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For my mother. 
Because you read it first when it was suckiest, 
and told me you loved it anyway. 
I love you always.







PREFACE


It starts with heat. A sting. The bite. The fleeting, fragile moment when fangs break skin.

It’s cruel, really, that heat is what I feel first. Like a reminder. This is the last warmth I’ll ever feel. From the moment the venom seeps into my body until I’m sent willingly, mercifully to my death, I will never feel warm again.

Because immediately after the heat, the coldness begins. It spreads from the puncture wounds in my throat deep into my chest like a rushing river. I can feel it pumping through my veins, spreading throughout my body until I’m burning with cold. Poison incapacitates me completely as the eager, pallid faces of the dead loom above. I am unable to move as fangs slide easily from my throat and my head cracks hard on the stone floor. A delicate bloody wrist appears in my vision, coming closer to my mouth. I want to get away, want to close my mouth. Fight. But my body won’t respond. All I can hear is my own blood rushing furiously in my ears and somewhere, as though from very far away, the desperate cries of my boyfriend as he struggles to save me.
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THE HUNT


“Lucas, I’m dying.”

He approached me on silent feet, head bent to inspect my wound.

“You’re such a baby,” he said and turned away.

“Seriously,” I croaked, clutching my toe. “It’s going to fall off.”

“Shh,” he hissed. “How are we supposed to get the jump on a vampire with you whining constantly?”

I let my throbbing foot drop, carefully avoiding the stray log I’d kicked. “I’m just nervous.”

“If you were going to wimp out, you shouldn’t have come.” He glanced over at me. “Do I need to take you back?”

“No!” I was nervous, but I still wanted to help. After all, how many times does one get to go vampire hunting with a werewolf and live to talk about it?

Well, I hoped I lived to talk about it, anyway.

“Good,” he grunted and beckoned me further down the side of the barn. “Because I don’t know how much use this will be without you.”

I couldn’t help but smile at that. The fact that a three-hundred-year-old werewolf needed my help was pretty cool. Add in that Lucas had actually let me come on this trip, well, it was just short of a miracle. This wasn’t some scenic joyride through vampire territory. No, this mission into a dead vampire’s lair was occurring for one purpose and one purpose only: to prove to the pack that there was, in fact, a vampire uprising.

Three weeks ago, Vincent had all but told me it was going to happen in the near future, and maybe it was naïve of me, but I took him at his word. The pack, however, was not so certain. In  fact, they dismissed the very idea that the vampires would want to rise up, claiming that they’d never have the guts to challenge the wolf packs.

Even in the face of the continued murders of young girls across Colorado they refused to believe.

Which basically meant Lucas and I had one day to convince them otherwise. Tomorrow evening, he was almost surely going into the silver room as punishment for disobeying Rolf on the last full moon, and our shot at convincing the pack to take action before it was too late would be over.

But I preferred not to think about that. I had to concentrate on the current mission—that way I wouldn’t stub my toe on any more logs. Or, you know ... get eaten.

“Do you smell anything?” I whispered.

“Oh, yeah. This place reeks of the dead,” Lucas said. “But it’s mostly Vincent’s scent.”

“So you don’t think there are any more around?”

“We’ll find out in a few minutes.”

I gulped. The sun was slipping below the horizon at a disconcertingly brisk pace, taking our safety along with it. I shuddered, leaning heavily against the wall of the barn.

The barn.

Who ever thought I’d be here again?

The only surefire way to prove the uprising was a reality was to hear it straight from a vampire of the Denver brood. Which, of course, meant that we needed to catch a vampire.

Luckily, we already knew of one. Vincent’s.

It was a long shot to think there’d be any more vampires sleeping here, since the werewolves raided the place, but it was our only lead. We had to at least try.

“Okay,” Lucas said, eyeing the darkening sky. “You remember the plan, right?”

I nodded, throat tight.

“And no matter what happens, you promised to stick to that plan.” He rounded on me. “Right?”

Another shaky nod from me.

He began shedding his clothes. “And if something goes wrong, you get to the car as fast as you can and leave. Don’t stop till you get to Gould.”

“Okay.”

He kicked his shoes off and unbuckled his belt. “You have the stake I gave you?”

I held it up in a white-knuckled fist. It was double-ended with a silver tip on one side and a wooden one on the other.

“Good. Don’t be afraid to use it.”

“But you said I won’t have to, right? If everything goes as planned.”

“That’s the idea.” Nude now, he turned away to face the rear entrance of the barn, crouching low. “No more noise now. Try not to let the wind catch you. We don’t want your scent to tip them off.”

Okay. Be quiet. Avoid wind. Use stake. Got it.

“Be careful,” I said, unable to stop myself.

He rose and turned, taking my cheek as he kissed me softly. He pulled away with a devious smile. “You ready to kick some vampire ass?”

I released a reluctant laugh.

His hand closed over mine, squeezing my hold tighter on the stake. Then he turned and began to tremor. My heart went haywire, and I was unable to keep myself from backing up. This was the part of the plan I was most nervous about. My power was still so unpredictable. What if I couldn’t forge a connection?

I didn’t want him to do this, but if we were going to catch a vampire, we couldn’t take any chances. Lucas had to change. And I had to connect to him.

Just please let this work. . . .

In an instant, Lucas exploded and then re-formed into a hulking black wolf. He’d been facing away from me when he changed, but he immediately rounded on me, hackles raised. I had about three seconds to link our minds.

Silver eyes burned into mine, both fierce and terrified at the same time. I inhaled deeply, trying to calm down so I could do this. His deep, gravelly snarl only ratcheted my heart rate up further. I could see his back tensing up, his lips curling more tightly around his gums. Any second now, he would pounce and this would all be over. My hand sweated around the silver stake I was supposed to use against him.

No. I can do this.

I channeled my gift, feeling that familiar zap of electricity ripple though my chest and filter through every limb until I was a live wire. When I focused on Lucas’s eyes again, that was it—bam. We were one.

His emotions attacked me in a conflicting mess of canine instincts and werewolf protectiveness. He’d told me that werewolves were meant to protect humans from harm, but his wolf instincts told him that humans were potentially dangerous. He wanted to protect me, but was afraid at the same time.


It’s okay, I said in my mind, sending him soothing emotions. I’m here to help you.


This was part of the plan, too: reminding Lucas’s doggie mind of what we were here to do. As a wolf, his instincts took precedent over higher thinking, and although he’d remember vaguely what we were supposed to be doing, he’d need my help to make sure he did everything the way we’d planned.

Gradually, I felt Lucas begin to trust me, felt the fear ebb and his determination to keep me from harm increase. Good. That’s it.


Lucas’s body was almost completely smudged out in the darkness, which meant it was time to get him into the barn to investigate.

Okay, you remember the plan?

I didn’t get a clear answer as much as a feeling. He remembered.

Don’t kill all of them, if any are in there. We need one to question. And once I’m done asking questions, remember we need to get it into the car, okay? So just do what I say.

Compliance.

I grinned. This was going rather well.

He let out a low growl, and I could feel that he wanted me to stay put.

Okay. Be careful.

