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Prologue



Five Years Ago


Lying naked, with his hands intertwined in mine, Thorn Grantham made me promises. A promise for us to try to make our long-distance relationship work. A promise for him to move closer to New York City to be with me. And finally a promise to remove these handcuffs once he’s had his way with me.


With mischievous hazel eyes, Thorn pulled a bottle of chocolate syrup out of his suitcase.


“You wouldn’t dare,” I whispered. My gaze darted from my perfectly pressed sheets to my pristine bedroom. It would take hours to clean up the evidence of our love-making.


His eyes darkened. “You gonna stop me?”


In a flash, he popped off the top and jumped on my bed. I jerked against the cuffs holding me hostage, but it didn’t do any good. Thorn knew all too well that I wouldn’t so much as scratch let alone break my antique Victorian headboard to escape. Especially after he squeezed a line of warm chocolate from my neck down to my inner thighs. My heart skittered from the heat in Thorn’s eyes. From the sweet scent of the chocolate in the air.


Thorn’s gaze never left mine as the tip of his tongue traced a path along the chocolate. Swirl after swirl of his tongue heated my flesh.


Shouldn’t I be worried about the mess? What mess? The mess of having my toes curl in waves of ecstasy?


Thorn’s head descended, proving to me again and again how he could unravel me like a tightly bound corset.


Making love to Thorn wasn’t a casual affair—it was an Olympic event that taxed both the mind and body. When we’d decided to hook up at my place a few days ago, I hadn’t expected him to use such things in my bedroom. Nor did I expect that in a million years I’d allow food in my bedroom. And have it smeared on my bed …


After he’d indulged in every inch of my body until we were both satisfied, I wanted to sleep. But that sure as hell wouldn’t stop me from keeping my room clean. With a chuckle, Thorn obediently helped me wash the bedding. When we’d wrapped up cleaning and had a bite to eat, he bid me farewell.


Kissing the top of my head, he whispered, “See you in a few weeks.”


“You promise?”


“Of course. It’ll take the apocalypse to keep me from you.”


“A zombie one or the Mayan kind?”


He thought for a moment with that smile of his. “Both.”


With me assured, he left the bedroom. As I sat alone in my apartment, I had no idea that this would be the last time I’d make love with Thorn. And that there were some promises that couldn’t be kept.





Chapter 1



Werewolves in no shape or form should own a fast food restaurant. No pancakes, no frozen custard, and for goodness sake, my people needed to stop peddling pizza. In my opinion, any establishment where my food could potentially grow microscopic wildlife wasn’t my kind of place to eat. That pretty much left fire-grilled food on the menu, and the only good thing any werewolf grilled well these days was a well-done burger. And Archie’s sold the best double-stacked burger on this side of the Toms River. If the animal walked and men speared it, then Archie burned it the best.


“Hey, Natalya, you’re here early,” said Jake, the cashier.


I averted my eyes after I placed my order. As usual, I was the lowest-ranking werewolf in the whole joint. “We’re really busy now that the weather’s cooling off.”


Jake offered a friendly smile. “How’s Bill?”


“He’s fine. Still the grumpiest boss ever.”


I ended the conversation and hid out in my usual booth while my food cooked. As much as I loved Archie’s burgers, I preferred to keep to myself while I ate.


As I waited, travelers coming off the Garden State Parkway came by for chow. They weren’t like those tourists who walk around with fanny packs and cameras. Instead, they smelled of money—the cash they were about to spend on other people’s old junk at one of the many flea markets that lined the Parkway.


Ten minutes later, Jake’s younger sister, Misty, brought out my food on a tray. My mouth watered at the sight of the double cheeseburger and fries. But that snotty werewolf didn’t even bother to acknowledge my presence. She simply dumped the food in front of me and strolled off. A single bright-red gob of burger sauce landed on my pristine blouse.


My eyes wide, I gaped at the stain as my chest tightened with alarm. And I thought I was crazy. The way she flung food on my table each week, it was clear that she had no idea how every spill, glob, and splatter drastically increased my stress level. With a shaking hand, I frantically wiped the spot with a stain pen.


And all this after I’d spent a half hour this morning meticulously pressing my clothes. With my light chestnut-colored hair brushed to perfection and my low-heeled shoes shined, I’d felt like I could survive the day in relative peace.


Well, as peacefully as a werewolf who obsessed over everything could. I didn’t advertise my condition, but if you saw a chick scrubbing her clothes with an industrial-strength stain pen, you might assume she’s a bit of a clean freak. With an obsessive-compulsive disorder, I took clean freak to the next level. But even with my condition, I lived what could be called a normal life.


Archie’s had been my lunch spot for the past few years. And no matter how bad the service was, or the conditions, I refused to eat lunch anywhere else.


My food was cold before I had a chance to take a bite. But it didn’t matter. I savored the burger anyway—that is, until two familiar faces entered the restaurant.


Everyone in South Toms River knew Erica Holden and Becky Knoll. They didn’t work. Well, they worked at being rich, I guess. After college in New York, they came back into town to spend Erica’s rich daddy’s money.


