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TO JOE’S FUTURE


Hello, Ox—




THE BONES BENEATH MY SKIN


   chapter one


THE HOUSE IN THE CERULEAN SEA


UNDER THE WHISPERING DOOR



For my packpackpack.


i hear your heart

a thunderous sound

my brother and my friend

howl your song and lead me home

together ’til the end

 

 


gone

“A wolf,” my father told me once, “is only as strong as his tether. Without a tether, without something to remind him of his humanity, he’ll be lost.”

I stared up at him with wide eyes. I thought no one could ever be as big as my father. He was all I could see. “Really?”

He nodded, taking my hand. We were walking through the woods. Kelly had wanted to come with us, but Dad said he couldn’t.

Kelly cried, only stopping when I told him I’d come back and we’d play hide-and-seek. “You promise?”

“I promise.”

I was eight years old. Kelly was six. Our promises were important.

My father’s hand engulfed my own, and I wondered if I would be like him when I grew up. I knew I wasn’t going to be an Alpha. That was Joe, though I didn’t understand how my two-year-old brother would be the Alpha of anything. I’d been jealous when my parents told us Joe would be something I could never be, but it’d faded when Kelly said it was okay, Carter, because that means you and me will always be the same.

I never worried about it after that.

“Soon,” my father said, “you’ll be ready for your first shift. It’ll be scary and confusing, but so long as you have your tether, all will be well. You’ll be able to run with your mother and me and the rest of our pack.”

“I already do that,” I reminded him.

He laughed. “You do, don’t you? But you’ll be faster. I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep up with you.”

I was shocked. “But… you’re the Alpha. Of everyone.”

“I am,” he agreed. “But that’s not what’s important.” He stopped under a large oak tree. “It’s about the heart that beats in your chest. And you’ve got a great heart, Carter, one that beats so strongly that I think you might be the fastest wolf who ever lived.”

“Whoa,” I breathed. He dropped my hand before sitting on the ground, his back to the tree. He crossed his legs, motioning for me to do the same. I did so, and quickly, not wanting him to change his mind about how fast I would be. My knees bumped his as I mirrored his pose.

He smiled at me as he said, “A tether to a wolf is precious, something guarded fiercely. It can be a thought or an idea. The feeling of pack. Of home.” His smile faded slightly. “Or of where home should be. Take us, for example. We’re here in Maine, but I don’t know if that’s our home. We’re here because of what’s asked of us. Because of what I must do. But when I think of home, I think of a little town in the west, and I miss it terribly.”

 “We can go back,” I told my dad. “You’re the boss. We can go wherever we want.”

He shook his head. “I have a responsibility, one I’m grateful for. Being an Alpha isn’t about doing whatever I want. It’s about weighing the needs of the many. Your grandfather taught me that. An Alpha means putting others above yourself.”

“And that’s going to be Joe,” I said dubiously. When I’d seen him last, he’d been in a high chair in the kitchen, Mom scolding him for putting Cheerios up his nose.

He laughed. “One day. But not for a long time. But today is about you. You’re just as important as your brother, as is Kelly. Even though Joe’s going to be the Alpha, he’ll look to you for guidance. An Alpha needs someone like the two of you who he can trust, who he can look to when he’s uncertain. And you’ll need to be strong for him. Which is why we’re here. You don’t need to know what your tether is today, but I’ll ask you to start thinking about it and what it could be to you—”

“Can it be a person?”

He paused. Then, “Why do you ask?”

“Can it?”

He stared at me for a long time. “It can. But having a person as your tether can be… difficult.”

“Why?”

“Because people change. We don’t stay the same. We learn and grow and, from new experiences, are shaped into something more. Sometimes, people aren’t… well. They aren’t who they’re supposed to be or how we think of them. They change in ways we don’t expect, and while we want them to remember the good times, they can only focus on the bad. And it colors their world in shadows.”

There was a look on his face I’d never seen before, and it made me uneasy. But it was gone before I could ask after it. “Is a tether a secret?”

He nodded. “It can be. Having a tether is… it’s a treasure. One that is unlike anything else in the world. Some even say it’s more important than having a mate.”

I grimaced. “I don’t care about that. Girls are weird. I don’t want a mate. That’s stupid.”

He chuckled. “I’ll remind you of that when the day comes. And I can’t wait to see the look on your face.”

“What’s yours? You can tell me. I won’t say anything to anyone.”

He tilted his head back against the tree. “You promise?”

I nodded eagerly. “Yeah.”

When my father smiled for real, you could see it in his eyes. It was like a light shining from within. “It’s all of you. My pack.”

“Oh.”

“You sound disappointed.”

I shrugged. “I’m not. It’s just… you always talk about pack and pack and pack.” I scrunched up my face. “I guess it makes sense.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

“Is it the same for Mom?”

“Yes. Or at least it was. Tethers can change over time. Like people, they evolve. Where it once might have been the idea of pack, it’s become more pointed. More focused. For her, it’s her sons. You and Kelly and Joe. It started with you and grew because of Kelly and Joe. She would do anything for you.”

Fire burned in my chest, safe and warm. “Mine won’t ever change.”

My father looked at me curiously. “Why?”

“Because I won’t let it.”

“You sound as if you already know what it is.”

“’Cause I do.”

He leaned forward, taking my hands in his. “Will you tell me?”

I looked up at him, too young to understand the depths of my love for him. All I knew was that my father was here and asking me something that felt important, something just between us. A secret. “You can’t tell anyone.”

His lips twitched. “Not even Mom?”

I frowned. “Well, she’s okay, I guess. But not anyone else!”

“I swear,” he said, and since he was an Alpha, I knew he meant it.

I said, “Kelly. It’s Kelly.”

He closed his eyes. His throat clicked as he swallowed. “Why?”

“Because he needs me.”

“That’s not—”

“And I need him.”

He opened his eyes. I thought I saw a flash of red. “Tell me.”

“He’s not like Joe. Joe’s gonna be Alpha, and he’ll be big and strong like you, and everyone will listen to him because he’ll know what to do. You’ll tell him. But Kelly is always going to be a Beta like me. We’re the same.”

“I’ve noticed.”

I needed him to understand. “When I have bad dreams, he doesn’t make fun of me and tells me everything is going to be okay. When he hurt his knee and it took a long time to heal, I cleaned it up for him and told him it was okay to cry, even though we’re boys. Boys can cry too.”

“They can,” my father whispered.

“And I think about him all the time,” I told him. “When I feel sad or mad, I think about him and I feel better. That’s what tethers do, right? They make you happy. Kelly makes me happy.”

“He’s your brother.”

“It’s more than that.”

“How?”

I was frustrated. I didn’t know how to put the thoughts in my head into words. Words that would show him just how far it went. Finally, I said, “It’s… he’s everything.”

For a moment I thought I’d said the wrong thing. My father was staring at me strangely, and I squirmed. But instead of a rebuke, he pulled me toward him, and it was like I was a cub again as I turned around, settling between his legs, my back against his chest. He wrapped his arms around me, his chin on the top of my head. I breathed him in, and in the back of my mind, a voice that had once been weak whispered as strong as I’d ever heard it.

packpackpack

“You surprise me,” my father said. “Every day you surprise me. I’m so lucky to have someone such as you as mine. Never, ever forget that. And if you say your tether is Kelly, then so it shall be. You’ll be a good wolf, Carter. And I can’t wait to see the man you’ll become. No matter where I am, no matter what has happened, I’ll remember this gift you’ve given me. Thank you for sharing your secret. I’ll keep it safe.”

“But you’re not going anywhere, right?”

He laughed again, and even though I couldn’t see him, I knew he was smiling all the way up to his eyes. “No. I’m not going anywhere. Not for a very long time.”

We stayed there, under a tree in the refuge outside of Caswell, Maine, for what felt like hours.

Just the two of us.

And when we finally went home, Kelly was waiting for us on the porch, gnawing on his bottom lip. He lit up when he saw me and almost tripped as he ran down the stairs. He managed to stay upright, and he tackled me into the grass as our father watched. He threw his hands up over his head as he howled in triumph, a cracked thing that didn’t sound anything like the other wolves.

I grinned up at him. “Wow. You’re so strong!”

He poked my nose. “You were gone forever. I got bored. Why did it take so long?”

“I’m here now,” I told him. “And I won’t leave you again.”

“Promise?”

“Yeah. I promise.”

And as I hugged my tether close, listening to him talk excitedly in my ear about how Joe had stuck two Cheerios up his nose and how Mom had gotten mad when Uncle Mark had laughed, I told myself it was a promise I’d always keep.

 

 

“JESUS FUCKING CHRIST,” I snapped. “Do you have to follow me everywhere? Dude. Seriously. Back off.”

The timber wolf glared at me.

I tilted my head, listening.

Everyone was in the house. I could hear Mom and Jessie laughing about something in the kitchen.

I jerked my head toward the woods.

The timber wolf huffed out a breath.

I ran.

He followed.

I laughed when he nipped at my heels, urging me on, and in my head, I pretended I could hear his wolf voice saying faster faster faster must run faster so i can chase so i can catch you so i can eat you.

We went deep into the forest, bypassing the clearing, heading for the furthest reaches of our territory. The wolf never ran ahead, always staying at my side, his tongue lolling out of his mouth.

We ran for miles, the scent of spring so green I could taste it.

Eventually I stopped, chest heaving, muscles burning from exertion.

I collapsed on the ground spread-eagled as the wolf paced around me, head raised, sniffing the air, ears twitching. When he decided there was no threat, he lay down beside me, head on my chest, tail curled over my legs. He huffed out an annoyed breath in my face.

I rolled my eyes. “Have to keep up appearances. I’ve got a reputation to maintain. You know how much shit I would get if anyone found out?” I flicked his forehead.

He growled, baring his teeth.

“Yeah, yeah. And I wasn’t exactly lying. You do follow me everywhere. A man has got to be able to shit in peace without an overgrown dog scratching at the door. You don’t see me staring at you when you’re squatting in the backyard.”

He closed his eyes.

I flicked him again. “Don’t ignore me.”