He sniffed at me and slunk around the edge of the barn, creeping silently into the fathomless darkness within. It was several  minutes before I heard anything, and my stomach was cramping so hard with nerves I felt like I was going to puke. The only thing keeping me together was that I still had Lucas’s connection, and could feel that he was alive.

Then someone screamed.

My heart stopped completely, and it took everything I had to keep from running into the barn.

“Get the human!” someone shouted.

An unearthly growling sound erupted and then more screaming. Sounds of a scuffle—banging, grunting, and Lucas’s yowling—reached my ears. Pain radiated from his vibe so strongly it hurt me as well. I clutched the stake, flipping it around so that the wooden end faced outward. Any longer, and I was going in. To hell with the plan.

Another high-pitched scream and a thump.

More fighting, and then, without warning, the connection dropped.

I ran into the barn, yelling Lucas’s name. It was almost completely dark inside with only the blue light streaming in from the hayloft above. At first I couldn’t see anything, then I caught sight of a human lying still on the ground with blood pouring out of her throat. I started to rush to her to help, but a noise to my left made me stop. I whirled around to see—

Oh, thank God.

Lucas was okay. He was just human again.

That wasn’t part of the plan, but at least he was alive. And he’d managed to subdue the vampire. It was a man, thin and eerily beautiful as all vampires were, but still sort of creepy-looking  when you really looked at him. His pointed, blood-soaked teeth were bared, and he was doing everything is his power to throw Lucas off of him.

“Get off of me, filthy dog!” he yelled, thrashing.

“Yeah, because that’s gonna happen,” Lucas said. He waved me over, and I handed him the stake. Careful to avoid the silver, he pressed the wooden end directly above the vampire’s heart. “Move again and you’re history.”

The vampire calmed somewhat, but let loose a stream of vile curses.

“Is the human okay?” Lucas asked.

I went over to check. “She’s been bitten,” I said, voice shaking. “She’s paralyzed.”

The vampire hissed a laugh and I heard Lucas punch him.

“Leave her and I’ll deal with it afterward,” Lucas said. “I need you here.”

“But she’s bleeding.”

“Faith.”

His tone told me not to argue further, so I returned to the struggling enemies and stood behind Lucas, too afraid to get closer. Lucas was supposed to be a wolf for this part, since he was stronger that way, but I found myself glad he’d changed back into a human. Just the sight of this vampire—of any vampire—was enough to make my brain all slow and fuzzy.

Lucas, however, didn’t seem to have the same problem.

“We gotta do this quick. There was another one that got away, and she might bring reinforcements.”

“What were they doing in here?” I asked.

“Looked like a feeding frenzy.” He nodded to the right and I turned to see—

I choked back a sudden surge of vomit.

“Oh, God,” I whispered, looking away quickly.

In the corner of the barn was a pile of dead bodies, some new enough to have been killed tonight while others ... well, it accounted for the smell of death Lucas had reported earlier, and which I was now privy to.

“The girl,” I said, worried about the one who was still alive over there.

“Will die,” Lucas said.

“But—”

“It’s protocol, Faith. Either I kill her now, or she becomes like this sack of maggots.” He slammed the vampire’s head into the earth.

At his grunt of pain, I came back to the situation. Now was not the time to lose it.

“We need to find out if he knows anything before we bring him back to the mansion,” Lucas said. “So you need to read his emotions when I ask him the questions.”

“I know,” I said.

“Just reminding you. You look a little freaked.”

“I’m fine.” I swallowed hard and tried to focus. Looking at the vampire’s bloody, beautiful face was not something I was keen on doing, but I had to in order to get the strongest read on his emotions. In fact . . . “I should touch him.”

“Screw off, human slime,” the vampire growled. Lucas slashed his cheek with the stake.

“You don’t speak unless I say,” Lucas rumbled. He glanced back at me. “Touch his foot or something.”

I bent and pulled his slacks back to touch his calf. At once, a wave of his emotions fell on me like a collapsed building. He was furious and scared, but that didn’t take a rocket scientist—or a telepath—to figure out. What I was looking for was signs of deceit.

“I’m ready,” I said.

Lucas rounded on the vampire. “Tell me what you know about the uprising.”

“What uprising?”

“You know damn well what uprising. Start talking or I’ll start taking your eyes out.”


Gross. This was definitely a side of Lucas I’d never seen before.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But I could feel differently. He was hiding something—I just couldn’t tell what it was.

“He knows something,” I said. The vampire hissed viciously at me, cursing me off.

Lucas rammed his head into the dirt again. “Tell the truth. As you can see, we’ll know if you lie.”

“I don’t know anything ab—”

Lucas brought the stake directly over his eyeball, and the vampire cringed. “Lie again. Please. I think I’ll enjoy making you eternally blind.”

The vampire gulped and then said, “Okay . . . but promise to let me free after.”

“Only thing I can promise you is a swift death, leech. Now start talking.”

“Why should I—”

Lucas lowered the point of the stake so that it dug into the delicate skin of his closed eyelid.

“Okay!” the vampire screeched. “I know very little, but I know enough. If you just let me go . . .”

“We’ll let you go,” I said. Lucas turned to me. I shrugged. Why would he tell us anything if he was going to die anyway?

Lucas looked a little stunned by my input, but to my surprise, went along with me. “Sure vampire, we’ll let you go, okay? Just tell us what you know.”

The vampire deliberated for a long moment, and I felt the mistrust roiling through him as he did so, but finally croaked out with, “I know that the monarch is collecting women. She likes them young and she likes the pretty ones because they make the best hunters. She wants them for the army.”

Lucas looked over at me, fire in his eyes.

“He’s telling the truth.”

“What else?” Lucas demanded. “Who’s your monarch? Where is the lair?”

“I can’t tell you.”

Lucas began to start up with the stake-in-the-eye thing again, but the vampire screamed out, “It’s the truth! Ask her! Ask her!”

I felt for it, and found, unfortunately, that he wasn’t lying.

“Why can’t you tell?” I asked.

“It’s forbidden. Vampire magic ... when we swear our allegiance to the brood, we are bound by a gag. I cannot utter her name nor reveal the existence of our lair without her permission. And I do not have it.”

“But it’s a chick,” Lucas said. “That’s something.”

“Not enough,” I said. “Rolf will need more than this.”

Lucas adjusted his hold on the vampire, but made sure to keep the stake poised at his chest. “What can you tell me about the plan to wage war on the wolf packs?”

Something flickered in his vibe—not exactly deceit, but close. I was about to say something, when the vampire began talking.

“The monarch wants to crush Rolf ’s pack and all others on the planet. We’re sick of living in the shadows. We want to kill without consequence, and the only way to accomplish this is if the werewolves are out of the picture.”

Lucas looked back at me again and I nodded. It was the truth, all right. It just felt like there was something missing. Whatever it was, it didn’t matter at the moment. We had what we needed.
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VERDICT


I wasn’t sure if there’d ever been a vampire at the werewolf mansion, but if there had, you certainly wouldn’t have known it from the ruckus we caused by bringing one into the living room.

