Lilith rolled their eyes. I had the same feeling, but I tried to be a good girl. Unless someone interrupted Starfire, he’d argue for hours about every little thing he couldn’t control. All of the things that worried him were beyond even a white wizard’s power to manipulate.

Dr. Frank glanced at everyone to make sure we behaved ourselves. For once, Lilith kept her mouth shut and gave Starfire five minutes to get it all out. I had to admit that maybe she’d changed a bit since Yuri had come her way.

While Starfire spoke, Dr. Frank nodded at the appropriate times. But when he had a chance to jump in, he did. “Those problems do sound unfortunate, Starfire. But how about you tell us briefly some of the activities you’ve planned to reduce your stress?”

That question appeared to push the nymph a bit. “I’ve had trouble—acting on solutions to my problems.”

“Have you found a coping mechanism?” I suggested.

“Something that usually gets your mind off polluting factories—” Abby said.

I jumped in again. “How about volunteering whenever you feel overwhelmed? There’s plenty of opportunities to be found.”

“Good idea, Natalya,” Dr. Frank said. “That’s a great suggestion.”

The others made suggestions, too. Heidi suggested that Starfire help out at the youth center where she volunteered once in a while. For a second I wondered if that was a wise move since he’d potentially knock out anyone with a sense of smell, but who was I to keep a guy from helping the community?

Raj mumbled his offer, but it was a constructive one nonetheless. “If you’d like to join me tomorrow for racquetball, you’re more than welcome.”

Starfire nodded with enthusiasm. “That’d be wonderful. No one’s ever invited me to anything before.”

A quip lingered at the back of my mind—but his final words tugged at my senses. The smile on my face disappeared and for a brief moment I wondered how lonely his life was. Did Starfire have a family? Did he have anyone in his life, like my grandma, who loved him unconditionally?

By the time we’d worked through Starfire’s extensive list of problems and offered him some solutions, our time was up. Everyone stood, and I expected Nick to accept my offer to go out for dinner, but he immediately shot my hopes down.

“I’ve got a Friday evening shift at the pawnshop. Sorry.” The disappointment on his face was clear.

A sigh escaped my mouth before I could hold it back. A small knot formed in my stomach and a familiar feeling hit: loneliness.

Maybe when I got home Aggie would be there to hang out with me. But I doubted it. Lately she’d been spending more and more time socializing out of the house. And Aggie was my best friend and all, but I refused to be the tagalong friend while she was getting some action. So that meant I’d be spending my evening like I always used to: alone at home with what few ornaments I had left, making s’mores, and commiserating with my only company—my memories of the past.

The ride home was quiet. Even the vast array of jazz stations that usually mellowed out my mood didn’t help much. I tried to brighten up and think about my ornaments. They’d be waiting—and if the holiday sales kept coming, I’d have something to look forward to.

Thankfully, Aggie was home. But a cozy evening with my friend came to a quick halt.

Aunt Vera had left a long message for me on the answering machine.

Aggie sat quietly—for once not eating anything. From the expression on her face, what she’d heard probably made her lose her appetite. The impending doom gave me the same feeling. How did I always end up in this position?

When I played the message, I was glad I was sitting down. It left me with the same sinking feeling I’d felt when I learned my brother had been kidnapped by the Long Island pack.

But now it was my father who was missing.



Chapter 3


The drive to my parents’ house was a somber one. Even though Aggie came home from her part-time job before I’d arrived, like a good friend, she still rode with me. Still, during the drive, I couldn’t shake the guilt from holding back yesterday. Why hadn’t I asked my parents what was going on between them? Surely I could’ve asked what was wrong?

“Don’t worry, Nat. I bet your aunt’s worried about nothing.” Unfortunately, Aggie’s words of reassurance didn’t make me feel better.

When we arrived at the house, I noticed that no one else was here. If my father was missing, where were my uncles and cousins?

My brother answered the door. His expression only deepened my anguish.

“Where is everyone?” I asked. My ears told me Grandma was asleep upstairs while Mom cooked in the kitchen. From all the banging noises she was making, she wasn’t very focused on her task.

“We’re not sure what’s going on yet. Aunt Vera called me since Mom’s acting weird about Dad.”
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