“Jake!” Erica gushed. “You have the order ready?”


Jake’s hungry eyes took in Erica’s perfect blonde hair and cotton candy–pink sweater. The garment stretched across her boobs and hung on for dear life.


“It’s coming up right now. Took us awhile to grill that many deluxe burgers.” He leaned forward. “Are you having a few guests over?”


Becky laughed and flipped her chocolate-brown curls behind her ear. “Erica’s picking up Thorn’s favorite burgers. She’s so sweet.”


“Nice to hear the prodigal son’s returned home.”


They were ten feet away, but even from that distance I could sense the excitement sliding down Erica’s back. The name gave me the same honeyed feeling.


Thorn Grantham.


My heartbeat quickened and the burger nearly caught in my throat. I flared my nostrils and focused on Erica. Through the scent of fancy perfume and chemical-strength deodorant, an underlying scent was there. Thorn was back. And Erica had likely tried to run her manicured fingernails all over him. Probably made a valiant attempt to rub herself against him too. Over the years, her stints at becoming Thorn’s groupie weren’t anything new to me.


I averted my eyes and finished my food. I had just seven minutes left in my lunch hour—and no time to waste sitting there staring at Erica.


By the time I left for work, she was long gone. As I stalked out of Archie’s, I caught the scent of Misty’s satisfaction as she cleared my table. Even though she always mistreated me and never cleaned up after her customers, I’d still left her a full tip.


I worked at the Bend of the River Flea Market, or The Bends as the locals called it, which was three blocks away from Archie’s. I didn’t mind walking over every day. The fresh air was good for my soul.


And maybe I would even see Thorn on the way to work. I had a feeling, though, that he would be back at the Granthams’ log cabin off in the woods—meeting with his father, the town’s abominable pack leader.


On the way back, a local organic farmer in overalls waved at me. “Have a good afternoon, Nat.”


“Same to you, Stanley.”


Every day after lunch he waved at me, and then, after I passed by, stared at my legs. I didn’t have any interest in sixty-year-old men—especially ones with pencil-skirt fetishes. But like the majority of humans in the world, he didn’t know that he was ogling a werewolf every day.


And perhaps he’d be even less inclined to act so friendly if he knew that werewolves weren’t the only strange thing lurking around here.


Eventually, I reached The Bends, a large, old building nestled between a parking lot and another flea market. But The Bends wasn’t just another flea market.


The Bends offered the best deals among the flea markets along the eastern seaboard. Bill was a great employer and all, but I was the brains of this operation. With a computerized inventory system and online store for our more expensive stock, we offered a level of service most flea markets—supernatural or otherwise—just couldn’t match.


Growing up as a natural-born werewolf, I’d been exposed to the supernatural world from the crib onward. It ranged from witches visiting for grade school sleepovers to band practice with the fairy folk. After selling all the strange things we had in the store, I suspected that even stranger things than crooked witch wands and haunted capes lurked around New Jersey to buy. If you checked the right places and had the enchanted eyesight to find them you had a chance. Of course, that left humans out of the mix.


I entered through the back, an outdoor area covered with a long, steel awning. During warmer weather, we sold more of our wares on the rows of tables out here. I headed inside the shop and dropped off my purse in the business office. The office was closed off from the shopping floor by a large set of wooden doors. Two minutes later, I was back in the mix—in the crowded main room, with a roomful of Saturday shoppers browsing the long aisles.


My boss approached me from the loading dock. “Hey, Nat, about time you got back. The harpy who bought that Victorian vase on Thursday is back. She said the merchandise had flaws.”


To regular folks, Bill looked like a tall, thin man with wire-framed glasses. To my eyes he resembled the cartoon character Dilbert—but to my nose he reeked of magic with a bitter tang of iron.


He was a goblin, entrenched in a glamour—an invisibility spell that hid his true appearance.


“Flaws? You’re kidding, right?”


He pushed his glasses up his nose. “She said something about scratches on the bottom.” He tilted his head to glance at the customer. “She’s upsetting the other patrons.”


Normally, I would have taken over for the other cashier so she could have lunch, but now that would have to wait. “I’ll handle it.” Like I always do.


As I walked over to the harpy, I first noticed another scent overpowering the haze of magic. The woman had doused herself in cheap vanilla perfume. Her flashy ensemble matched garish bright pink sandals with a beaded denim shirt and capri pants. Her platinum-blonde hair was stark against her penciled eyebrows. I stifled a laugh as I wondered what wildlife dwelled within her teased mane.


My irate customer wasn’t an ordinary woman. Under the guise of a heavily makeup-covered dame she lived day to day as a ghastly birdlike creature with sharp claws. She hid from human eyes using her magic. This whole encounter didn’t surprise me, though. Along with the unfortunate circumstance of having a human head on a bird’s body, the poor thing’s name derived from the Greek word for “snatching stuff.”


“Can I help you?” I asked.