Every werewolf within a mile radius—or so it seemed—had smelled the rotting corpse mere seconds after we’d tugged him out of the silver-reinforced trunk. The silver didn’t exactly hurt vampires as much as weaken them slightly. It wasn’t as bad as it was with werewolves, who’d die if pierced through the heart with silver, but it was enough to keep him from breaking out of the trunk.

Inside the house, the vampire was heavily chained to a chair and surrounded by the pack. Not all of them, but darn near. Rolf stood at the head of the crowd, flanked by Yvette, his human wife, and the other Council members, all of whom were currently deciding Lucas’s fate.

Hope this doesn’t make things worse. . . .

Lucas and I stood on either side of the vampire, waiting for Rolf to speak. He’d been disconcertingly silent upon seeing what we’d done. Usually when something he didn’t like happened, he took to screaming and throwing things. Heavy things. That the eighteenth-century vase behind him was still intact ... well, it was curious.

After several more moments of tense silence—during which Katie, Julian, and his human fiancée, Melanie, showed up—Rolf finally murmured, “What have you done?”

Hoping this was meant for Lucas, I remained silent, though refused to look away.

“We found the proof we needed,” Lucas said, also calm, but firm.

“Regarding?” Rolf asked.

“You know what this is about. Don’t feign ignorance.”

Rolf’s face tightened. “Fine. But I do not see how bringing a bloodsucker into my home is going to change my mind.”

“Will you at least listen?” Lucas asked.

He waited a beat, and then, “I will listen.”

Lucas kicked the vampire in the leg. The guy had been silent too, probably scared that one false move would turn him into an undead bag of Puppy Chow.

“Tell them what you told us,” Lucas commanded.

It seemed to cost a lot of effort, but the vampire obeyed. He was likely hoping we’d hold up to our end of the bargain and set him free if he complied.

Stupid.

When he was done, I turned my attention to Rolf, who had not uttered a word. In the low light from the fire behind him, I could see a vein ticking in his temple—the only clue to the fury raging beneath his calm exterior. And yeah, if I stretched my power, I could feel it. He was livid. But, strangely, his voice was subdued when he spoke.

“I thought you claimed to have proof,” he rumbled.

I shot a glance at Lucas, who looked about as shocked as I felt.

“What do you mean? This is proof.”

“This is nothing but a scared little boy who will say anything to stay alive.”

Lucas’s mouth thinned. I knew he wanted to tell them all that  I’d read his emotions and confirmed what the vampire said, but that would mean my death along with the vampire’s. No way was Rolf going to let me live if he knew what I could do.

“It’s the truth,” Lucas snarled.

“Prove it.”

“What more do you want, Rolf?” Lucas exploded, flapping his arms out to the side. “A vampire from the Denver brood just told you everything he knows about the uprising and you still believe it’s a lie? Are you really that damned stubborn?”

“You hold your tongue,” Rolf said, voice like a gunshot through the room. “I am over five-hundred-years old, and there has never been a day in my life that I have sunk so low as to trust a vampire. Today will be no different. This creature knows that information—whether false or otherwise—is his only chance to be released. He will say whatever you want to hear to be set free. You should know that, Lucas.”

I watched Lucas chew on the inside of his mouth, veins popping out of his neck. Yeah, I too wanted to blurt out that I had confirmed the vampire’s story with my power, but I didn’t want it bad enough to risk death. Still, if we didn’t convince Rolf to take action on the uprising, the gory scene in the barn would be just the beginning.

“So you’ll just sit around and do nothing while innocent humans die?” I asked.

Rolf’s cold gaze locked on me, and it took everything I had not to shiver underneath it.

“We work every night to hunt the vampires that assault our territory. We always have and always will. But I refuse to waste  time preparing for a war that will never come. Do you realize that if I were to accept this war as a reality, I would be obligated to alert every single pack master in Northern America? Word would spread throughout the wolf packs that I started this. That I initiated the fight. Hundreds of thousands would be mobilized, families evacuated from their homes, curfews, weapons, even riots among the conservative packs! It would be chaos within weeks. And then what if your little theory proves to be false, hmm?”

He peered between the two of us with eyes narrowed. “Do you think everyone will simply shrug and turn back to their lives, as though this happens every day? The werewolves’ authority has never been challenged by the vampires. The wolf packs will not forget this so easily; they will hold someone accountable for the unnecessary trauma they inflicted on their packs. And who do you think that will be?” He stepped closer to us and pointed his index finger at us as though we’d been naughty puppies who peed on the rug. “If I alert the packs and this proves false, they will be out for blood—my blood. So no, Faith. I will not allow the vampires to continue killing on my land. I never have. But as for the uprising? If I hear anyone in this pack even utter the word, I will personally declaw you every full moon for the next fifty years. Is this understood?”

Silence echoed for a beat, but I wouldn’t be subdued so easily.

“Well, I’m not in the pack,” I said, “so does that mean I can talk about it?”

Lucas shook his head slowly—though I thought I saw a hidden grin on his lips—and Rolf straight-up growled at me, which I took as a definitive “no.”

“Get out the both of you,” Rolf spat. “And take your scum with you.”

He swept out of the room, heading for the stairs, and the rest of the pack began to disperse. Julian and Katie found us immediately.

“This was really dumb,” Katie said.

“If he wasn’t so stubborn, it would have worked,” I said sullenly.

“Well, you should have known better,” Julian said to Lucas.

“Had to try,” he mumbled and then sighed. “Help me take care of him, would you?” He gestured to the vampire, who looked on the verge of passing out. “Oh, and we got frenzy leftovers to clean up, too. Get a crew going, would you, Katie? I think I killed all the live ones before we left so just disposal.”

Katie nodded with a jerk and jogged off.

Julian began dragging the vampire—who was now kicking and screaming—toward the back doors. I turned to Lucas.

“What do we do now?” I asked.

“What is there left to do? The verdict’s gonna be read tomorrow, and even if by some miracle they don’t convict me—which is a pretty slim chance after the stunt we just pulled—Rolf’s made it clear that he won’t alert the packs no matter what we do. He has to see it for himself.”

“But he won’t even try,” I said, halfway stamping my foot in frustration.

“I know it sounds grim, but best we can hope for now is for the vampires to kick it up a notch. Maybe if they kill enough girls, Rolf’ll realize he can’t turn a blind eye anymore.”

I shook my head. What a thing to hope for.

“Lucas, you coming?” Julian asked from the backyard as he struggled with the vampire.

“I gotta go take care of this stuff,” he said.

“Okay, I’ll be—”

“With Derek,” he finished. “I know.”

It sucked to hear the defeat in his tone, but I felt that of all nights, I should spend tonight with Derek. He was upstairs in the bedroom next to Lucas’s, dead to the world. He’d been asleep since his infection on the night of the last full moon, and had only opened his eyes once, four days later. He’d looked around, I’d cried hysterically, and then he’d passed out again.

Fun times.

Now I spent pretty much all of my time with him, just in case it happened again. And with the full moon tomorrow night, I felt that tonight held the best chance of him waking up prematurely. Or waking up at all, which, admittedly, no one was entirely sure he’d do.