He opened one eye. For something that wasn’t exactly human, he certainly could get his exasperation across.

“Whatever, man. I’m just saying.”

He sneezed on me.

“Fucking asshole,” I muttered, wiping my face. “Just you wait. You’ll get yours. Kibble. I’m going to make sure you only get kibble from here on out.”

Thick clouds passed by overhead. I laughed when a dragonfly landed between his ears, causing them to flatten. The translucent wings fluttered before it flew away.

He was a heavy weight upon me.

Once I thought it crushing.

Now it felt like an anchor holding me in place.

It should have bothered me more than it did.

He grunted, a question without words, his breath hot on my chest through my thin shirt.

“Same old, same old. Who, how, why. You know how it is.”

Who are you?

How did you come to be this way?

Why can’t you shift back?

Questions I’d asked over and over again.

He grumbled, lips pulling back over his teeth.

“I know, dude. It’s whatever, you know? You’ll figure it out when you’re ready. Just… maybe that could be sooner rather than later? I mean, would it be so bad if you—stop growling at me, you dick! Oh, fuck you, man. Don’t take that tone with me.”

He moved his head, nosing at my arm.

I ignored him.

He pressed harder, more insistent.

I sighed. “You’re spoiled. That’s what’s wrong here. You think you’ve got it good. And you do. Maybe too good.” But I did what he wanted, resting my hand on top of his head, scratching the backs of his ears.

He closed his eyes again as he settled.

We were drifting, just the two of us. The world around us turned hazy, the edges like a dream. Hours passed by, and sometimes we dozed, and sometimes we just… were.

I said, “You can, you know?”

I said, “If you want to.”

I said, “I don’t know what happened to you.”

I said, “I don’t know where you came from or what you had to deal with.”

I said, “But you’re safe here.”

I said, “You’re safe with us. With me. We can help you. Ox… he’s a good Alpha. Joe too. They could be yours, if you wanted.”

I said, “And then maybe I could hear your voice. I mean, totally no homo, but I think it’d be… nice.”

He was shaking.

I looked at him, thinking something was wrong.

It wasn’t.

The motherfucker was laughing at me.

I shoved him off me. “Asshole.”

He rolled over on his back, legs in the air, body wiggling as he scratched himself on the ground. Then he fell to his side, mouth open in a ferocious yawn.

“Would it be so bad?” I whispered. “Shifting back? You can’t stay this way forever. You can’t lose yourself to your wolf. You’ll forget how to find your way home.”

He turned his head away from me.

I’d pushed enough for the day. I could always try again tomorrow. We had time.

I sat up, stretching my arms above my head.

His tail thumped on the ground.

“Okay, so where did we leave off last time? Oh. Right. So, Ox and Joe decided it was time for them to mate. Which, honestly, I try not to think about because that’s my little brother, you know? And if I do think about it, it makes me want to punch Ox in the mouth because that’s my little brother. But what the fuck do I know, right? So, Ox and Joe… well. You know. Bone. And it was weird and oh so gross, because I could feel it. Oh, shut up, I didn’t mean like that. I meant I could feel it when their mate bond formed. We all could. It was like this… this light. Burning in all of us. Mom said she’s never heard of a pack having two Alphas before, but it made sense that it happened with us because of how crazy we already are. Ox is… well. He’s Ox, right? Werewolf Jesus. And then he and Joe came out of the house, and I never want to smell that on my little brother ever again. It was like he’d rolled in spunk, and Kelly and I were gagging because what the fuck? We gave him so much shit for it. That… that was a good day.”

I glanced down at him.

He was watching me with violet eyes.

“And that’s how it ended. At least the first part. There’s still Mark and Gordo to—”

His tail twitched dangerously. His body tensed.

My hand stilled. “Why do you get like that every time I bring up Gordo? I know you’re an Omega and all and you’ve probably got evil Livingstone magic in you, but it’s not his fault. You really need to get over whatever the hell is wrong with you. Gordo’s good people. I mean, yeah, he’s a dick, but so are you. You guys have more in common than you think. Sometimes you even make the same facial expressions.”

He snapped at me.

I laughed and fell back against the grass, hands behind my head. “Fine. Be that way. We don’t have to talk about it today. There’s always tomorrow.”

We stayed there, just the two of us, until the sky began to streak with red and orange.

 

 

AS I SAT BEHIND my dead father’s desk for the last time on a cold winter morning, I wondered what he would think of me.

He told me once that difficult decisions must be made with a level head. It was the only way to make sure they were right.

The house was quiet. Everyone was gone.

My father was a proud man. A strong man. There was a time when I thought he could do no wrong, that he was absolute in his power, all knowing.

But he wasn’t.

For someone such as him, an Alpha wolf from a long line of wolves, he was terribly human in the mistakes he made, the people he’d hurt, the enemies he’d trusted.

Ox.

Joe.

Gordo.

Mark.

Richard Collins.

Osmond.

Michelle Hughes.

Robert Livingstone.

He was wrong about all of them. The things he’d done.

And yet… he was still my father.

I loved him.

If I tried hard enough, if I really tried, I could almost smell him embedded in the bones of this house, in the earth of this territory that had seen so much death.

I loved him.

But I hated him too.

I thought that was what it meant to be a son: to believe in someone so much that it caused blindness to all their faults until it didn’t. Thomas Bennett wasn’t infallible. He wasn’t perfect. I could see that now.

Days ago, I was on a ledge.

Below me was a void.

I hesitated. But I thought I’d already been falling for a long time. I just hadn’t realized it.

That final step came easier than I expected it to. I’d already prepared. Drained my bank accounts. Packed my bags. Prepared to do what I thought I had to.

Which led me to this. Now.

This moment when I knew nothing would ever be the same.

I looked at the computer monitor on the desk.

I saw a version of myself staring back, one I didn’t recognize. This Carter had dead eyes and black circles underneath them. This Carter had lost weight, his cheekbones more pronounced. This Carter had bloodless skin. This Carter knew what it meant to lose something so precious and yet was about to make things worse. This Carter had taken hit after hit after hit, and for what?

This Carter was a stranger.

And yet he was me.

My hand shook as I settled it on the mouse, knowing if I didn’t do this now, I would never do it.

And that’s the point, my father whispered. You are a wolf, but you’re still human. You give all you can, and yet you still bleed. Why would you make it worse? Why would you do this to yourself? To your pack? To him?

Him.

Because it always came back to him.

I thought it always would.

Which is why when I hit the little icon on the screen to start recording, his name was the first thing from my lips.

“Kelly, I….”

And oh, the things I could say. The sheer magnitude of everything he was to me. My mother told me when I was young that I would never forget my first love. That even when all seemed dark, when all was lost, there would be the little pulsing light of memory stored deeply away.

She’d been talking about a faceless girl.

Or boy.

She hadn’t known that I’d already met my first love.

My throat was raw.

I was so very tired.

“I love you more than anything in this world. Please remember that. I know this is going to hurt, and I’m sorry. But I have to do this.”

I looked away, unable to watch this broken man speak any more than I had to.

“You see, there was this boy. And he’s the best thing that ever happened to me. He gave me the courage to stand for what I believe in, to fight for those I care about. He taught me the strength of love and brotherhood. He made me a better person.”

I tried to smile to let him know I was okay. It stretched wide on my face, foreign and harsh, before it cracked and broke.

“You, Kelly,” I said hoarsely. “Always you. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

I looked out the window. There was frost on the glass. Snow was beginning to fall. “You’re my first memory. Mom was holding you, and I wanted to take you for myself, hide you away so no one would hurt you.” It was fuzzy, the edges frayed like it’d been nothing but a dream. My mother was wearing sweats, her face free of makeup. Her skin looked soft and glowing. She was speaking quietly, but her words were lost to me, a quiet murmur that disappeared at the sight of who she held.

A tiny hand reached up, the fingers opening and closing.

And there, in the recesses of my mind, I heard her speak four words that changed everything about who I was.

She said, “Look. He knows you.”

I didn’t understand then the earthquake this caused within me.

I poked his fat little cheek, marveling at the way his skin dimpled.

He blinked up at me, eyes bright and blue, blue, blue.

He made a noise. A little squawk.

And I was reborn.

“You’re my first love,” I said in this empty room, lost in the memory of how his hand had wrapped so carefully around my finger. “I knew that when you would always smile when you saw me, and it was like staring into the sun.”

I swallowed thickly, looking away from the window.

“You’re my heart,” I told him, knowing there was a chance he’d never forgive me. “You are my soul. I love Mom. She taught me kindness. I love Dad. He taught me how to be a good wolf. I love Joe. He taught me that strength comes from within.”

My breath hitched in my chest, but I pushed through it. He needed to hear this from me. He needed to know why. “But you were my greatest teacher. Because with you I understood life. What it meant to love someone so blindingly and without reservation. To have a purpose. To have hope. I have been a big brother for most of my life, and it’s the best thing I ever could be. Without you, I would be nothing.”

It hurt to breathe. “I know you’re going to be angry. But I hope you understand, at least a little bit.” I looked back at the screen. “Because I have this hole in my chest. This void. And I know why. It’s because of him.”

Leave. With you. I’ll. Go. With you. Don’t. Don’t touch. Them.

“I have to find him, Kelly. I have to find him because I think without him, there’s always going to be part of me that feels like I’m incomplete. I should have listened to you more when Robbie was gone. I should have fought harder. I didn’t understand then. I do now, and I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Maybe he’ll want nothing to do with me. Maybe he’ll….”

No. Stay. Back. Don’t want. This. Don’t want. Pack. Don’t want. Brother. Don’t want. You. Child. You are. A child. I am not. Like you. I am not. Pack.

“I have to try,” I pleaded in this empty room. “And I know Ox and Joe and all the others are looking for him, for the both of them, but it’s not enough. Kelly, he saved us. I see that now. He saved us all. And I have to do the same for him. I have to.”

Blood rushed in my ears. My vision was narrowing. There was a heavy weight on my chest, and I couldn’t catch my breath.