“I bought this original 1889 Moser glass vase on Thursday.” She pushed the fragile vase into my hands. “I unwrapped it this morning to find my purchase scratched on the bottom. I paid a lot of money for that damn thing.”


“Scratched? That’s impossible. I wrapped this particular package before you picked it up.”


“Well, you don’t know how to handle expensive antiques, then.” She shifted and put her hands on her hips. I could almost imagine black feathers rustling.


With a huff, she searched for Bill. “I asked to talk to the manager.”


I leaned forward. “I’m more than qualified. First of all, you bought an 1885 vase. I had our specialist catalogue it. And second, I don’t mishandle the merchandise.” I checked, and sure enough the bottom was marred with scratches.


“Well, your staff is incompetent.”


“Incompetent? I handled and prepared your purchase—” I was just about to really begin my rant when the door swung open and Thorn Grantham entered the store. For half a second, I paused. The mere thought of him being in the store knocked me off-kilter.


At over six feet tall, he towered over the rest of our customers. His messy wheat-colored hair appeared windblown. The man was as attractive as I remembered him. He didn’t look in my direction, but before he turned his back to me, I caught the glint of his amber-colored irises. How many times had those eyes hypnotized me? My belly quivered slightly. From the back of the room at one of the computers, I continued to explain to the harpy how the staff, or should I say, how I meticulously catalogued everything on the computer.


“As you can see by these photographs and the time stamps on the front, your merchandise didn’t have scratches on it. Matter of fact,” I glanced briefly at Thorn’s back, “these scratch marks are rather tiny and resemble claw marks.”


Thorn finally turned in my direction—and winked at me. Damn, he’d seen me. Pleasure poured down my back, but still I continued my tirade against the cheapskate harpy who hoped to con my boss out of two hundred dollars.


The harpy hissed, “Are you trying to imply that I made those marks?” A swirl of dark magic floated around her and tickled my nose like black pepper.


I stifled a laugh. From across the room, I heard Thorn talking to Bill.


“I never thought I’d be taking over as alpha of the pack so soon,” Thorn said. “And I’d almost made a life for myself in San Diego. But with the Long Island pack closing in to take over the township and the forest, I’m afraid this whole area is in danger.”


The news was quite unexpected. I clamped down on my emotions, hiding them from both Thorn and the harpy. I couldn’t allow this crazy lady to rile up the wolf straining under my skin. “Would you like to look at the video cameras that record the packaging room? Perhaps we could show you the video of the packaging process?”


If the harpy were a teapot, steam would’ve shot out of her spout. She ignored the computer and continued to stare me down.


I hadn’t hunted in a long, long time. My skin burned at the possibility of a full-out fight. But my control was solid, unmoving. Like a caged animal, the hungry wolf inside whined as I whispered, “Either way, Mrs. Kite, there’s no evidence for a claim that The Bends is at fault. If you’d like to take this problem up with my manager, I’d be more than happy to call Bill over.”


Mrs. Kite smoothed her shirt and then gripped the denim with her claws. Claws that nearly ripped the thick material. “Like I said before, Wolf, I want to see the goblin. My problem is with him.”


The word “wolf” slithered off her tongue like a black warning. Still, I figured I was safe for now, even though I’d never tangled with a harpy before. In the middle of a store, with all these humans around, there’s no way she’d go all out—and risk ruining her bedazzled outfit.


“I’ll go fetch Bill. Just a moment, Mrs. Kite.”


I walked over to Bill, who was still chatting with Thorn. As I approached, my heels clicked on the linoleum floor. At first they kept pace with the rhythm of my heartbeat. But as I closed in on the two men, I could smell Thorn—he smelled of a warm summer breeze—and my heart sped up and my palms grew damp.


He said to Bill, “The Long Island pack’s getting squeezed for space by the Brooklyn pack, so you need to watch out.” He shrugged. “I’m sure you would’ve heard about the threat of an attack sooner or later. But you’re a friend of my family, so I thought I’d bring the information to you directly.”


Bill glanced at me briefly. “Yeah. Just another reason for me to pack up and leave this place. You werewolves always need to piss in someone else’s backyard.” Bill noticed the harpy in the back with her hands on her hips.


“I see our customer wasn’t satisfied with the anal filing system you developed.” He cursed under his breath. “I’ll catch you later, Thorn. I have to go stuff crazy into a can.”


Bill stalked away, leaving Thorn and me to stare at each other.


My breath caught in my throat when he said, “Hey, you.”


“Hey, you.” We used to greet each other that way five years ago. I thought I’d know what to say to him, but my brain locked up. All of a sudden everything in the room that needed my attention called out to me. The furniture against the west wall wasn’t lined up correctly. The vases on the fourth table were in a precarious position. Three kids with their preoccupied mother ran around a table full of lamps. I tried to ignore the loud thumps of my heart.


He took a step toward me. “You look good.”


Welcome back to Earth, Natalya.


“Nothing much has changed.”


“Oh, I can see it has. When I left, you were on your way to becoming a hotshot New York content editor if I remember right?”


“That kind of fell apart.”