I know Rolf was hoping for it.

He wanted Derek executed, and he wanted to do it now before he woke up. I’d fought tooth and nail to keep Derek alive these past weeks, and now, hopefully, I only had hours to wait until he awoke.

“I’ll be back late,” Lucas said and passed his hand across my cheek before placing a soft kiss on my lips.

“Stay safe.”

And he was gone.
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Derek didn’t wake up early, although I stayed with him until the last possible moment before Lucas’s verdict was to be read. It was dusk, just minutes until the darkness would fall. I stood outside in the snow, holding Lucas’s big warm hand and feeling the tremble of his muscles. The extreme nerves he felt were making him want to change. That, coupled with the full moon, minutes away, and being near me was a recipe for disaster. But I didn’t care. These precious minutes might be my last with Lucas as I knew him. I wasn’t going to hide in the house when I could be in his arms.

The pack was forming a large circle in the backyard. Rolf and the other four Council members stood stoically in the center, while Lucas and I sequestered ourselves just inside the woods next to the mansion. I was so nervous my stomach was cramping, and Lucas’s vibe was a mirror of my emotions.

He looked down at me, and I felt my heart skip around in my chest for an entirely different reason. He still did that for me. Just one look and I was mush.

He took my face, his eyes conveying everything he was too scared or too nervous to voice. That he loved me. That he was sure everything would be okay. That after tonight, we’d be going back to CSU and things would return to some semblance of normalcy. That Derek would be better soon.

The darkness of his deep, brown eyes became lighter, almost silvery, betraying his will to change. He bent and pressed his forehead to mine, closing his eyes as if shielding them would stop what we both knew was coming. I heard him inhale a big breath, and I followed suit, breathing with him.

“Okay,” he said. “I guess I gotta go now.”

I nodded too fast and he took a step back, still holding my hand, unable to let go. Letting go would mean accepting that these would be his last few moments of sanity; that the silver room would make him lose his mind and we’d never be together like this again. Slowly, our palms slid apart, leaving only the fingertips . . . then they broke.

He gave me a brave little smirk and turned, taking that first hellish step away. Suddenly I couldn’t stand to see him take one more step.

“Lucas!” I gasped, starting after him.

He spun around and wrapped me up in him. The scent of his skin, his breath against my cheek, his lips on my neck, searing me; his warmth encompassed me and stole the fear from my mind. And all that was left was Lucas. All that mattered were his hands on me, his mouth over mine, crushing against my lips as though this was the last time he’d ever get to hold me.

Suddenly I felt sorry for all the time I’d wasted. The weeks I’d had to kiss him, hold him, and instead had pushed him away to be with Derek. What if this is it? What if this is the last time I ever kiss him?


Lucas pulled back, breathing heavily against my lips. His body jerked with tremors; I could feel the change bursting within his vibe like a solar flare. I wondered how he’d managed to keep himself in line at all. He usually never even touched me around the full moon. I guess he figured what the hell? He was heading toward his doom anyway. And if he was going to lose himself tonight, I’d rather he took me with him.

“I gotta go,” he said hoarsely. “I love you, Faith. No matter what happens next.”

I nodded again. “No matter what.”

He looked up at the orange sky above us, and for a moment he looked like a wolf—his eyes shining silver and his face so strong and feral, a shadow of the beast he would become tonight. Then he looked down at me, gave me one last devastating look, and left. I watched his body fade into the depths of the trees, becoming one with the darkness.

I stood there for a long moment as the heat of Lucas’s embrace seeped out of my body through my fingers and turned me numb. Managing, somehow, to pull myself together, I circled around to the side of the house, where I emerged from the woods near the back patio. I had just started down the slate steps, when someone grabbed my upper arm from behind in a surprisingly strong grip.

I turned and was stunned to see Yvette, her owlish gray eyes urgent.

“Listen to me quickly,” she hissed. “If Lucas is convicted, as I suspect he will be, you must stay with him tonight.”

I stared at her, confused as hell. “Why?”

“His mind will not survive. You must stay with him. You must help him.”

I shook my head. “But how can I . . . ?”

Her gaze pierced mine, willing me to understand something. What, though? I tried to read her vibe, but as always hers was mysteriously absent.

“Stay with him,” she said again. With that, she released my arm and swept across the lawn to join the rest of the pack.

I remained in place for a moment, attempting to decipher what  she’d been trying to tell me. Why would being with Lucas help him stay sane? What could I possibly—

“Faith!”

I turned and saw Katie waving at me from the crowd of werewolves congregated in the center of the yard. I jogged toward her and she smiled worriedly while bouncing on her heels. Her pupils were already elongated, irises like yellow marbles. She was just itching for the moon to rise. As I looked around, I realized that all of the eyes were bright and wild. The energy emanating from the crowd was a tangle of anticipation and ferocity and, suddenly, I felt like maybe I shouldn’t be there.

But I didn’t have much time to fret over it because at that moment, Rolf began to speak. He stood with the Council in the center of the circle, and Lucas stood before him, straight and tall. His eyes were like starlight as the sunset glanced across his emotionless face.

Rolf’s face was equally as grave, as though he didn’t enjoy doing this, but he knew it was necessary. I didn’t care how necessary he thought this was. I hated that big furry jerk.

Rolf cleared his throat and said, “We have convened on this, the night of the January full moon, to read the verdict regarding the trial of Lucas Whelan. After one week of deliberation, it is this court’s decision to convict Lucas Whelan of pack misconduct.”

My stomach fell to the ground right along with my mouth. Katie shot me a tense glance as tremors rippled down her back.

But Lucas’s face showed no emotion. He stood just as tall as ever, calmly accepting his fate.

“The punishment,” Rolf said, “is one night spent in the silver  room. The sentence shall be executed tonight.” He paused as something flowed across his features. Pity? His energy was regretful, but determined. He said something to Lucas, something I couldn’t hear, and then he said, loudly again, “Release him at dawn.” Rolf disappeared into the crowd.

Two big human guys attempted to grab Lucas’s arms, but he shrugged them off and spun around on his heel. The two men escorted him through the crowd, which parted to let him through.

I watched them take him into the big house, Nora and Julian in tow. I debated a second over whether or not I should follow, but Yvette’s words rang in my head: stay with him.


So I raced after them, shaking off Katie’s hand. The werewolves behind us erupted into conversation, some of them taking off into the woods to await the night. It was getting close. Derek might be waking up soon. And Lucas was going into the silver room.

I didn’t know what to do, who to be with. Derek, my best friend, the one I’d been waiting for, for three weeks now, or Lucas—my boyfriend. The boy who had saved my life many times over, the boy I loved without boundaries or any sense of self-control. It was a hard choice to make, but I still had minutes until nighttime, when Derek might awaken.

So, I followed Lucas.

I needed to be there for him, to spend those final moments with my boyfriend, to look into his eyes one last time before they turned loose with madness.

They took Lucas down to the basement and into the ballroom, which was now empty and lightless. There was an invisible door  on the back wall, and one of the big guys pushed it in. Nora, Julian, and I followed Lucas through it.