I said, “I made you a promise once. I told you that I would always come back for you. I meant it then and I mean it now. I will always come back for you. No matter where I am, no matter what I’m doing, I’ll be thinking of you and imagining the day I get to see you again. I don’t know when that’s going to be, but after you kick my ass, after you scream and yell at me, please hug me like you’re never going to let me go because I won’t ever want you to.”

I tried to say more, tried to continue, but the weight was crushing me, and I bowed my head, claws digging into the surface of the desk. “Fuck. I can’t breathe. I can’t—”

My shoulders shook.

I gave in to it. My eyes burned as I choked on a sob.

I had to finish this while I still could.

It already felt like it was too late. For me. For him.

For all of us.

“Remember something for me, okay? When the moon is full and bright and you’re singing for all the world to hear, I’ll be looking up at the same moon, and I’ll be singing right back to you. For you. Always you.”

I wiped my eyes. The screen was blurry, and the stranger staring back at me looked haunted and lost. “I love you, little brother, even more than I can put down in words. You’ve got to be brave for me. Keep Joe honest. Give Ox shit. Teach Rico how to be a wolf. Show Chris and Tanner the depths of your heart. Hug Mom and Mark. Tell Gordo to lighten up. Have Jessie kick anyone’s ass who steps out of line. And love Robbie like it’s the last thing you’ll ever do.”

And ah, god, there was still so much I had to say, so much I’d never told him, so much he needed to hear from me. That the only reason I was a good person was because of him. That our father would be proud of who he’d become. That when I’d been lost to the Omega, feeling it clawing at me, threatening to pull me down into an ocean of violet, I’d held on with all my might to the ragged remains of my tether, refusing to let it go, refusing to let it be taken from me.

I am alive because of you, I wanted to say.

But I didn’t.

I said, “I will come back for you, and nothing will hurt us ever again.”

I said, “I’ll be seeing you, okay?”

And that was it.

That was all.

A lifetime broken down into a few minutes of begging my pack to understand the terrible choice I was about to make.

I stopped the recording.

I thought about deleting it.

Just… deleting it and forgetting about all of this.

It would be so easy.

I’d delete it, and then I’d stand up. I’d leave the office. I’d sit on the steps on the porch until someone came home, and I’d tell them what I’d done and what I was about to do. Maybe it’d be Mom. She’d be smiling at the sight of me, but that smile would fade when she saw the look on my face. She’d rush forward, and I would tell her everything. That I thought I was losing my mind, that I didn’t know what Gavin was, not until it was too late. That I should have fought harder for him, that I should have told him that he couldn’t leave with Robert Livingstone, he couldn’t leave with his father, he couldn’t leave me. Not when I understood. Not when I knew now what I should have known a long time ago.

Or maybe it’d be Kelly. Maybe he’d know something was wrong.

Dust would be kicking up from the tires of his cruiser, the light bar across the top flashing, the siren wailing. He’d throw open the door, the look on his face a mixture of worry and anger.

“What are you doing?” he’d demand.

“I don’t know,” I’d reply. “I’m lost, Kelly. I don’t know what’s happening, I don’t know what’s going on, please, please, please save me. Please tie me down so I can never leave you. Please don’t let me do this. Please don’t let me leave. Scream at me. Hit me. Destroy me. I love you, I love you, I love you.”

I saved the video instead.

I stood up.

It was now or never.

Before I left the office, I looked back once.

For a moment I thought I saw my father standing behind his desk, hand stretched toward me.

I blinked.

There was nothing there.

A trick of the light.

I closed the door for the last time.

 

 

AND YET….

I hesitated on the porch, duffel bag at my feet.

I told myself it was because I was taking it in. This place. Our territory. A last few breaths of home for whatever lay ahead.

But I was a liar.

I looked down the dirt road, snow falling in flurries and clinging to the trees. No one came.

And still I waited.

One minute turned into two, turned into three, into seven.

When ten minutes had passed, I knew it was now or never. I had stalled long enough.

I picked up my bag.

Stepped off the porch.

And went to my truck.

I climbed inside and closed the door behind me.

I stared up at the house.

I imagined Kelly was with me, sitting in the passenger seat.

He said, “Hold on to me.”

He said, “As tightly as you can.”

He said, “I know it hurts.”

He said, “I know what it feels like.”

My hands tightened on the steering wheel. “I know you do.”

I sighed and reached over to my bag. I unzipped a small pocket on the side and pulled out a photograph. I touched the frozen, smiling faces of my brothers before putting it on the dashboard behind the steering wheel.

And then I left.

 

 

AS SOON AS I’D GOTTEN FAR ENOUGH AWAY, I stopped.

I gathered the last of my strength.

I found the bonds within me, bright and alive and strong.

Could I do this?

I found out I could.

It was easier than I expected, slicing through them. At least at first. It wasn’t until the end that I opened the door of the truck and vomited onto the ground, my face slick with sweat.

I gagged as the bonds faded.

My mouth was sour. I spit onto the ground.

“Kelly,” I muttered. “Kelly, Kelly, Kelly.”

It was enough.

The tether.

It was enough.

I pulled myself back up and looked into the rearview mirror. The stranger stared back. I flashed my eyes.

Orange.

Still orange.

I closed the door.

Took a breath.

I looked at the road ahead.

There wasn’t another car for as far as I could see.

I pulled back onto the road.

A few minutes later I passed a sign telling me I was leaving Green Creek, Oregon, and to come back soon!

I would.

That was a promise.


like this/got you

It went like this:

I was born.

I didn’t remember.

I was one.

I didn’t remember.

I was two.

I didn’t remember.

And then I did.

Because my mother was there, and she was sitting in a chair. She was tired but smiling. Her hair was pulled back in a messy bun, and her skin looked soft.

She said, “Carter, would you like to meet your brother?”

He had been in her stomach. And now he was here.

My father stood in the doorway, watching us.

I didn’t remember anything else. How I’d gotten into the room. Where I’d been before. What I’d been doing. It didn’t matter. This was big.

Big big.

My father said, “Be careful.”

There was a wrinkled pink thing in my mother’s arms. It had a nose and a mouth and squinty eyes. It yawned.

“Mine?” I asked.

“Yes,” my mother said. “Yours. Ours.”

“Mine,” I said again, and I tried to take the pink thing from her. I wanted to take it away, to hide it so no one else could touch what was mine.

My father said, “No, Carter, no. You’re too little. You could hurt him.”

“No hurt,” I said. “No hurt.”

“Yes,” my mother said. “That’s right. No hurt. We don’t hurt him. We don’t hurt Kelly.”

“Kelly,” I said for the first time.

“Your brother,” my father said.

“Kelly, Kelly, Kelly.”

He looked up at me.

He reached for me.

“Mine,” I whispered.

 

 

IT WENT LIKE THIS:

There was yelling.

Gordo was yelling.

My father was yelling.

My mother was crying.

Kelly was in his crib, and his arms were waving.

“Kelly,” I said. I pushed a chair toward the crib. It was hard. I was little. I climbed on top of the chair as Kelly began to wail. I climbed over the bars of the crib. My father said I was a good climber.

I was careful.

I wouldn’t hurt my brother.

I climbed into the crib and lowered myself next to him.

I lay down beside him and put my hands over his ears because I was a wolf, and he was a wolf, and we heard things others could not. It was very loud.

Gordo was screaming.

My father was begging.

My mother sounded like she was choking.

“Kelly,” I said, and he punched me in the head. It was an accident. It didn’t hurt.

I remembered what my mother did when he was like this. “There, there,” I said, petting his cheek. “There, there.”

He stopped crying.

He looked at me with wet eyes.

I kissed his nose.

He smiled.

 

 

IT WENT LIKE THIS:

Boxes.

So many boxes.

Everything packed up.

“We’re leaving,” my father said.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because we have to.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because it’s what we must do.”

“Why?” I asked.

“I don’t have a choice.”

“Why?” I asked.

That was the day I learned even my father could cry.

 

 

IT WENT LIKE THIS:

“Gordo?”

He looked at me. He wasn’t like he was before. He didn’t talk. He didn’t smile. I stuck my tongue out at him because it always made him laugh.

He didn’t.

He said, “You can’t forget me.”

I said, “Forget?”

He said, “You can’t.”

I didn’t understand.

 

 

IT WENT LIKE THIS:

I was watching through the window.

Uncle Mark and Gordo were on the porch.

“Please,” Mark said.

“Fuck you,” Gordo said.

“I don’t want this.”

“Yet here you are.”

“I’ll come back for you.”

“I don’t believe you.”

That was the day I learned I could taste what I smelled.

It was like the entire forest was on fire.

 

 

IT WENT LIKE THIS:

There were skips and jumps. Holes in memory, the edges frayed and ragged. I was two and three and then I was six, six, six, and Kelly said, “Carter!”

We were sitting in the grass in front of a house. There was a lake behind us. Mom said we couldn’t go to the lake without her because we could drown. She was on the porch, her hand on her stomach. Mom and Dad told me there was another baby in there. I didn’t know why. They already had me and Kelly.

Mark was gone, hiding in the woods. He was always in the woods. Dad said he was brooding. Mom said they made Mark that way. My father never said he was brooding again after that.

I didn’t know what brooding meant, but it didn’t sound good.

“Carter,” Kelly said again, and I looked up at him.

He was wearing shorts. It was summer. His face was sticky, and his hair was messy, and he was grinning at me. There was a hole in the dirt in front of him where he’d been digging. I told him it was the biggest hole I’d ever seen.

He looked down at it, then back up at me. “Biggest?”

“Yes. You’re a good digger.”

“Good digger,” he agreed.

Boys came. Other wolves. Cubs.

One said, “Carter, come play with us.”

I said “Okay” and “Sure” and “Can Kelly come too?”

And the boy said, “No. He’s just a baby. Babies are stupid.”

Kelly cried.

I tackled the boy for making my brother cry.

Mom pulled me off him.

His nose was bleeding.

“Carter,” Mom said, “what on earth do you think you’re doing?”

“Kelly isn’t stupid,” I snarled at the boy as he pushed himself up from the ground. I tried to go after him again, but Mom held me back.

“I’m telling!” the boy shouted before he ran away, the other cubs chasing after him.