The job was perfect for someone like me. Content editors were the thorough souls who read over books and check to make sure everything was true. With my keen eye, and my neurotic tendency to remember everything, I ascended quickly up the business ladder. But after Thorn left, I just couldn’t cope with anything anymore, and receded into my own little world. And that was the end of my dream job.


His eyes bore into mine. “I’m sorry about that.”


I wanted to glance away in submission, but he held on to my gaze steadily, as he always did. Not in a battle for dominance, but in a dance of sorts, where he read my mind and caressed my soul. If I were a cat, I would’ve rolled on to my back and purred.


But then the door opened, and in came three werewolves to shit on my parade. Rex, accompanied by his two younger brothers, strolled over to Thorn and me.


“We got the supplies. You ready to head out?” he asked. As the eldest, Rex spoke for the other two as if they were mutes. I thought of it as a sign of their lack of intelligence. One of his brothers fingered the antiques while the other one stood with his hands in his pockets.


“Yeah, just a moment. Go wait for me.”


With his dark eyes and attractive coal-black hair, Rex was Thorn’s dark mirror image in every way. Except for the need to dominate. For Thorn authority came naturally. Rex just tried it on like an oversized coat.


Rex turned to leave, but his eyes flitted in my direction. I averted mine immediately, but not in time. “You got a problem?” he asked.


“No,” I mumbled.


“Rex, go wait in the car.” Thorn’s growl rumbled in his chest as a warning.


When a wave of anger floated off Thorn, Rex backed away. My feet locked into place as my heart skipped a beat. Longtime rivals, the two men had always vied for dominance when we were growing up, but Thorn always emerged as the stronger one.


“It’s good to see you, Nat.” He touched my hand briefly and headed for the door.


As the men left, Rex barked, “We got fifteen minutes to get to the mill. What are you doing talking to her anyway? She’s not pack anymore.”


His words bit into my neck and slumped my shoulders. I’d heard them before, but it was worse knowing that Thorn had heard them. Now he knew I was living in South Toms River as a rogue werewolf.


For a brief second, for the first time in a long time, I had hope for something new and positive in my life.


But with the impeding attack from the Long Island werewolves, I knew things in South Toms River would go downhill—and I’d come tumbling after.





Chapter 2



I didn’t bother turning on the radio for my drive home. Instead, I rolled down the window and listened to the sounds of the twilight. The forest’s symphony lulled me as I followed the twists and turns to my cottage on the southern edge of town.


The woods surrounded my home, offering a wall of protection from the outside world. As I drove down the long driveway, I spotted my serene two-story cottage. With its bright red shutters and whitewashed wood, the house stood out beautifully against the foliage surrounding it. It was an escape for me.


But isolation had its drawbacks too. It was only because I was so far away from the rows of homes in the subdivisions that I hadn’t won any awards for my curb appeal. I’d spent hours meticulously lining up golden sunflowers and fragrant chrysanthemums—and hardly anyone ever saw them.


Just another sad example of a life without friends and family hounding you for attention.


I parked my Nissan Altima in the garage and entered the unlit home. With my keen eyesight, I didn’t need the fading lights of the setting sun to see the shameful thing within my own home.


My hidden shame.


But I looked away from it and headed for the kitchen, then pulled a glass from the cupboard. The perfect rows of wine glasses gazed back at me, beckoning me to check their alignment. I resisted the urge and fetched some water from the fridge door’s dispenser instead.


Silence permeated the house as I entered the living room. To get in, I had to pick my way through a narrow path between the white boxes that crowded the room. But in just five minutes, I was perfectly cozy: I had a fire burning in my grand fireplace, and with my Costco-sized bags of marshmallows, chocolate bars, and graham crackers, I made four generous s’mores.


As I did every Saturday night, I sat there alone. Instead of spending a night in the city with friends, I watched the light of the flames dance against the walls. The only sounds were the snap and crackle from the fire echoing along the stacks of boxes.


Nevertheless, the neat lines of boxes offered a strange sort of comfort. They didn’t make snippy comments about my behavior. The enticing scents of nutmeg and cinnamon floated over them. And inside every box were smaller boxes.


With a baby wipe I cleaned off my hands and picked out a large maroon-colored box from inside one of the white boxes. I felt a rush building inside my belly, and a sprinkle of goose bumps on my arms. From inside the maroon box I carefully pulled out a Christmas nutcracker.


The wooden figure gave me such joy. The jewels on his hat cast giant green and red lights into the corners of the room. To keep him safe, I used a plastic bag to protect his hand-sewn clothes. So he appeared pristine every time I took him out, even his tufts of white hair and black dots for eyes.


Everything about him promised a perfect holiday filled with a Christmas tree and family. Everything I owned made me the same promises. All I had to do was buy it, stack it neatly in boxes, and then take it out to feel comfort.


How I longed for someone to comfort me.


“You look so handsome. I bet you’d take out a hazelnut without a second thought, buddy.”