He was silent as we walked down a stark cement hallway toward a room at the end with thick bars on the door, like a prison. The bars glinted in the setting sun, which shone through a small barred window on the back wall of the cell. They were silver bars. Silver-plated walls, ceiling, even the floor.

Suddenly a shrill scream sounded from upstairs, and everyone whirled around at once. Lucas and I made eye contact for a split second, and then he blew past us to fly through the ballroom and up the stairs. Julian, Nora, and the two men followed him, yelling for him to stop. I ran as fast as I could, but by the time I was in the living room, they were already upstairs.

I dashed up the stairs three at a time and ran to Derek’s room, hearing a scuffle behind the walls. I rounded the doorway and gasped at the sight before me.

Derek was awake.

And he was pissed.
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SANITY


Lucas had Derek pinned down on the bed while he thrashed, blistering the air with curses. There was a girl in the corner—one of the nurses attending to Derek—bleeding from a scratch on her arm. She must have been the screamer. She ran out of the room, still screaming.

Rolf burst through the doorway and shoved me to the side into Julian’s arms.

“Get off!” Derek yelled. “What the hell is going on? Where am I?”

“Lucas, release him,” Rolf commanded.

Lucas let Derek go with a jerk, but remained close.

Derek straightened and glanced around the room. His eyes were so, so bright, like icicles—cold and sharp. They touched mine and pierced me right down to my soul. I almost gasped. He didn’t look anything like himself anymore.

“Faith?” he asked incredulously. His voice sounded the same, soft and mellow. “What’s going on?”

“There is no time to explain,” Rolf cut in. “The moon is about to take us.”

Derek frowned, stepping closer and Lucas followed with fists clenched tight. “The moon? Where are we? What’s—” He took another step and stopped. The pupils of his eyes dilated until even the whites were blackened.

Julian darted in front of me with Nora by his side.

“Derek,” Rolf said slowly, inching closer. “Do not breathe.”

“Why does she smell like . . . like food?” His voice was breathy, ravenous.

“Because you have been turned,” Rolf said. “There is not much time left. I fear there will not be time to explain. Remain calm.”

Suddenly the room felt like it was shaking. No wait, that wasn’t the room. It was Julian’s body. Why was I clutching his waist? When had that happened?

“Rolf,” Julian said. “I can’t . . . hold out much longer. We need to do something.”

Lucas shuddered violently and said, “Just bring him outside with us. We can run with him tonight and make sure he’s safe.”

“There is no us!” Rolf shouted. “You will not run with the pack tonight, Lucas. You will serve your sentence!”

Derek took another step toward me, inhaling deeply. “God, she smells amazing.... I could just ... eat her.” His body shook and his head twitched as if he was possessed.

“He’s changing!” Nora shouted.

“No,” Rolf whispered. “It is impossible.”

But it was possible.

Derek’s body quaked again and then exploded. His roar of pain echoed through the room as a great fissure erupted from the base of his neck to his tailbone. With a sound like ripping fabric, it burst, turning his body inside out. It was slow and grueling compared to the changes I’d seen Lucas endure. It was as though Derek’s body was slowly breaking down, each bone, each muscle, each nerve was tearing. Derek’s groans scalded the air, and my heart pounded in my chest as his neck elongated, his legs curled underneath him, his ribs—cracking and bending—splayed into the barreled chest of a wolf. He cried out again as his teeth grew to half a foot in length and his body bloomed with flawless ivory fur. Muscles cleaved, sinews dissolved and re-formed, bones cracked like gunshots. And Derek’s horrendous screams morphed into the agonized howl of a wolf.

I shrieked and Julian shoved me away as he changed too. I hit the far wall and watched as Derek, now a pure white wolf, lunged for me. Lucas changed in midair and slammed into him. I screamed again as Derek’s jaws clamped just inches from my face.

Julian and Lucas wrestled with Derek as Nora ran out of the room. I heard the sounds of her changing on the way downstairs. Then Yvette appeared in the doorway accompanied by two more huge human men bearing silver chains.

“Get her!” Yvette shouted, pointing at me. “Get her out of here!”

The men started toward me, but Derek had just managed to get free of Lucas and Julian. He ran past the men, knocking them down, and flew out of the room.

Lucas started to follow, but Rolf, who had yet to change, shouted, “Chain him!”

The big men got to their feet and lashed the chains around Lucas’s fur-covered flesh. Lucas howled; the charred stink of burning skin seeped through the room like a poison.

Then Rolf changed, and both he and Julian took off after Derek. I ran to the window and flung it open. I watched a slender white wolf fly across the snow, just a shade darker than the powder. Two dark beasts followed it into the woods, howling shrilly.

“Derek!” I shouted. “Run, Derek, and don’t stop!”

Lucas’s cries of pain made me spin around. Three more men had joined the first four and worked with the others to bring Lucas down. Lucas clawed furiously at them, drawing blood across their arms and backs, but they dodged his fangs with expert speed.

I ran forward—to do what, I didn’t know. But I had to help  Lucas. Not only were these men hurting him, but Lucas was the only one who would protect Derek out there. I ran and grabbed at one of the big men’s backs, tugging futilely.

Yvette yanked me away and I tried to shove her off, but she was, strangely, much stronger than me. I sagged against her, yelling for the men to let Lucas go. I wished like hell that they were werewolves so I could force them off of him, but they were only human and immune to my power.

They dragged him out of the room as his claws made desperate troughs in the hardwood floors. His lupine face contorted in crazed frustration. Hoping I could soothe him, I tried to forge a connection, but he was too insane and I was unable to catch his eye before they yanked him away. I wanted to do something—to help him somehow—so I went after him, but by the time I ran down the stairs, he and the men were already in the basement. I flew across the tiled floor and made it to the back door just as it was about to slam closed.

I followed the men down the cement hall. Lucas’s howls reverberated off of the walls and made my ears ring. His body began to shake and shrink; he clawed at the walls, writhing, trying frantically to keep from being put into the room.

But his efforts were wasted. The seven men wielding silver were too much for him. One of them threw open the door and together, they shoved Lucas inside. He released one last, long keening howl and then morphed into a human. He continued to scream as he shook the chains off. The men strode past me on the way out, bloodied and bruised. One paused and looked back at me.

“We’re locking this hallway behind us,” he yelled over Lucas. 


I spun around. “And?”

“And it’s soundproof.”

“Does it look like I care?” I turned my back on him.

I heard the door slam and the sound of it locking into place, locking me inside this dark, narrow hallway with a psychotic werewolf.

I ran to the door of the silver room and threw myself to the ground, stretching my arm through the bars. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do, but he was in so much pain. I had to do something.

“Lucas!” I shouted over his cries. He was bashing himself against the wall, trying to break through it was my guess. But every time his skin touched the silver-plated walls, it sizzled like meat on a burning hot skillet.

“Stop, Lucas! You’re hurting yourself. I’m right here! I’m right here for you.” I stretched my arm farther in, as though the closer I got to him, the more I could help him, even though that was not the case. I don’t think Lucas even knew I was there. The few times I caught sight of his face illuminated in the moonlight, it was manic. Wild, like nothing I’d ever seen before. His body couldn’t even heal properly from the burns he caused himself, and there were bloody, bubbling marks on his throat and arms from where the chains had bound him.