Mom turned me around, her face near mine. She was frowning. “We don’t hit other people.”

“He said Kelly was stupid.”

“Be that as it may, we don’t hit. It’s not nice.”

She was wrong. I didn’t say that out loud, but I thought it. I thought it hard. She was wrong, because if anyone called Kelly stupid, I would definitely hit them. I would hit them as hard as I could. I would hit them until they couldn’t say those words anymore.

I said, “Oh.”

“Yes. Oh. You have to think before you act. You can’t use your fists to solve all your problems.” Then she grimaced, her hand going to her stomach as she stood upright. “Someone woke up. Oof.”

The baby in her belly.

I didn’t care about that baby.

It wasn’t real yet.

“Carter,” Kelly sniffled, and I went to him.

I picked him up. I was very strong.

He laid his head on my shoulder, and since I didn’t want to get in trouble again, I promised in my head that no one would call him stupid again.

“Dig with me?” he asked. “Biggest hole?”

I said, “Okay,” and that’s what we did. It was better than playing with other cubs.

 

 

IT WENT LIKE THIS:

Dad said our brother was coming soon. That we needed to be good and quiet so Mom could focus.

“She’ll need all her strength,” he said, kneeling down before me and Kelly. Kelly reached up and touched his face, and Dad snapped his teeth at Kelly’s fingers, causing him to laugh. “She’s being very brave. Can you be brave too?”

“Brave,” Kelly agreed.

“Stay here with Uncle Mark. When it’s over, I’ll come back and take you to meet him.”

And then he was gone.

Mark said, “It’ll take a long time.”

“Long time,” Kelly said, because he repeated everything everyone said all the time. It was annoying except when he did it to me.

Mark said, “But she’ll be okay.”

“Okay,” Kelly said.

Mark smiled, but he looked like a ghost.

It took a very long time.

We got tired of waiting, and when Mark put us to bed, I had forgotten all about it. Mark said Kelly and I could sleep in the same bed, and Kelly had toothpaste in the corner of his mouth.

We lay facing each other, our heads on the same pillow.

Mark kissed my cheek.

Mark kissed Kelly’s cheek.

“Good night, little cubs,” he said.

Kelly yawned.

Mark left the door open and the light in the hall on.

The sky outside was dark.

“Carter?” Kelly said.

“What?”

“Do we have to have a little brother?”

I didn’t know. I said, “I think so.”

“Oh. Can I hold him?”

“Maybe. You might have to wait.”

“Why?”

“Because babies are fragile,” I said, remembering the words of my father. “They’re little and fragile.”

“What’s fragile?”

I had no idea. “It means gross.”

His nose wrinkled. “Like farts.”

I laughed. I’d taught him that word. Mom and Dad hadn’t been happy with me. “Yeah, he’s a fart.”

“Fart, fart, fart,” Kelly said. And then he closed his eyes. “I don’t know if I like little brothers.”

“I do,” I told him. “I like little brothers a lot.”

But he was already asleep.

I kept my eyes open for as long as I could because Dad was with Mom and Kelly needed me to protect him. I wasn’t an Alpha, but I could pretend.

“I have red eyes,” I whispered in the dark. “And I’m big and strong.”

I didn’t remember falling asleep.

 

 

IT WENT LIKE THIS:

“His name is Joe,” my mother said.

“Joseph Bennett,” my father said. “Your little brother.”

“Joe,” Kelly whispered in awe.

I wasn’t happy about it.

Then I saw him.

And I knew him for what he was.

What he would be.

I said, “Alpha.”

My mother was startled.

My father took a step forward. “What was that, Carter?”

“Alpha,” I said again, and my voice was filled with so much wonder, I thought I would float away.

“How do you know?” my father asked.

I shrugged.

Mom and Dad looked at each other for a long time. Then, “Yes,” my father said. “Yes. Joe will be an Alpha. Can I tell you a secret about Alphas?”

Kelly and I turned to him. This was important. I knew what that word meant now. Alphas had many secrets, and when they shared one, it was important.

Dad crouched down before us. He took our hands in his. He said, “An Alpha is a leader. But we cannot lead alone. He will look to you, to both of you, for guidance. He can be nothing without his brothers. You will be his pack, and you’ll make him strong. You matter just as much as he does. There will come a time when weight will be placed upon the color of his eyes, but you mean just as much. You cannot make red without orange. Do you understand?”

We both nodded, though we had no idea what he was talking about.

Joe cried.

We went to him.

Kelly touched his cheek.

I kissed his hand.

“There is no one like him,” our mother whispered. “But there is also no one like each of you. You are all special in your own way. I believe in you.” She looked down at Joe, a tired smile on her face. “I believe in all of you.”

 

 

IT WENT LIKE THIS:

Joe grew.

I found my tether.

I shifted.

The pain was exquisite, and I

am wolf

smell

smell everything

run fast run fast run run run

hunt i want to hunt and

father wolf

mother wolf

joe laughs he’s laughing he says you’re so pretty carter you’re so pretty

i’m not pretty

i’m amazing

kelly says

wow

kelly says

look at you

kelly says

you’re so big

kelly says stop licking me carter stop licking me stop licking

i don’t stop

i never stop and

The day came when Dad took Kelly away.

“You don’t have to worry,” Mom said. She sounded like she was trying not to laugh. I glared at her, but she kissed my forehead and ruffled my hair.

“Why is Carter worried?” Joe asked when she went back inside, leaving me on the porch. “Kelly’s with Dad.”

“Because it’s a big day,” Mom said as I paced back and forth.

They were gone for hours. By the time they came back, I was about to crawl out of my skin.

Kelly was grinning.

I ran down the porch and grabbed him by the shoulders. “Did you do it?” I demanded. “Did you figure it out?”

He rolled his eyes. “Yeah. But it’s a secret.”

I scowled at him. “I told you mine!”

He laughed at me.

Dad was watching the two of us. He looked like he was going to say something but shook his head instead. “Who’s hungry?”

But before he could follow us into the house, a man appeared. I didn’t like him. He made my skin itch.

“Osmond,” Dad said.

Osmond glanced dismissively at us before looking back at Dad. “We need to speak.”

“Can it wait until tomorrow? We’re about to have dinner.”

“It needs to be now.”

Dad sighed. “All right.” He looked at us. “Go inside. I’ll be back shortly.”

I watched them walk away.

“Let’s go!” Kelly said from the porch.

That night there was a knock at my door. It opened slightly, and Kelly stuck his head in. “Stop jerking off.”

“Fuck you,” I whispered, loud enough so he could hear but not so loud that Mom or Dad could.

He snickered and stepped into my room, then closed the door behind him. He came to the bed, motioning for me to scoot over.

“You have your own bed,” I grumbled.

“Yeah, yeah, move your fat ass.”

I hit him in the face with a pillow.

He laughed before lying down next to me, stretching out his arms and legs. I heard his back pop before he relaxed, leg over mine.

I waited.

He said, “It’s you.”

I could barely breathe. “What is?”

“You know what.”

I did, and I wanted to howl and shake the house to its foundations. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah, dude. I’m sure.”

“Oh.” Then, “Why?”

He turned his head to look at me. His eyes glittered in the dark. He said, “Why am I your tether?”

“Because you’re my brother.”

“So is Joe.”

“You were here first.”

He huffed out a breath. “I’ve known. For a long time.”

“But you never said anything.”

He shrugged. “I thought it was obvious.”

It made me nervous. Nothing so monumental had ever made me feel so small. “Tethers can change.”

“It won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

He said, “I do. It doesn’t matter what happens. If I get a mate—”

“Ew.”

“Shut up. You know what I mean.”

“That’s pretty gay, dude.”

He thumped me on the chest. “Don’t say that. It’s not nice.”

“Right. Sorry. I….” I was at a loss for words.

“Is that okay?” he asked quietly. He sounded unsure.

I couldn’t have that. “Yeah. It’s okay.”

We were quiet for a little while, just breathing in and out.

Then he said, “Tether bros. That’s what we are. Couple of tether bros.”

And it was like we were little again, only the two of us, and we were laughing, laughing, laughing, trying to keep our voices down but failing miserably. Dad walked by the door and paused, and we covered each other’s mouths with our hands. His breath was hot against my palm and it was gross, but I didn’t pull away.

Dad moved on.

Eventually we got ourselves under control.

I was drifting off to sleep when Kelly said, “It was always going to be you.”

 

 

IT WENT LIKE THIS:

“Joe!” I screamed into the woods. It was raining and dark, and lightning flashed overhead. “Joe!”

I couldn’t find him.

“Carter?” Kelly asked. He was wet and miserable, and his grip on my hand was so strong I thought my bones would turn to dust. “We have to go back.”

“No,” I snapped at him, feeling guilty when his face crumpled. “We can’t. We have to find him.”

I was fifteen years old, and a monster had taken our little brother away.

“Joe!” I shouted again.

Nothing.

“Joe!” Kelly yelled. “Where are you, Joe!”

I wanted to shift so I could smell him, but Mom and Dad said I couldn’t shift without them there. I had my tether, and he had me, but it still wasn’t safe. There were all sorts of things in the woods.

But Joe was gone, and no one knew where he was. It’d only been three days, but I had failed him. Mom and Dad said I had to protect him, and I failed.

We went deeper into the woods.

Dad found us eventually.

“What are you doing?” he roared at us. His eyes were red.

We cowered. I shoved Kelly behind me as he whimpered.

Our father fell to his knees. He held out his arms.

We ran to him.

“I’m sorry,” he said, holding us tightly. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t find you, and I was frightened. I didn’t mean to be so loud. I didn’t mean to scare you. What are you doing out here? You’re supposed to be in bed.”

“We gotta find Joe,” Kelly said.

“Oh,” my father said. “Oh, oh, oh.”

That was the second time I ever saw my father cry.

 

 

IT WENT LIKE THIS:

Joe came back.

But he wasn’t the same.

He looked like the same Joe. He had all his fingers and toes. He had all his teeth. His nose was still there, and his knees were still knobby.

But there was nothing behind his eyes.