When silence answered me, I peeked at my phone. Maybe my mother would call like she had last week. She’d joked that it was purely by accident—that she’d meant to call Pizza Hut or something. But I knew she worried about me once in a while.


And, well, my mother thought fast food like pizza violated the sanctity of her kitchen. So I knew she had to have been thinking of me.


Reluctantly, I wrapped up the nutcracker and put him back into his box. What would Thorn think if he ever saw me like this? Trapped in a house alone with hundreds—no, keep it straight—I was trapped here with exactly 423 Christmas, Hanukkah, and even Kwanzaa holiday decorations.


I even went out of town on special trips to buy them. I remembered the nice elderly black woman at the Africa Emporium in Middlesex staring at me as if thinking, What’s this crazy lady doing stroking all the Kwanzaa candles?


I bit my lip and sucked in a deep breath. Seeing Thorn had released an ache in my soul. I wasn’t the same woman he knew when he left suddenly five years ago. I wasn’t like this back then. The ache spread deep into my stomach as a tear trailed down my cheek.


His scent lingered in my nostrils. I imagined his golden eyes. The memory of those eyes gazing at me from the middle of the forest filled me with a happiness I thought I’d forgotten. Those beautiful nights of running free without the chains of order and organization pulling me down—


But am I destined to live like this for the rest of my life? Alone in a house with ornaments in boxes to occupy my time?


Why do I dwell on things like this? I cleaned up my food and went upstairs. Might as well head to bed and concentrate on surviving tomorrow.


But after tomorrow? The months to come would include the possibility of seeing Thorn, yet not being able to be with him. In the meantime, I’d continue to live here with my friends. Yeah, my “friends.” I snorted.


Pretty sad that a nutcracker couldn’t warm a lonely bed.


Around three a.m., the sounds of footsteps outside my house forced my eyes open. I froze. Heavy footsteps stomped on my flowers near the front bay windows. I angled my head to catch any scents but, from my downwind position, all I could smell through my upstairs bedroom window were the fall-blooming flowers in my garden.


The subtle sounds of fingers gripping the living room windowsill doused me in fear. Of all the houses in this town, I bet the Long Island werewolves had picked the house without a decent weapon. (And I most certainly couldn’t use my reindeer cake-cutting knife. I refused to soil my cutlery, and even butter knifes were sharper.) And what if they broke into the house? Tore through my things to search for me? They might step on one of my boxes or knock a figurine off the fireplace mantel.


Did I have anything deadly to use other than my claws or bare hands? I could see the local paper now: Crazed Woman Brings Down Burglar with Hordes of Holiday Cheer.


Without a sound, I crept from the bed and opened my door. Of course, it squeaked. I winced and mentally added a can of WD-40 to the grocery list.


Since my sneak-attack plan was squashed, I thundered down the stairs and swung open the door. Instead, my attack would come on strong. After all, I had boxes of ornaments to protect.


The stone porch chilled my feet as I plodded down the steps. To my keen eyes, the front yard was alive with late-night activity. A single fox scurried toward the far grove, while a cottontail chased after another. But I detected nothing large moving—until something stirred in the dark shadows among the ivy that clung to the side of the house.


Light blue eyes peeked from around a corner. A scent drifted to my nose—one that I’d never forget, since it brought memories of a more pleasant past.


Cheetos.


“Come on out, Aggie. I can smell the Cheetos crumbs on your jeans from a mile away.”


A groan from the distance. “Hey, Nat. I didn’t want to wake you up.”


“With that racket, you’ll wake up half the Jersey shore.”


Agatha McClure walked up to the porch with a small bag in her hand. Eyes the color of shiny sapphires peered back at me and I quickly remembered her from my teenage years. Aggie was tall, rich, and outspoken, but from our past experiences together, I knew something more swam underneath that shiny veneer.


I took a step forward as she advanced toward the house. “What are you doing here? I thought you moved back to New York.” I hadn’t seen her in over five years. All this time I would’ve expected her to be married and socializing in the Hamptons, not standing here with a single suitcase. How time had changed for everyone.


“I did. I couldn’t take the negative vibes up there anymore.” She pushed her red hair behind her ear. A streak of blonde highlights framed her face. “I’m moving out west to Vegas.”


I nodded with a wry smile. “The city of opportunity.” She wanted to come inside, but I didn’t plan to invite her in.


“My Greyhound bus stopped here and I need a few days to build up my reserves to buy another ticket.”


“Well, I can drive you to the Motel 6 down the road. They have comfortable rooms.”


She took another step toward the porch. My heartbeat accelerated.


“Nat, I don’t have a place to go. If I had the money, I would’ve gone there.”


I rolled my eyes. Oh, why didn’t she have some well-to-do relative up north in Englewood who could offer her a place to stay? My home was my sanctuary, the one place where no one judged me.


She smirked. “You act as if you’re hiding dead bodies in there.”


If she only knew the truth.


Aggie tilted her head and gave me a knowing smile. “What’s wrong, Nat? You’re acting funny.” She’d known me so well once—during the darker days and the lighter ones.