I couldn’t handle watching him enduring this pain. I stood and paced, furiously trying to figure out how to help him. For once, he was the vulnerable one and I was the one with all the power—but power to do what?

Lucas continued to rage and cry for hours. I cried right along  with him. And then he must have worn himself out, because sometime around two in the morning, he fell silent.

I looked up, pressing my face against the cool silver bars that burned him so terribly. He was lying curled up in the moonlight as though it was a warm blanket, soothing him. His body was broken, shaking with sobs.

“Lucas?” I said. “It’s okay, come here.”

Lucas rolled his head toward me. His eyes were darker than I’d ever seen them. They were human eyes, like they must have been before he was infected. Soft—without any hint of the beast struggling to be free within him.

“Faith?”

God, it was amazing to hear him say my name. “Yeah, it’s me,” I said, mustering a smile through my tears. “Come here. Come here to me.”

He drew in a shuddery breath, and I saw a few tears slide across his cheek, making little trails of clean skin against the wounds ripped into his face. “I can’t,” he rasped.

I sniffled and put my hands back on my side of the bars. “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m right here. I won’t leave you.” I felt for his energy; it was so weak.... He was losing himself.

That’s when it hit me.

I was the one with all the power.

I had to connect with him, control his mind. I hadn’t thought of it before because I couldn’t connect to unchanged werewolves. I didn’t know if it would work now, but I sure as hell had to try. I had the strongest connection with Lucas, so it was worth the shot.

“Lucas, look at me,” I said urgently. “I’m going to try and connect with you. Don’t look away.”

I don’t know if it was because he didn’t have enough strength to look away, or because he actually listened, but either way, his eyes remained on mine, and I summoned up the electricity inside me. It started just below my heart in that fluttery place where nervousness lives. Like a spasm of light, burning brighter and brighter, expanding throughout my body. I focused fully on Lucas, willing the connection to click into place. I felt resistance, the block in my mind that said it couldn’t be done, but I flung it away. I could do this.

And then—snap.

I was in his head. His emotions were mine, his actions pliable. And, God was he weak. I’d figured this out just in time.

I let my strength flood into him, repeated soothing words, I’m here, I’m always here, I love you, I’m here. . . .


But the longer I held our connection, the weaker it became, the more effort it took. I held it steady for what seemed like forever, but it wasn’t long enough.

All too soon, it faded and died.

And then Lucas was left alone.

Immediately, he began to groan, raking his hands down his face.

I leaned against the wall, head pounding. I’d never held the connection for so long before, and I was exhausted. But it was nothing compared to what Lucas was enduring. I had to try and do it again; he needed me. So I rested, trying not to watch as Lucas regained his strength and started bashing himself against the walls again. When I felt my strength return, I called out to him.  For a long time, he was too wild to listen, but eventually, he wore himself out and collapsed to the floor. Only then, could I persuade him to make eye contact and give him a few moments of comfort. But then I’d lose it again and the cycle would continue.
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Lucas was close to unconscious when dawn came. I, on the other hand, stood at attention, exhausted as well, but eager to get out of that hell hole. I waited by the door for someone to come let us out. I thought briefly of Derek, wondering if he’d found someplace safe to stay for the day and if he’d been strong enough and smart enough to escape the pack.

Then the door sprung open and three of the gigantic men from last night came to take Lucas back up to his room. I followed, and shooed them away once they’d placed him safely in his bed.

I went about cleaning him off, but I didn’t have to apply any first aid to his burns or wounds because they began to heal within minutes.

Once he was cleaned, I put the blankets over him, dimmed the lights, and slipped into bed beside him. I smoothed my hand over his bare chest, loving how the shadows played over the contours and peaks of his flawless body.

I wished I had my camera. I wanted to remember him like this forever. So calm and perfect. I turned my head and kissed his neck. Even in his sleep, I felt the heat surge. I smiled against his skin. Somehow, that made me feel better. I didn’t have much energy left to test his emotions, but what I could get was peaceful—or as peaceful as Lucas ever got. There was a tinge of that old  craziness at the edges of his vibe, but I couldn’t tell if the madness I felt was the werewolf inside him fighting to be released or a madness of a different kind.

True insanity.
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THE SENSE


I awoke to kisses—tons of them, on my mouth and down my throat and lower, trailing slowly down my stomach. I smiled, yawning, looking down to see the top of Lucas’s head. I grabbed his hair and pulled him up, wanting to see his face.

But the face looking at me was not Lucas. It was Derek. His lips were dripping with crimson liquid, and he had fangs like kitchen knives. I looked down and my body was punctured with bloody fang marks.

I screamed and sat up.

Lucas sat up too, looking around for danger, but as soon as his eyes fell on me, he knocked me back onto my pillows. He hugged me close and tucked his face into my neck, kissing me everywhere.

I panted, totally freaked out ... and, okay, slightly aroused.

His lips found mine, and I kissed him back.

“Are you okay?” I asked through his lips. “Are you . . . ?” I didn’t want to say the word insane.

“You . . . are . . . amazing,” he said, kissing my nose lightly on each word.

“Me?” I asked, confused.

“You stayed with me,” he said, face just inches away. “You kept me sane. I know it was you. I didn’t imagine that, did I?”

“No. I was there. I used the connection. I didn’t know I could do it when you’re human, but it worked. Thank God, it worked.”

“Amazing,” he said again and rolled over on top of me, kissing me. I felt a blush creep into my cheeks. I wondered if he knew he was naked.

“Lucas,” I said. “You, ah . . . you’d better stop.”

He shook his head, catching my lips and kissing me harder.

“What’s gotten into you?” I asked, laughing slightly.

“I’m tired of being the only one naked around here,” he said with a little fake pout that made me want to nibble on his lower lip.

“You’re red,” he said, smiling devilishly. “So it’s okay for me to be naked, but not you? I just don’t think that’s fair.” His hot hand wandered to my shirt and slipped it over my head. I gasped as he began kissing my stomach.

“Lucas!” I said. “Stop it. You’re the one who said we couldn’t do that.”

He came back to my face and brushed his lips over my chin. “Well, maybe I changed my mind. Maybe after last night, I think we should try.”

He was actually serious. I sat up. “You know what? I think you did lose your mind in there.”

Lucas laughed and pushed me back down. “You kept me sane last night using the connection. So use it now. Make sure I don’t change. Come on, don’t you want to?”

I hesitated. Yes, I wanted to, but ...

“I don’t think now is the best time,” I said delicately.

“What’s wrong with now? I lived through that hell with my sanity intact—thanks to you.” He rubbed his nose against mine. “And Derek is alive, everybody’s okay. And this is the safest time. Right after the full moon. With you keeping me in control, it’ll be perfect.” He smiled roguishly and kissed me so fiercely, I had trouble resisting.

“We don’t know if Derek’s okay yet,” I said.

Lucas stopped and his face slowly settled into a scowl.

Apparently, that was the wrong thing to say.