They were dark, as if a light had gone out.

I took him everywhere.

I carried him in the house.

I carried him in the woods.

I carried him around the lake.

Dad said, “Here, Carter, let me have him.”

He reared back when I snarled at him, eyes flashing, fangs dropping.

“Don’t,” I snapped at him. “Don’t, don’t, don’t.”

My father stepped back slowly.

I carried him away.

I said, “Hey, Joe. Look at the birds.”

I said, “Hey, Joe. Look at that bug.”

I said, “Hey, Joe. Are you hungry?”

I said, “Hey, Joe. Wanna hear a joke?”

I said, “Hey, Joe. Can you please say my name?”

But Joe never spoke.

“He’s been scooped out,” Kelly told me as Joe lay between us. His eyes were closed, and he was breathing deeply.

“Shut up,” I hissed at him, and I felt a twist of remorse when he flinched. “It’s not—he could hear you.”

“Sorry,” Kelly muttered, but before he could turn away, I grabbed his hand over Joe, laying it on Joe’s chest above his heart. I pressed down. I could feel the beat through Kelly’s hand. It was slow and steady.

“What do we do?” Kelly whispered.

“I don’t know,” I whispered back. “But we stay together. The three of us. No matter what.”

Kelly nodded.

He fell asleep before I did, his hand still on Joe’s chest.

I was about to follow when Joe’s heartbeat started tripping and stuttering. He made a wounded noise that sounded broken. I pressed Kelly’s hand down harder against his chest and put my mouth near his ear.

I said, “You’re here. We’re with you. You’re safe. You’re home. We won’t let anything happen to you again. We’re your big brothers. We’ll protect you. We’ll always be here for you. I love you, I love you, I love you.”

Joe’s heart slowed.

The lines on his forehead disappeared.

His mouth untwisted.

He sighed and turned his face toward me.

I watched him for a long time.

 

 

IT WENT LIKE THIS:

Boxes.

All these boxes.

As I stood among them, I heard voices coming from up the stairs.

And it was then I learned the sins of my father.

“Are you sure?” Mark asked Dad.

“Yes.”

“Have you…. Did you call Gordo?”

Dad sighed. “No.”

“He won’t like it that we’re coming back.”

“It’s not his territory,” Dad growled. Then, “Shit. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

“It’s too late for what you should or shouldn’t have done,” Mark said, sounding angrier than I’d ever heard him. “You really think that he’s going to welcome us back with open arms? That you won’t have to face him? Green Creek is small, Thomas. You’re going to run into him sooner rather than later.”

“What do you want me to do?” Dad said, and sweat trickled down the back of my neck. “Tell me. Please. Just tell me what to do. Tell me what’s right. What should I have done? What should I do now? Should I have done more to save Dad? Should I have been able to stop the hunters from destroying our pack? Or perhaps I should have been able to keep Robert Livingstone from murdering all those people. I’m sorry, Mark. I’m sorry for everything I’ve done. All the mistakes I’ve made. Please. Tell me how to fix this. Tell me what I should do so that my child doesn’t scream himself awake because a man I once trusted shattered him into pieces before I could find him. You should have been my second. Not Richard. I should’ve never listened to Dad when he said that—”

“Fuck you,” Mark said coldly. “I never gave a shit about that, and you know it. We’re broken, Thomas. We’re broken, and I don’t know how to fix us. I followed you even when every part of me was screaming to let you go without me. I left my heart behind because you said it was for the greater good. And for what? What has it gotten us? What kind of Alpha are you that you can’t—”

“Enough.”

It rattled the walls.

I couldn’t move.

I couldn’t breathe.

But Mark wasn’t finished. “What are you doing? Do you even know? You’re spiraling, Thomas. People are talking. They think that you’re not going to come back.”

“We will.”

“Yeah, well, maybe you’ll be coming alone.”

“Fine. Then I will. Michelle is more than adequate. She’ll do well in my stead until I can figure things out again.” He sighed. “I need to put my children first. I need to put Joe first.”

Mark laughed bitterly. “Oh, if only Dad could hear you now. What was it he always said? For an Alpha, the needs of many outweigh the needs of a few. Pack and pack and pack.”

“Don’t you think I know that?”

“And what about Richard? It’s not over.”

“I know that too.”

“Do you? What happens if he comes again?”

“I’ll tear his head from his shoulders,” my father snarled, Alpha filling his voice. “Let him come. It’ll be the last thing he ever does.”

“We can’t keep doing this,” Mark said, and he was pleading with my father. He was begging him. “We can’t go on this way. We’re destroying ourselves, and I don’t know how to stop it. I love you, but I hate you too for all that you’ve done.”

My father didn’t respond.

They were silent. I could imagine them on the other side of the wall, facing each other, arms crossed, never meeting each other’s gazes. Two stone statues, carved and unmoving.

I was surprised when my father spoke first. “The family. In the blue house.”

“What about them?”

“The boy.”

And Mark said, “Ox.”

“Yes. You said… you met him. And his mother.”

“In the diner. It was his birthday. He was… I don’t know. There’s something different about him. I don’t know how to explain it. It was like being struck by lightning. I’ve never felt anything like it before.”

“Magic, maybe. A witch?”

“No. I’ve never heard of Matheson witches.”

“We’ll have to be careful. Having them so close…. It could be dangerous.”

“Then you shouldn’t have sold the house.”

I heard my father move.

Mark said, “Don’t. Don’t touch me.”

Dad said, “When you were little, I used to carry you on my shoulders. Do you remember?”

“No.”

“Lie. You would put your hands in my hair and tug until it hurt, but I never stopped you.”

“Get off me, get off me, get off—”

“I never wanted this to happen,” my father whispered, voice muffled. “Any of this. I wasn’t ready. For all that it would entail. Being an Alpha, it’s….”

“Hard,” Mark said begrudgingly.

“Yeah. It is. And I’m not a very good one. It should have been you.”

Mark sounded like he was choking. “Stop. Please. Stop.”

“I know you hate me,” Dad said. “And you have every right. But I did what I thought was good for all of us. I thought Gordo would—”

“Don’t. You don’t get to say his name.”

“I thought he would be better off without us. That he would get to live a life free of—”

“You abandoned him!” Mark cried. “You didn’t give him a choice! Get the fuck off me, you bastard. How dare you. I know what you did. I know you thought Livingstone did something to him, I know you thought it was in his tattoos, so don’t you dare try and spin this away.”

“How did you—did Lizzie say something to you?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Mark retorted. “This isn’t about her or anyone else. This is about you. This is all on you. You always say we’re pack, but I don’t think you have a goddamn clue what that actually means. Fuck you. Fuck the Alpha of all.” He sucked in a sharp breath. Then, “Maybe it’s time for the reign of the Bennetts to end.”

“You can’t mean that—”

“I do. I mean every word. Let Michelle stay in charge. Let Osmond be her lapdog. You say you want to put Joe and Kelly and Carter first, then this is how you do it. Joe’s broken, Thomas. He’s broken. And believe me, I know what that feels like. You didn’t lift a fucking finger to help me. Don’t do the same to him.”

Mark stormed out of the office. His footsteps were loud as he stalked down the steps. He didn’t even notice me as he left the house, slamming the front door behind him.

Above me, my father stood still.

And all I felt from him was blue.

 

 

IT WENT LIKE THIS:

Mom was setting up her studio.

Dad was putting books on the shelves.

Mark was upstairs, locked in his room.

Kelly and I were on the porch, his feet in my lap. He was reading. I closed my eyes, taking in the scents and sounds of the old-growth forest around us. In the driveway in front of us were three cars. Two trucks. An SUV. Two thirty-foot moving trucks. We were supposed to be moving more stuff in, but there was plenty of time for that later.

And then a voice came, one I hadn’t heard in a very long time.

He said, “Do you have your own room?”

My chest hitched.

Kelly sat up, eyes wet. “Is that—”

“Shut up. Listen.”

A deeper voice said, “Yes. It’s just me and my mom now.”

“I’m sorry,” Joe said, and his voice was rough and gravelly.

“For?”

“For whatever just made you sad.”

“I dream. Sometimes it feels like I’m awake. And then I’m not.”

Mom and Dad burst out onto the porch just as Joe said, “You’re awake now. Ox, Ox, Ox. Don’t you see?”

“See what?”

“We live so close to each other.”

My father put his face in his hands. Deep within us all, crashing and colliding, came three words.

packpackpack

The shadows stretched as the afternoon waned.

Mark came out onto the porch, demanding to know if that was Joe, was that Joe, was that—

They appeared around the blue house.

There, on the back of a large boy, was Joe, eyes alight.

My father dropped his hands and took in a shuddering breath.

We never looked away from Joe.

From this stranger who watched us with wide, dark eyes.

They stopped before us.

“Mark?” the boy said.

Mark smiled. “Ox. How lovely to see you again. I see you’ve made a new friend.”

Joe dropped from Ox’s back, stepped to his side and took his hand, dragging him toward us. Something was shifting, and I didn’t know what. It was massive, and I was overwhelmed. It felt like the day Kelly was born. The day Joe came back to us.

And Joe.

Joe, Joe, Joe.

He said, “Mom! Mom. You have to smell him! It’s like… like… I don’t even know what it’s like! I was walking in the woods to scope out our territory so I could be like Dad and then it was like… whoa. And then he was all standing there and he didn’t see me at first because I’m getting so good at hunting. I was all like rawr and grr but then I smelled it again and it was him and it was all kaboom! I don’t even know! I don’t even know! You gotta smell him and then tell me why it’s all candy canes and pinecones and epic and awesome.”

We were all stunned into silence.

We didn’t know then what he would become.

Had I known, I would have done everything I could to push him away. To tell him that the Bennetts were cursed, that he should stay as far away from us as possible. He was misunderstood. His daddy said he was going to get shit all his life. His mother, a woman underestimated in her own right, might have survived the coming of Richard Collins.

What would he have become without the wolves?

I thought about that a lot.

Once, long after my father had returned to the moon, it was just Kelly and me. We were too old to be sleeping in the same bed, but here we were all the same.