I released a long sigh. After all, this was Aggie—not some stranger who’d judge me. “Come on in.”


Aggie bounded for the steps and let out a soft squeal. “We’re going to have so much fun. It’s been so long since we’ve seen each other.”


She continued to ramble as we entered the house. On any other day, I would’ve wished I’d had time to shift the boxes in the foyer to make more room for visitors, but this time I didn’t.


“Did I catch you at a bad time? You moving?” She peered at the boxes.


“No.” I left it at that. She’d figure it out soon enough. A fog of silence fell over us and I led her to the kitchen and turned on the light. As a hostess who was also hoping to distract her visitor, I knew I had to offer her something to eat. I opened the fridge and pulled out some deli meat. “You want a roast beef sandwich?”


I didn’t glance at her face after I asked the question. From her body language, I perceived her concern. The tilted head and the thin line of her rouged lips spoke volumes. She didn’t need an explanation. Most homes didn’t look like mine.


“I’m not too hungry.”


I tried to find my voice so I could scramble out of this awkward situation. “If I remember correctly, you were never one to turn down a roast beef sandwich with all the fixings.”


“Nat …” She approached me. Her shoes scraped against the shiny floor. I didn’t dare check to see if she’d trailed in mud.


“I even have fresh dill pickles from Barney’s.”


If she’d had ears on the top of her head, they would’ve gone up. “Barney’s still sells those things?”


“Yep, and if I remember right, other than Cheetos, you ate those things every time you visited me.”


I pulled out the items I needed to make the sandwiches. With the subject of my home temporarily tabled, Aggie set her bag on the floor. I abandoned the food to put it someplace other than the middle of the kitchen.


She frowned. “I can take it to my room.”


I picked up the bag and headed for the guest room off the living room. “No need. I keep an efficient house.” I shook my head after I said it. Oh, the irony.


She followed me but stopped cold when she reached the guest room. “Where do I get to sleep?”


I placed her bag on a box on top of the bed—a bed covered with ornament boxes, plastic-covered doodads, and other holiday stuff like gaudy sweaters and lawn ornaments. The only thing missing from the scene was “Jingle Bells” playing in the background.


“You can sleep here. While you eat I can clear this little bit of stuff out. I have room … in the garage.” This was my overflow room. Oh, shit.


“Nat, where did all these things come from?”


I squeezed past her to return to the kitchen. “You know, lots of places. The Home Shopping Network, flea markets, brief trips to New York.” I waved my hand as I spoke. I offered her that, “Oh, everyone does this kind of thing” look.


She leaned against the counter and frowned. I briefly inspected the floor and was relieved to find it free from mud.


“Nat, I thought you’d improved. It’s gotten worse, hasn’t it?”


I turned on the radio to the local jazz station to calm my nerves. I knew this would happen. “The last couple of years have been a bit hard, but I’ve managed okay.”


With a flourish, I added condiments to her sandwich and placed it on a perfect plate with a dill pickle on the side. The meal was almost good enough for a professional photo in a magazine. She took the offered food and sat down to eat. On the surface, I knew she wanted to press further. But Aggie rarely turned down food, and I used her own vice against her.


We’d met each other years ago at a camp for “troubled” werewolves. At the time, my parents had told me the place would help me focus on important things. I didn’t do well among the others until I met Aggie.


Her rich parents couldn’t find a regular therapist to help their daughter with her overeating problem, so they sent her to Camp Harold for the summer. I had fond memories of the ten whacked-out werewolves who’d sat in a circle around the campfire talking about their problems.


Aggie tore into the sandwich, grinning widely between bites. If someone had to show up at my door, the best person in the world was her.


With Aggie settled, I left the kitchen to figure out where I could move the ornaments I was storing in the guest bedroom. I couldn’t use the bathroom. (No way in hell.) The attic was out. (Filled to the hilt.) And so the last possibility left was the tiny shack I’d bought a year ago.


While Aggie slept into the early morning, I lumbered about outside. I’d originally bought the tall tin shed at the local home-improvement store as a place for my stuff. But then a few years ago, a flood drove me to bring my precious ornaments into the house.


One hour later, as the sun peeked over the horizon, I assessed my work. I’d have to suck in my stomach to enter the tiny space, but I’d done my job and created a box-free space for my guest.


But what bothered me the most was the certain knowledge that, by tomorrow, I’d be sneaking some of the boxes back into the house.





Chapter 3



Most people slept in on weekends. But since I worked in retail, I woke up early in the morning like clockwork to perform my duties at The Bends. So it was quite unfortunate that I’d spent the past three hours moving boxes around. Now I had only thirty minutes to rest before work.


As the alarm clock droned, I stared at the flashing digits with disdain. I could’ve hit the snooze button, but such a move was completely against my nature. I had never arrived late to work. Never. Even if I’d participated in a triathlon before work, I would still show up on time.


After a brief shower, I dressed in my usual outfit—a champagne-colored blouse and black pencil skirt. The way I saw it, why spend time deciding between clothes?