“I’m sorry,” I said quickly. I put my arms around his waist. “I didn’t mean it ... like that. I don’t know. Just forget I mentioned it.” I tried to pull him toward me, but his back stiffened, preventing me from moving him even an inch. “Lucas, come on, aren’t you exhausted anyway? I mean, last night was horrible for you. For both of us.”

“You don’t gotta tell me that,” he said. “I know exactly what it was like. What I don’t know is why you have to bring Derek up whenever we’re alone together.”

I felt my mouth open and close as I groped for a good answer. “I’m sorry,” I said to avoid a fight. “I promise I won’t do it again, okay? I’m sorry.”

Lucas rolled off of the bed and pulled on a pair of Levis. He cocked his head at the window and said, “It’s nighttime.”

“He must not be here then,” I said softly. “Rolf would have woken us up.”

“Yup.”

Finding my shirt lodged in between the pillows, I pulled it over my head and got out of bed. I hated doing this, but ...

“Will you find him?” I asked.

Lucas’s eyebrows lifted just the tiniest bit. “Of course I’ll find him,” he said. “He’s probably hiding in the woods.”

“Or dead.”

Lucas put his hand on my cheek for an instant and then let it fall. “I’ll be back. If you go downstairs, don’t tell them where I’m going.”

“Thank you.”

Lucas looked at me with this odd, pained sort of expression that made me feel horrible for having asked him to search for  Derek, and then turned to leave.

Through the window I watched Lucas run out the back doors. He stripped his jeans, put them in his mouth, and changed in midrun.

As I watched him disappear, I pondered his earlier words. Could I really keep his will to change reigned in? Control his instinct and make him normal? I’d done it last night. It had been grueling, but it had worked.

And I had Yvette to thank for tipping me off. She had seemed to know that I would be able to save Lucas. Which could only mean that she knew about my power. And if that was the case, I needed to know how she’d found out and what else she knew. Now.

I straightened and walked downstairs to the kitchen to find a few runts making ice cream sundaes.

“Hey,” I said. “Do any of you know where Yvette is?”

They regarded me coldly. A girl with dirty blond hair said, “She’s usually in the study with Rolf.” She pointed down the hall. “Third door on the right.”

“Thanks.” I grabbed an apple from the counter and headed down the hallway, hearing the runts’ whispers as I went—probably talking crap about me.

I reached the correct door and paused before entering, taking time to lean against the wall and down the apple. I didn’t want to do this in front of Rolf, but I needed to know what Yvette knew. Maybe I could get her to talk to me someplace private. Gathering my courage, I stuffed the apple core into my pocket and faced the door again.

But as I poked my head inside, I realized getting Yvette to follow me out wasn’t necessary. She was sitting alone beside a wall-to-wall window that opened up to the side yard. The snow-laden trees stood in the distance, their colors muted through the glass panes like a watercolor painting.

Yvette didn’t look up from her book when I entered so I closed the door quietly and walked across the room. The study was stacked with books, both old and new, and a mahogany desk stood in the center, cluttered with papers and a laptop computer. I passed it and went to stand beside a gold-upholstered armchair across from Yvette.

She was the only person I’d ever met without a vibe. It had always intrigued me, but now I had a feeling there was a reason I couldn’t read it.

“You know why I’m here,” I said.

A faint smile tugged on her lips. She placed the book down on her lap and finally looked up at me. Her rounded face was tanned and creased around the eyes and mouth; her wiry black hair was pulled into a loose braid that flowed across her chest. She scrutinized me methodically, taking in every inch of my face.

“I never thought I’d meet another one,” she said. Her voice was like the hum of some great machine—low and steady.

“Another . . . what, exactly?” I asked as my pulse began to race. She knew about my power!

But she faltered. “I don’t really know what you are. But I do know that we are the same. It’s a form of telepathy—connecting minds, thoughts. Or in our case, emotions.” She leaned in, expression fervent. “What is it like for you? What are your abilities?”

“I can read emotions, like you said. Everyone’s, even vampires and werewolves. Actually, theirs are strongest. And I can control  any changed werewolf, even on the full moon. But it’s difficult.”

“And the vampires? Can you control them?”

I shook my head. “How did you know about me?” I asked, sitting down across from her. “How did you know I could save Lucas?”

“I have only met someone like you once before. I knew immediately because I could not sense you.”

“Sense me?”

“Sense your emotions.”


Oh, my vibe. “I can’t . . . sense you either.”

“I believe it is because our powers cancel each other out.”

“I guess that makes sense. So wait, you said you know someone else like us?”

She looked down at her lap. “Knew. The vampires took him. He is dead now.”

I cringed. “I’m sorry.”

“They thought he could control them like we control the wolves so they murdered him. But it doesn’t work that way. The vampires are undead; their brain functions do not work like ours. We can sense them, but we cannot control them.”

“Can you control the werewolves too, then?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Though, not when they are human. Well, except for Rolf.”

“Rolf?” I blurted. He was the last person I’d expect her to be able to control. He’d easily usurped my power over his pack that night at the barn and almost took my connection to Lucas as well.

“Of course,” she said, furrowing her delicate brows. “He is my match.”

“Your match? What is that?”

“It seems that those with the sense—people like us—have an inexplicable connection to the supernatural world. The magic that runs through the blood of the vampires and werewolves—it binds to us as well, enabling us to sense emotions and temporarily control their actions. For each of us, there is a single supernatural creature whose magic is so similar to ours that they are bound to us by an unbreakable bond. They are matched so perfectly that the werewolf can be controlled even when he or she is human.”

Well if that was true, then I supposed Lucas was my match. Cool. I wondered what that meant, exactly.

“So can Rolf feel it when you control him?” I asked.

“Yes. He’s the only one. But I rarely do it. Only to protect myself from harm. In fact, I have not needed to use my abilities in over a decade.”

Huh. Must be nice.

We were silent a moment and, suddenly I heard the shadow of Lucas’s voice in my head: Nobody can ever find out about this.... There’s no way Rolf will let someone with that kind of power live.


A flicker of panic flared up as the gravity of what I’d just done hit me. I’d just told the pack master’s mate that I could control his entire pack.

Real smart. I was so dog chow.

But then again, he’d let Yvette live.

“Why does Rolf let you control him?” I asked. “He’s the pack master; doesn’t that threaten everything he’s about? I mean you could make him do whatever you wanted—human or not.”

“When we first met, Rolf was not the pack master. I stayed with him through many difficult times. He trusts me above anyone else. He would never kill me for what I am because he knows I would never abuse my power over him.”

“But what about me? Did you tell him about me?”

Yvette’s face closed down—a typical werewolf trick she must have picked up from Rolf. It was impossible to read her.

“Yvette, did you tell him?”

“I have not. I wasn’t sure you had the sense, and I didn’t want to endanger your life unnecessarily.”

“And now that you know, will you tell him?”

She scrutinized me for a long while. “My loyalty is to Rolf,” she said and my heart plummeted. “However, you are like me—the only other one I know. We must protect each other.” She fixed her gaze on me, serious and intent. “So I will not tell Rolf what you are. So long as you remain a friend of this pack.”