He lay facing me, his knees bumping into mine.

He said, “It’s all inevitable, isn’t it? Everything.”

I wanted to tell him no. I wanted to tell him that there was no such thing as fate, that we could carve our own paths, that a name was nothing but a name.

He knew what I was thinking. He knew what was in my head and heart. He said, “A rose by any other name….”

I closed my eyes and dreamed of wolves running under the light of a full moon.

 

 

IT WENT LIKE THIS:

I was seven and Kelly said, “I want to be big like you.”

I was three and my father picked me up in his arms, holding me close.

I was ten and I chose my tether.

I was twelve and Joe sat on my shoulders wearing a wolf costume our mother had made for him because he wanted to be a wolf like me. We were walking through the woods, Kelly’s hand in mine, Joe tugging on my hair, saying, “Faster, Carter, go faster.”

I was four and Kelly took his first steps, reaching for me, always reaching.

I was eleven and the moon was calling me, it was singing, singing, singing, and my mother said, “Here, my son, here, let it wash over you, feel it calling. I won’t let it hurt you. I won’t let it take you away.”

I was sixteen and close to murdering boys in a bathroom at school who dared put their hands on Ox.

I was thirteen and Kelly shifted into a wolf for the first time, and we ran together as fast as we could, the earth beneath our paws, the wind in our fur.

I was twenty-three when a monster came to town and tore a hole in our heads and hearts. My father died before I could get to him. The last thing he ever said to me was “Protect your brothers with everything you have.”

I was twenty-seven, bursting out of a bar filled with humans, claws popping and fangs gnashing, and there was a wolf there, a timber wolf bigger than any I’d ever seen, and it came for me, it came for me, and the moment before we collided, the moment before its body struck mine, I smelled something unlike anything I’d ever known before.

And I burned.


waiting for you/say my name

It was dark.

I was cold and stiff. My neck had a crick in it, and my head was pounding. I groaned and rubbed a hand over my face, trying to clear my head. I pushed open the door to the truck and stumbled out. My knees were weak, and I almost fell. I caught myself on the door.

Before me was farmland. In the distance, set on a hill, was a house. The porch light was on, but the windows were dark. I walked away from the truck, my boots crunching against gravel. I unzipped my pants so I could empty my bladder. I sighed as I looked up at the sky, the stars like chips of ice.

Once I finished I went back to the truck, pulling my coat tighter around me. It was getting colder again. I didn’t know exactly where I was. I thought I’d crossed into North Dakota before finally pulling over to get some sleep. I’d gotten used to spending the night in the truck.

I shut the door behind me.

I was tired, but I knew I wouldn’t get any more sleep. The sun would rise soon, and I didn’t want to get caught here.

I glanced at the picture on the dashboard. The edges had started to curl. I left it alone.

I pulled my duffel bag across the seat. In the side pocket was a cheap phone, a burner I’d picked up before I left Green Creek. It was something Gordo had taught me when we’d been on the road after Richard Collins. I doubted he’d ever thought I’d have use for one again after we’d come back.

I hit the Power button, stretching my neck as I waited for it to turn on. I winced against the bright light in the dark. It was just after five in the morning.

I tried to ignore the date in the upper right corner, but it was almost impossible.

Saturday, November 6, 2021.

It’d been eleven months since I’d recorded a video in a house at the end of a lane.

And I had nothing to show for it.

I dropped the phone back in my bag before I crushed it in my hand.

After a moment’s hesitation, I reached over to the glove compartment and popped it open. I told myself I was being stupid, that I’d just looked at the contents the day before. They wouldn’t tell me anything new, and it was pointless to dwell on them.

But they were all I had.

I pulled out four pieces of paper, each featuring blocky words I’d long since memorized.

The top page—the last one I’d gotten a couple of weeks before in a nothing town in Kentucky—read:

STOP FOLLOWING ME. GO HOME ASSHOLE.

“Fuck you,” I muttered. “You goddamn dick.”

The other three notes were similar, each of them blunt and scathing, threatening me with bodily harm, telling me he wanted nothing to do with me. I closed my eyes, remembering the way he’d looked when he snarled at me, telling me I was nothing but a child, that he didn’t want anything to do with me, that he wasn’t pack.

His heart had held steady and true, but I still thought him a liar.

Because I’d felt it when he’d stood before his father, a witch turned impossibly into an Alpha beast, one eye socket empty, the other red and blazing. I’d felt it when the bond that had stretched between us—a bond I’d been blind to—snapped in two.

He had been one of us.

He had been pack.

And he’d given himself up to Robert Livingstone.

To save us all.

I couldn’t let that go.

I couldn’t let him go.

I owed it to him.

To find him.

To do whatever the hell it took to bring him back.

I should have seen it for what it was. In the couple of years he was by my side, all the times I’d scowled at him and snapped at him to leave me the fuck alone, I should have seen it. From the moment I’d faced him outside the Lighthouse when the hunters had come to Green Creek, I should have known.

The third note read:

LEAVE ME ALONE. GO HOME OR I’LL HURT YOU.

The second note read:

I DON’T WANT ANYTHING TO DO WITH YOU.

The first note read:

ARE YOU TRYING TO GET YOURSELF KILLED?

Though I fought against it, I smiled. I’d only heard him speak a few words, and they’d been grunted more than anything, but somehow, it fit with who I thought he was. I wasn’t allowing myself to think of what he could be to me. When I tried, my chest felt tight. We weren’t Ox and Joe. Or Kelly and Robbie. Or even Gordo and Mark, though the fuck you vibe was apparently a family trait.

Gavin.

The brother of Gordo Livingstone.

The son of Robert Livingstone.

I put the notes back in the glove compartment, unable to look at them anymore.

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.

Kelly was there in the dark. He smiled at me and held out his hand.

Though it wasn’t real, I was grateful for it. I took his hand in mine, and for a little while at least, I could pretend he was with me. That he didn’t hate me for leaving him behind. Everything was beautiful and nothing hurt.

He said, “Hey.”

I said, “Hey” and “Hi” and “I’m so happy to see you.” And I meant every word.

“All right?”

I tried to be strong for him, this Not-Kelly. But he was a figment of my imagination, and I was alone. I said, “No.”

He squeezed my hand. “It’ll be okay. I promise.”

It was enough.

By the time I opened my eyes, the sun was rising over the horizon and another day had begun.

Kelly was gone.

 

 

WHEN THE PACK BROKE APART after the death of our father, I followed my brothers into the great unknown, Gordo trailing after us. Our blood boiled, and we had rage in our heads and hearts. It burned far longer than I thought it would, the years passing by until it felt like we were ghosts haunting the secret highways known only to those who drifted. These were roads forgotten, roads that led to nothing towns that had died long ago. We told ourselves we were still filled with righteous fury even as we were silent, days passing with only a couple of words spoken aloud.

But we’d been together, the four of us, feeding off each other’s pain, our heads shaved and our hearts hardened.

It was different now that I was alone.

I thought it would be easier.

It wasn’t.

The secret highways were lonelier. Some days I never spoke at all. I was lost more often than I wasn’t, especially toward the beginning. I didn’t know where I was going, at first chasing the rising sun, hoping for something, anything that would point me in the right direction.

It wasn’t until a dead-eyed motel clerk in Utah wished me a merry Christmas that the weight of what I’d done crushed me.

That’d been a bad night.

I thought it’d get easier.

It didn’t, but I got better at ignoring it.

I stayed away from the major cities, knowing Livingstone would most likely do the same. I had conversations in my head with my father, with my mother, with Joe and Ox, with Kelly, justifying why I’d left, telling them that I owed it to him, that Gavin would do the same for me, trying to make myself believe that was true.

We’re looking for him, Ox told me.

No. You’re looking for Livingstone.

We want to help you find him, Joe told me.

Like you wanted to find Robbie?

You can’t do this alone, my father told me.

You’re dead.

You should have trusted us, my mother told me.

I don’t even know if I trust myself.

But it was Kelly I talked to most. Kelly who was sometimes so angry I could almost see the spittle on his lips as he shouted at me. Kelly who would be there waiting for me as I closed my eyes. Kelly who would sing along with me when an old rock song came on the radio.

He wasn’t there.

But I could pretend he was.

I said, “I’m sorry.”

I said, “I know you don’t understand.”

I said, “You might never forgive me.”

I said, “I wish I could see you.”

I know, he’d say. And, Turn up the radio. I like this song.

I did, because I would do anything he asked me.

It was getting easier to imagine Kelly was there.

Sometimes I could actually see him sitting next to me.

It should have scared me more than it did.

 

 

THE FIRST NOTE I FOUND was after I’d seen a ghost. I’d left Green Creek behind five months prior, and it was one of the bad days.

It was my birthday.

I turned thirty-one years old.

I was talking to Kelly, telling him that if I was home, there would be food and presents and everyone would be smiling. Kelly and Joe would make breakfast. I’d wake up, and they’d bring it into my room. We’d sit on the bed, just the three of us, and Joe would eat my bacon, and Kelly would slap him on the back of his hand, telling him to leave some for me. Joe would flash his Alpha eyes, and we’d make fun of him for it. We’d stop talking after a while, listening to Mom in the kitchen, singing about Johnny and his guitar.

And then we’d run with the pack. All of us together.

“It’d be good,” I said, staring straight ahead but lost in the dream. “We’d run as fast as we could.”

I’m faster than you.

I snorted. “You keep telling yourself that. We all know that’s never been true.”

Is Gavin there?

That felt dangerous. “I… don’t know.”

It’s okay not to know. Do you want him to be?

“I don’t even know him.”

And yet here you are, chasing after him like he’s the most important thing in the world.

“I….”

What would happen then? After we ran.

“When we were done, we’d all come back to the house. There’d be no Omegas. There’d be no Alpha of all. We would just… be. All of us, together. The furniture would be pushed back, and there’d be blankets and pillows and everything would be soft. Everything would be warm. I’d get to be in the middle.”

Not-Kelly was quiet. Then, It sounds nice.

And then I said, “Do you think about it? What it would be like?”

What?

“If we weren’t us. If we weren’t… Bennetts.”