The guest-room door was shut when I left my room. Only the sounds of the humming refrigerator filled the room while I prepared a perfect cup of coffee. Anyone could start the day off right—all it took was two tablespoons of coffee to six ounces of water.


As my hands moved, I went over my last-minute details before work. I left Aggie a note that I’d stop by with lunch from Archie’s. Before I departed, I said a few Hail Marys, praying the house would remain in the same state until I returned.


Reluctantly, I entered the garage. But I paused three times before opening the car door. Leave the house. It wasn’t as if Aggie would burn the place down. Don’t think about stuff like that! She didn’t smell like smoke last night, so I convinced myself to climb into my car so I wouldn’t be late.


Most flea markets opened later in the day on Sundays. But Bill, the clever and greedy goblin that he was, opened his establishment at nine a.m. on the dot. I arrived promptly at eight-forty-nine to see three cars waiting in the lot.


As I left my car, I waved at one of our die-hard customers, Mrs. Weiss. The eighty-year-old witch showed up every three days in a suffocating wave of lavender perfume–laden clothes. As a fellow supernatural creature, she ought to have known about my keen sense of smell—and how offensive her lavender perfume would be to a werewolf. But it’s not as if proper conduct around werewolves is advertised on cable television. Like most of The Bends’ other supernatural shoppers, we hid our true nature in the shadows.


Other than Mrs. Weiss, all our supernatural customers had a good reason to shop early. Every Saturday night, Bill received a shipment of magical items, which he put out first thing Sunday morning. I entered the showroom to find him grumbling over those very same boxes.


“Bill, we’re opening in ten minutes. Couldn’t you have opened these things in the back office?”


Not only had he strewn brown wrapping paper all over the cleared pathway, but he’d also left bits of white packing peanuts all over the floor. What made matters worse was Bill’s lack of organization.


“Did you catalogue any of these—wait, why do I bother asking?”


Bill grunted a reply while he placed a set of wands in the display case. With a bit of goblin magic, he cast a spell to spread glamour over them. By the time he finished, the wands would look uninteresting to regular folk like humans.


In the meantime, I watched him carelessly cram the merchandise inside. My anxiety rose with every careless move he made. What if he damaged a wand? Hell, how could the clerks figure out how much anything cost if he didn’t label them properly? Before I started hyperventilating, I shoved him out of the way.


“Go open the registers!” I hissed.


From behind his glasses, the goblin’s eyes twinkled. He snickered and strolled away to the back office. Did I hear that mischievous man whistle a lively tune while he loaded the cash into the registers?


I had five minutes to pick out three or four wands for Mrs. Weiss. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to photograph and catalogue the multitude of bristly twigs. But I did have one thing on my side: The elderly witch bought her wands as gifts, and picked them solely by appearance. The darn thing could’ve shit magical bricks, but if the twig sparkled in the noonday sun, she’d buy it.


By the time Bill opened the door, I’d managed to photograph three of the wands and add them to the computer system. Seven customers filed into the showroom, with Mrs. Weiss bringing up the rear. With seconds to spare, I placed three wands with price tags in the display case just as she lumbered toward it.


“Got any new pretties this week?” Her voice rattled in her tiny five-foot frame.


“We have several new fire-witch wands. But I took the time to personalize this selection just for you.” I offered a pleasant smile and used my soft-spoken saleswoman voice. I saved my “Are you crazy lady?” voice for irate customers who tried to hustle the store.


To be honest, I told every valued customer that I’d personalized the selection for them. I’ve worked at The Bends for several years and learned a few things about magic outside the werewolf realm. Of course, all this on-the-job training wouldn’t teach me what werewolves couldn’t do. Cast spells to figure out what kind of magic the wand performed. But based on the type of wood (mahogany, cherry, etc.), I could recommend the right type of wand—whether it would match with a water, earth, or fire witch.


Mrs. Weiss squinted at the wares and touched the glass. From behind her I heard Bill yell, “Your mom is on line three, Nat. She told me she’d hold.”


I nodded and continued to smile at Mrs. Weiss. She’d be good for another twenty minutes while she sized up the merchandise. “I have a call. I’m assuming you need time to decide.”


The elderly witch waved me away with a twirl of her fingers. It was a relief. A break from the cloud of lavender perfume would do me some good.


I picked up the phone in the back office. “Hi, Mom. This is unexpected. Is everything all right with Grandma?”


“Your grandmother is fine. She’s knitting another sweater for Sasha.” The television was blaring in the background. As an old, hard-of-hearing werewolf, my maternal grandmother liked to have the TV on full blast while she knitted sweaters for my brother Alex, or Sasha, as he was lovingly called. I fully expected Grandma Lasovskaya to head toward baby socks someday to encourage Alex to snag a good Russian woman and knock her up.


“Could you head into the kitchen? If I can hear the TV, you’re too close.” The sound lowered.


“Anyway, I called your house to invite you here for dinner. I wanted to leave you a message, but someone else answered.”


I played with the phone cord to calm my nerves. Not a good day. Who else had Aggie answered the phone for? “Oh, that’s Aggie. You remember her, right?”