“What does that entail, exactly?”

“Remain compliant with Rolf’s wishes and I have no reason to tell him what you are.”

“I’m not going to let him kill Derek,” I said. “You’ll have to tell him because I—”

“Shh,” Yvette soothed. “Rolf will not kill Derek.”

“Wh—what? But he . . .”

“I know Rolf,” Yvette said. “He is cautious of change. He doesn’t like what a creature such as Derek might do to the dynamics of the pack. If Derek is stronger, he may usurp his leadership. Or if Derek creates more creatures like himself, his very race may be put in jeopardy.”

“Yeah, okay, but that still doesn’t make it okay to kill someone for something they haven’t even done yet.”

“Agreed. And that is why I will speak to Rolf. He will listen. I am not the only one who thinks this way—Nora and Tony Nocturn will side with me. Many others, too.”

I bit my lip, deliberating. “If Derek is allowed to live, I won’t defy Rolf’s wishes. So you don’t have to tell him about me.” I didn’t really like the deal, but what choice did I have? I couldn’t let Rolf know what I was. He’d kill me, unless ... unless, I managed to control him—stop him from hurting me.

But Yvette seemed to know where my mind was going.

“I’ll block you if you try to control Rolf,” she said. “He’s my match, and I will feel it if you enter his mind.”

Damn it.

“You can do that?” I asked. “Block people?”

“It takes practice, but yes. I learned to do it with Kevin—the last person I met with the sense. There are some humans who can do it as well, subconsciously, of course. And there is the chance that you will meet a vampire who can block you, since they know of our existence.”

“Will you teach me to do it? So I can protect Lucas against . . .”

Yvette’s face split in a rueful grin. “Against me?”

I flushed and shrugged. “Make it an even playing field?”

She flipped the pages of her book with one hand. “Perhaps one day.”


Lame. “Can Rolf block you out?”

Her lip curled. “Unfortunately.”

I smiled at that. “Hey, you have to let him have his way sometimes.”

The shadow of a smile played around her mouth. “Yes, I suppose so.”
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THE WAITING GAME


I left with my head spinning in twenty different directions. I was excited that I’d met someone else with the sense, as Yvette had called it. And I was out-of-my-mind eager to tell Lucas about the whole matched thing. I wanted to start experimenting with him ASAP, to test the limits of our connection and my power. What other cool benefits came with our superlink and how could I use them for both my own safety and his? Not to mention for some of the more tantalizing activities.

But I was also still worried about Derek, and if he had even survived the night with the pack after him. As usual, the thought of what he must be going through because of me, brought my high right back down to the floor, and by the time I was back in Lucas’s room, I had returned to biting my nails off in anticipation of Lucas’s call.

Before I’d even had a chance to sit down, I heard a knock at the door. I turned to see Katie pop her head in.

“Hi,” she said. “Can we come in?”

“We?” I asked, pushing myself onto the edge of the bed.

Julian stuck his head in too, and I waved them in. Katie sat down on the desk, and Julian came to lean beside me on the bedpost. I didn’t need to sense their vibes to read their emotions; it was written all over their faces. They were scared.

“Where’s Lucas?” Katie asked tentatively. “Is he . . . okay?”

“He’s fine,” I said.

“Was it bad?” Katie asked, awed.

“Kate,” Julian said sharply. “Come on, she doesn’t want to relive it.”

“No, it’s okay,” I said and leaned back on my elbows. “It was  bad ... really bad. But he’s healed now and he went out for a run. I think he needed a release.”

Katie and Julian nodded like they could imagine what I was talking about.

“So, last night . . . ,” I started, not really knowing how I would continue.

“We didn’t see Derek,” Julian said.

I felt my lungs empty with a long breath. “Thank God,” I whispered. “I thought the pack would kill him.”

“I think he has too much vampire in him to make him easily locatable.”

“That’s sort of good, I guess.”

It was good because that meant he was able to lose the pack. It was bad because that meant it was more than likely that he was dead inside. No feelings. No love. No Derek. “Let’s talk about something else,” I said quickly.

Katie, never one to play shy, jumped right in.

“Guess what!” she gushed.

I cracked a smile. “What?” I asked.

“I’m going to CSU this semester!”

“What?” I asked again.

“As a lab assistant.” She smiled at my blank expression. “I’m a chemist, didn’t Lucas tell you?”

“No.”

“Loser. Well, I am. And I finally got a job!” She clapped her hands together. “It’s been ridiculous trying to find someplace to hire me because I look sixteen—and, let’s be honest, who wants to hire a sixteen-year-old chemist—but Rolf made a call to the  dean of the chemistry department, and they said they’d take me.”

“That’s great, Katie,” I said, genuinely happy for her. And, yeah, a little relieved that she’d be on campus with me. Over the past few weeks, I’d really come to rely on Katie for support and a little levity in what was swiftly becoming the worst time in my life. She was a good friend, and I’d been dreading leaving her for school.

“We’ll be together more,” Katie went on with a sneaky wink. “I’ll be able to help Lucas keep an eye on you. Oh, and Derek now, too. That is if he’s not all crazy and—”

“Kate!” Julian snapped, cutting her off.

“Oh, sorry,” Katie made an exaggerated grimace.

Julian rubbed his temples. “Ignore her,” he said wearily.

Katie’s outraged expression made me laugh. “It’s fine,” I said. Katie threw a triumphant look at Julian, which made me smile again. I sighed. Just being around these two was like a glass of ice water in the desert. “I’m so glad you guys aren’t like the rest of the werewolves. They’re all such jerks.”

Julian lifted an angular brow. “What are you talking about?”

“Oh, please,” I scoffed. “Don’t pretend like you don’t know. I’m sure everyone talks trash about me when I’m not around.”

“I don’t know about that, but I do know that they are afraid of you.”

“Afraid?” I asked incredulously. “Of me?”

Julian nodded and Katie bobbed her head enthusiastically.

“Why?” I asked, totally confused.

“Lucas is one of the oldest members of the pack,” Julian said. “Second only to Rolf and our father—our real father. Tony. Lucas would be one of the most influential members of the Council if  he’d ever agree to be on it.”

“Why doesn’t he?” I asked.

“He doesn’t much enjoy politics. He’s more of a . . . a vigilante, I guess.”

“Yeah, I can see that about him,” I said.

“Anyway,” Julian went on. “You hold a lot of sway with Lucas. He refused to put you in danger to kill Vincent. He even threatened to leave the pack if it came down to it, which was a drastic move.”

“Why?” I asked. “What’s the big deal about leaving the pack?”

“Because once you leave, you can never return. It’s a huge sacrifice. Not one many would make for a human. But he would have. I know Lucas, and when he says something, he means it.” Julian’s gaze held mine as my heart leaped at his words. “That’s why someone like you, who holds that kind of power over a pack member—especially one like Lucas—well, let’s just say it’s dangerous. Our loyalty is to our own kind, and our pack, specifically. Not to a human.” He smiled kindly. “So if you’re not feeling the love from some of the pack, that’s probably why. They don’t like you holding the cards when it comes to him.”
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