Who would we be?

“Unimportant.”

And since he wasn’t real, I expected him to agree with me. He was part of me, this figment. He was my creation, and he should have said yes, yes, I wish that all the time, I wish we weren’t anyone at all.

Instead he said, “Here. Here. Here.”

It was so real.

Like he was right there.

I jerked the steering wheel as I snapped my head over. For a moment I almost convinced myself he was sitting next to me. There was a flash of blond hair and blue eyes and white teeth behind a small smile, but then it was gone.

The truck began to bounce as it left the road, dust kicking up behind me.

I lifted my foot off the gas, forcing myself to stop from slamming on the brakes in case the truck fishtailed. The truck slowed as I pulled it back onto the road. I glanced in the rearview mirror. There was no one behind me. There was no one in front of me.

My hands were sweating as I brought the truck to a stop. I put it in Park before letting out the breath I’d been holding. “Fuck.”

There was a sign up ahead for a town called Creemore.

Creemore what? I didn’t know what state I was in.

That scared me more than I expected it to. I tried to remember the past few days, but they were shattered into bits and pieces.

I didn’t know what to do.

I didn’t know where to go.

I laid my forehead on the steering wheel, sucking in air.

“I’m tired,” I whispered.

Kelly didn’t reply.

Eventually I drove on.

 

 

THERE WERE NO WOLVES IN CREEMORE. It was small, more of a village than anything else.

It reminded me of Green Creek, with its one main road.

It wasn’t until I saw the license plates on the cars parked near the sidewalk that I realized I was in Canada. I couldn’t remember crossing the border.

I found an empty parking lot and pulled in, turned off the truck.

I sat back in the seat, leaning my head against the back window. “All right,” I said. “I’ll just….”

Do something.

I got out of the truck. My back hurt.

People walked by the parking lot. They glanced at me and waved.

I nodded, and they continued on.

I turned toward the main road, looking at the renovated buildings, the shops with lights on inside.

There was a garage, the doors open, loud music playing.

I gave it a wide berth, my throat constricting.

I didn’t know where I was going.

People stared at me curiously, and I reached up to scratch at the beard on my face. It was unkempt, and I hadn’t showered in a couple of days. I probably looked awful. I kept my head down.

I was walking past an open doorway that smelled cloyingly of burning candles when a hand shot out and grabbed me by the wrist, squeezing tightly.

I barely kept my eyes from flashing as I jerked my arm back.

A young woman stood in a doorway, her skin pale, her eyes a strange shade of green. She had a shawl wrapped around her shoulders. Her hair was styled in a thick black Mohawk that bisected her skull, and she had feathers hanging from chains in her ears.

Black feathers.

“From a raven,” she said, answering a question I hadn’t asked.

I turned to walk away.

“You’re looking for something.”

I stopped and glanced back at her.

Her head was cocked. She looked me up and down before nodding. “Yes, definitely looking for something. Why?”

“Lady, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“American,” she said. “West Coast? Yes. But not California. You don’t look like a Californian.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“I see things,” she said. “Part of my job.” She pointed toward a neon sign in the window. A large hand with an eye in the middle. Above it were the words MADAM PENELOPE PSYCHIC.

I snorted.

She rolled her eyes. “So dismissive. You would think one such as you would know better.”

That caught me off guard. “One such as me.”

She squinted at me. “Yes. You do know who you are, don’t you?”

“Do you?” I snapped, tired of her game already. I had no use for whatever scam she was running.

“I think so,” she said, leaning against the door. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“I doubt that.” I turned again.

“I can help you find him.”

I froze before slowly looking back at her. “Who?”

She waved her hand at me. “Whoever it is you’re looking for.”

“And how do you know it’s a he?”

She tapped the side of her head. “Psychic. Like it says on the sign. You can read, can’t you?”

“Fuck off.”

“So rude.” She sniffed. “Though I suppose that’s to be expected. You’re lost. You have been for a long time. There’s… blue.” She frowned. “Why are you blue?” Her nose wrinkled. “And there’s violet at the edges. It’s pulling at you. Tearing.” Her eyes widened. “Ah. I see. Come. Come. Hurry. I have something for you.”

And then she turned and walked back through the doorway, leaving me gaping after her. Against my better judgment, I followed.

The shop was small, and the smell inside made my eyes water. Candles burned on a shelf against one wall, and the room was stuffy and hot. She stood near the window, reaching over to turn off the neon sign. She flipped a sign on the window from OPEN to CLOSED. “Close the door behind you. We can’t be interrupted.”

“I’m not paying you for—”

“I’ve been waiting for you,” she said again. “You’re not a king, but you’re close. Not many of those left. Isn’t that strange? Once upon a time, you couldn’t go outside without tripping over one, and now?” She shook her head as she pushed by me. “It’s a rarity. I wonder if we’re worse off because of it.”

“I’m not a king.”

“I know that,” she snapped as she rounded the counter. “I just said that. You need to listen.”

“Lady, I don’t know what the hell you—”

“Ohm,” she hummed. “Ohm. Ohmmmmm.” She coughed. “Yikes. That’s not the way to go about this.” She disappeared behind the counter as she bent over. I heard her opening and closing cabinet doors as she muttered to herself about blue, blue, blue. She laughed at one point as she set a crystal ball on the counter. “That’s just for show. Stop sneering.”

“I’m not.” I was.

“Yeah, yeah. Keep telling yourself that. Have you ever been shot?”

“What?”

“Not yet. It’ll hurt when it happens. Believe me, I know. You’d do well to remember that.” She peeked her head above the counter, staring at me with those strange eyes. “You won’t die. Which is good.” Then she disappeared again.

“Are you going to shoot me?”

“Of course not. Don’t be silly. Even if I was, I have a feeling none of my bullets would do the trick. Fresh out of silver, wouldn’t you know.”

“Witch,” I snarled.

“Well, yes,” she said. “But also a psychic. It’s on the sign. Aha.” She stood upright.

And there, in her hands, was an old wooden cup.

She shook it.

It rattled.

Like bones.

Like memory.

I’m doing what I have to.

Are you? Or are you doing what your anger has demanded of you? When you give in to it, when you let your wolf become mired in fury, you no longer have control.

The old witch by the sea.

The one Gordo had brought us to when we were after Richard Collins.

He’d spilled bones on the table.

“Theirs was a story of fathers and sons,” the woman said, and I felt like I was floating. “Yours, though. Yours is one of brothers. And yet you’ve paid for the sins of the fathers time and time again. When does it end?” She overturned the cup onto the counter. Bleach-white bones spilled out, scattering across the surface. “Death, though not for you. But someone who….”

“How did you—”

She smiled sadly. “You have lost much. Even if I didn’t know what I did, I could see that plain on your face. You carry the weight of the world upon you, and for what? What has it brought you? You’re very far from home.”

“If you know what I am, then you know what I can do.”

“Your threats don’t work on me, wolf. Keep that in mind before you open your mouth again.” She scooped up the bones in the cup and stared down at them. She cleared her throat and then spat into the cup, a large wad of green.

I grimaced.

She laughed. “Yes. It’s… unsanitary. But it does the job.” She placed her hand over the top of the cup and shook it again. She spilled the bones once more. They were wet with her saliva. “Huh. That’s unexpected.” She turned away from the counter and went to a shelf behind her. She grabbed a jar and unscrewed the lid, then poured a black powder into her palm. She turned back around, holding her hand out to me. “Snort this.”

“The hell you say.”

“It’ll help.”

“I’m not snorting that.”

She looked down at the powder, then back at me. “Why not?”

“I’m leaving.” I turned toward the door, wanting to get the hell out of this place.

She said, “He didn’t know. When he found you. He didn’t know what you were, what any of you were. Especially you, though. And the man with the roses and raven. But something in him, something deep and hidden, called through all that violet. It told him he was safe with you, that he no longer needed to run. He was tired of running. The silver chain around his neck was a noose. He was trapped. The false prophet had held him and tortured him. She broke him down until he was nothing but a pet. But then she made a mistake. She brought him to you, not knowing what he was to you. And those bonds were stronger than any hold she had over him.”

My claws dug into my palms. A drop of blood fell to the floor.

“Ah,” she said. “Now I have your attention.”

I turned back around.

She held out her hand. “Snort this.”

“No.”

She shrugged. “Okay.” She used her free hand and scooped up the bones again into the cup. She dumped the powder inside. “You really didn’t need to. I just wanted to see if you would. That probably would have been a bad idea. Might have even killed you.” She chuckled.

“Do you know him?”

Her smile faded. “No. But I don’t need to. I know him through you. You wear your heart on your sleeve, Carter. You think you carry armor to hide it, but those who know you can see right through it.”

My skin thrummed. “I never told you my name.”

She spilled the bones again. They were coated with the black powder. Against my better judgment, I took a step toward her as she stared down at them. “Huh. That’s weird.”

“What?”

“Don’t touch him,” she whispered. “Don’t touch him. Don’t. Touch. Him.” Her spine arched as her head snapped back. Her eyes were wide, the slim cords of her neck jutting out in sharp relief. Her mouth opened, but no sound came out. I thought she was having a seizure, but before I could reach for her, she collapsed, her hands flat on the counter, holding her up. She breathed heavily through her nose. “Shit.”

I felt cold, even though the room was overly warm. “Why did you say that?”

“Oh,” she whispered. “Oh, it hurts. It hurt him. He was…. He had no other choice. He didn’t know what else to do. He… broke… through? He couldn’t stand the thought of….” She wiped her eyes. “You must be someone very special to have garnered such faith. How can you not see everything you are?”

I swallowed thickly. “I’m not—it’s not like that.”

“It is,” she said. She gestured toward the bones. “I’ve seen it. There are paths ahead for you, wolf. Roads that diverge. Which one will you take, I wonder? You’re slipping. It’s already begun. A wolf without a pack cannot survive. It will pull at you until you’re drowning. And yet you persist. Do you even know why?”

I looked away, unable to take her knowing gaze. “I’ve done it once before. I can do it again.”

“But why? Why have you chosen what you have? They believe in you. They know you. Why would you take this chance? You know better than that.”