“Oh, yes, the sweet girl from that camp.” My mother went silent for a moment. We didn’t discuss the past much. The past five years involved events that I didn’t want to rehash.


My mother continued. “Aggie told me she’d love to come over with you to eat dinner tonight. Did she always used to invite herself over?”


“If the event involves food, Aggie has no shame. Either way, I think I’d enjoy having someone on my side for once.” As the words left my mouth, I wished I could snatch them back. I never spoke to my mother like that.


“Natalya, is something wrong?”


After a deep breath, I noticed that I was gripping the phone tightly and that my other hand was a fist. This outspoken version of Natalya had come out of nowhere. But I had business to attend to today. So I’d grace my family with my presence at this rare dinner and then just head home like I always did.


“Nothing’s wrong, Mom. I’ve just had some irate customers to deal with today.”


“Oh, you’ll be fine. Your grandma always told me every storm is followed by sunshine.”


I nodded even though Mom couldn’t see me. She’d invited me to dinner. Maybe my resentment was without cause. Maybe the wounds of the past didn’t run as deep as I thought.


Several hours later, my workday ended. I arrived home and breathed a sigh of relief as I entered the foyer: My house was just as I’d left it. That was, until I entered my kitchen to find “Julia Child” baking her heart out in my once-clean kitchen.


“Hey, Nat! Check out the goods. You’re gonna love what I made for dinner tonight.”


I gaped as my blood boiled in my veins. Remain calm. Don’t look at the flour all over the floor. But then the spilled pineapple on the counters drew my attention. Ignore that too. I tried to close my eyes against the evidence, but I couldn’t: the soiled spoons, filthy bowls, and broken eggs left in the carton.


Her eyes widened when she saw my face. “Don’t worry about the mess. I’ll clean it up before we leave.” Aggie showed off one of her masterpieces, which she’d stored in my plastic cake container. Most likely a moist pineapple upside-down cake from the smell. I tried to convert the straight line of my lips into a smile, I really did.


“If you had a gun right now, you’d shoot me.” She tried to laugh, but it came out as a croak.


“Clean. Now.” I whispered the words, but even though I’d tried to speak gently, my friend scrambled to pick up the mess.


“Nat, I’m so sorry. I thought I had enough time to clean up before you came home.”


I simply nodded in response. How I wished I could close my eyes. Ignore the nagging panic attack that threatened to steal my breath. After a few deep breaths, I managed to help her clean the kitchen like it was a nuclear-waste site.


Fifteen minutes later, we left the house with two desserts in tow.


My parents live in one of the comfortable subdivisions of the South Toms River township. Most folks would never guess that 10 percent of their neighbors howl at the moon once a month. This subdivision in particular has a large population of supernatural creatures.


As I pulled up to park on the street, I saw my brother, Alex, leaning against his Dodge truck. I could faintly hear him talking on his cell phone to one of his many girlfriends. Hopefully, she’d get more attention than the ten other dames he had on speed dial. As the golden boy of the Stravinsky family, my blond-haired, blue-eyed brother was the epitome of a truck-driving, womanizing, hot-blooded werewolf male who tried to get into the pants of any woman. And he didn’t mind if she had an extra pair of magical arms or legs either.


Aggie hauled one of her goodies while I carried the other. Alex waved in our direction before we entered the split-level Colonial. The house was brimming with family members and the scents of a wonderful dinner. Uncle Boris, Aunt Olga, and Aunt Vera sat in the living room with Grandma, watching a Russian-dubbed soap opera. Whether it was from a tape or satellite TV I didn’t know. They argued among each other in Russian over the actions of a heavily rouged heroine as she held some man close to her bosom.


While we stood to the side watching them watch TV, three more uncles sat at a card table playing gin. Every now and then, one of them would express his concern over the Long Island werewolves.


“We don’t have enough strong hands to protect the whole territory,” one said.


“Yeah, too many young pups and old men,” another whispered.


The final one added a card to the table. “I think with Thorn on our side we have a chance.”


The South Toms River pack’s territory was a lot to manage for a small pack. Our land bordered on great running grounds, like Double Trouble State Park. With its miles of forest, creeks, and cranberry bogs, our territory was actually a perfect target for other packs who were hoping to grow—like the Long Island pack.


In total, our pack had about fifty square miles. The land between us and the neighboring packs, the Burlington and Trenton ones, blended a little, but we had enough space to keep everyone somewhat happy. Evidently the Long Island pack had noticed how optimal our place was and wanted to break up the happy family.


Grandma Lasovskaya interrupted my thoughts to beckon me over. The long centuries had treated her well. Her light brown eyes had seen the world before skyscrapers and cars—even before the construction of Moscow’s Saint Basil’s Cathedral in the late 1500s. I leaned in to kiss the soft skin of her wrinkled cheek. She sat in her usual spot, wearing her floral dress with brown stockings. Every time I saw her, she exuded warmth and comfort. “Hey, Grandma.”
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