Her words, though spoken softly, were barbed and cutting. I didn’t understand how she knew what she knew. It was impossible. My knees were weak, and I stumbled against the counter. The bones shifted, spilling black powder. My claws dug in, leaving long scratch marks on the counter. She made a startled noise and put her hands on top of mine. My gums itched, and I had to fight back a shift.

“You’re exhausted,” she said quietly. “Come. Rest your weary head. You’ll need it. The days ahead will be long, and you’ll find little relief.” She smiled quietly. “Not a king, though you act like one. I don’t know how you manage. You must be very brave. I’ve known men like you. My loves, my boys.”

“I don’t need—”

“You don’t know what you need,” she said, sounding irritated. “That much is obvious. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”

I didn’t fight her as she pulled me toward the back of the store. It seemed like too much work. And she was right. I was exhausted, and it’d been a long time since I’d seen a friendly face. There was a voice at the back of my head warning me that this could be a trap, that I couldn’t trust her, but it was negligible.

She led me to a small office. There was a cot against one wall. She pushed me down onto it and crouched before me to slide off my boots. I didn’t stop her. I could barely keep my eyes open. “What have you done to me?” I muttered, my words slow and thick like molasses.

“Nothing you can’t handle. Sleep, wolf. Nothing can harm you here.”

I wanted to believe her.

In the end I didn’t have a choice.

My eyes closed and didn’t open for two days.

 

 

KELLY SAID, “HEY.”

I grinned at him. “Hi.”

Kelly said, “This isn’t real.”

I ached. “I know.”

Kelly said, “Is it worth it?”

I leaned my head back against a tree. “I don’t know.”

Kelly said, “Do you remember when Robbie was taken?”

I nodded tightly. “I… should have done more. For him. For you.”

Kelly said, “Maybe. It’s weird, isn’t it? Looking back. The choices we’ve made. Where they’ve led us.”

The grass swayed in a cool breeze. “I’m lost.”

Kelly looked away. “I know you think so. But you know where I am. You know I’m waiting for you.”

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“Everything.”

He shook his head but didn’t speak.

“I thought it was for the best. To keep you safe. That I could find them on my own.”

“And do what?”

“I don’t know.”

“So you just ran away, half-cocked, with barely an idea of what to do.”

I said, “That sounds about right” and “Can you say my name?” and “I know this isn’t real, I know it’s just a dream, but please just say my name.”

And there, in the warm sunlight, he said, “Carter. Carter. Carter.”

I reached for him.

He wasn’t there.

 

 

I OPENED MY EYES.

A ceiling fan spun lazily.

I sat up with a groan, my head foggy.

A piece of paper fluttered in my lap.

I picked it up. There, in sharp script, were the words:

Your wolfsong will always be heard xx

 

 

THE SHOP LOOKED AS IF it’d been empty for a long time. A thick layer of dust covered the counter. The shelves were bare. The bones were gone.

There was a placard in the window where the neon sign had been.

FOR RENT, it said, followed by the name of a realty company and a phone number.

 

 

THE TRUCK WAS WHERE I’D LEFT IT in the parking lot.

A slip of paper lay underneath the windshield wiper. I thought it was a ticket.

It wasn’t.

As I got closer, I knew.

It was wild, the scent. Like an old forest untouched by man, overgrown and thick.

I recognized it.

Don’t. Touch. Him.

I rushed forward and grabbed the paper, almost tearing it as I opened it.

ARE YOU TRYING TO GET YOURSELF KILLED?

“Fuck you too,” I said in a choked whisper.

But I was smiling.

And for a moment, it felt like it was enough.


better candy/need to stop

Five months later I was barely holding on.

It was the Sunday before the full moon.

I was driving down a road to nowhere, lost in my head. I was thinking about tradition, about how everyone was together and there’d be food on the table, so much food that even a wolf pack wouldn’t be able to eat it all. Mom would be in the kitchen, her radio playing old music. She’d be singing, I knew, singing in a way that felt like heartbreak.

Ox and Joe would be outside manning the grill. The air would be cool, the leaves of October gold and red and green. They’d be standing side by side, their shoulders brushing.

Rico and Tanner and Chris were setting up the table and chairs in the grass. They were stronger now, the three of them, Rico having taken to the wolf as if he had always been that way. They were laughing over some little thing, and Rico was trying to be subtle about getting his scent on his friends but failing miserably. Tanner and Chris gave him crap for it, but they hugged him, their cheeks rubbing together.

Jessie was putting Mark and Gordo to work, handing them dishes to carry outside. Gordo was scowling, but he didn’t mean it. It’d been a long time since he had. There was a light in his eyes, something bright and fierce, a fire that had been rekindled after a cold darkness. He stopped just outside of the back door and looked at all the others. His stump itched, but it always did, and he’d learned to ignore it. Phantom limb syndrome was a bitch, and there were days when he’d almost forget that he didn’t have a hand. He’d adapted. And when he thought no one was watching, he’d allow himself to smile.

“Good, right?” Mark whispered in his ear.

“Yeah,” he said roughly. “It’s good.”

Robbie and Kelly came around the side of the house, their hands joined.

My breath caught in my throat.

“Hey,” Kelly said.

I couldn’t speak.

“Carter?” He sounded concerned. “Are you okay?”

I shook my head.

He glanced at Robbie before nodding toward the table. Robbie kissed him on the cheek and left us alone.

“What’s wrong?” Kelly said in a low voice, even though it didn’t matter. Everyone would be able to hear us. Even Jessie.

“I don’t know,” I said. My throat felt raw, my eyes burning.

“That’s okay. You don’t always have to know.” He shook his head. “Sometimes we can be sad without having a reason. It’s part of being human.”

“We’re not human,” I reminded him.

He rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean.”

And then I said, “I’m not really here.”

“Of course you are,” he said. “Where else would you be?”

“Far away.”

“Why?”

Mom came out of the kitchen. She glanced at us curiously, and when she smiled, it felt like the sun. She left us alone.

“Hey,” Kelly said, and I looked back at him. “Come on.” He grabbed me by the hand and began pulling me toward the woods.

The sounds of the others faded behind us. I looked up through the canopy of the trees to see blue, blue, blue, and though it was faint, I could see the moon, not quite full, but close.

“Do you remember when we were kids?” Kelly asked, looking back at me over his shoulder. “Halloween. You were… seven. I think. Seven or eight. And for some reason you’d gotten it in your head that we needed to go trick-or-treating outside of Caswell. One of the other kids had told you that there was better candy at human houses.”

I was startled into laughter. “I forgot about that.”

He smiled. “You were so convinced. You demanded that Dad take us to these houses. You said he’d been holding out on us.”

“He tried to tell me once that we couldn’t eat chocolate. That it was bad for us. Like dogs.”

“Yeah. But you didn’t believe him.”

“I did at first.”

“Did you?”

I closed my eyes. “I believed anything he said. He was our dad.”

“You were a pirate,” Kelly said, and there were birds in the trees. They called for us. “You had an eye patch and a plastic sword. I thought it was the coolest thing in the world.”

“You were a ninja.”

“I was. But only because Mom said it was too late for me to be a pirate too.”

“You cried.”

I opened my eyes in time to see him shrug. “I always wanted to be like you.” Then, “Dad took us. He didn’t have a costume, but as soon as we were outside of Caswell, he looked at us in the rearview mirror and said that he was going to do something and that we absolutely could not tell Mom about it.”

My body was heavy. I could barely move my legs. “He half-shifted.”

“Yeah. Said it was his costume. His eyes were bright red, and his face was longer, and there was white hair on it. And everyone was in awe of him. Every time a door opened, they would say, ‘Oh, a little pirate, and oh, look at the ninja.’ And then they’d see him and laugh and laugh and laugh, asking him how he’d done it, how his costume looked so real. ‘Is that makeup? Is it a mask? How did you do that?’”

I hung my head. “It was the same candy. It wasn’t any different.”

“Well, yeah. But it tasted different. Better, somehow. Because it was the three of us. Together. The others, they saw him for what he was. An Alpha. Powerful. Strong. A leader unlike anyone they’d ever seen before. But to us, he was just… Dad.”

“I’m not here,” I whispered. “This isn’t real.”

Kelly stopped. His grip on my hand tightened.

He said, “I forgave him. It was hard. But I did. I was angry for so long. For leaving us like he did. For not seeing Richard Collins for what he was. For not doing more to stop him. For letting Joe get taken. For what he did to Gordo and Mark. He was a good man, but he made bad decisions. And for a son to realize that about his father, to understand he wasn’t perfect, it was—”

“Devastating. Kelly, I….”

Kelly turned to look at me. I wrapped my hand around the back of his neck, pulling him forward. I pressed my forehead against his. “Yeah,” he whispered. “It was. But sometimes we do what we think is right, even if others can’t see it. Before he died, he told me something that has always stuck with me.”

“What?” I asked, suddenly needing to know. “What did he tell you?” I pulled back, and Kelly was gone. The forest was gone. Tradition was gone.

I was in the truck. The road stretched out before me.

I looked over to the passenger side.

Not-Kelly was there, feet propped up on the dash, head back against the seat. He looked over at me, and I swore he was really there, and it was us, just the two of us, on a secret highway.

“Dad said that we must fight for the world we want. That it’s up to us to make it how we want it to be. I never forgot that.”

“I’m trying.”

He smiled quietly. “I know you are.”

“I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“Fighting,” Kelly said. “You’re fighting. For me. For your pack. For him. Gavin.”

“He doesn’t want me.”

“Then why do you keep going?”

I said, “I don’t know what else to do. You and Joe, you’ve got….”

“Mates,” he said. “We do. But we’ve never forgotten you. We would have never left you behind. That’s the funny thing about love, I think. Just because I’ve got Robbie and Joe’s got Ox doesn’t mean we love you any less. How could we?”

“I’m slipping,” I whispered.

“I know.”

“I left you.”

“You did,” he agreed. “And I’ll probably be mad for a long time.”

“Will you yell at me?”

He arched an eyebrow. “Do you want me to?”
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