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For those who hear the songs of wolves, listen well:
your pack is howling you home.





   
“Prophet!” said I, “thing of evil!—prophet still, if bird or devil!—

Whether Tempter sent, or whether tempest tossed thee here ashore,

Desolate yet all undaunted, on this desert land enchanted—

On this home by Horror haunted—tell me truly, I implore—

Is there—is there balm in Gilead?—tell me—tell me, I implore!”

Quoth the Raven “Nevermore.”

Edgar Allan Poe, “The Raven”








PROMISES

The Alpha said, “We’re leaving.”

Ox stood near the doorway, smaller than I’d ever seen him. The skin under his eyes looked bruised.

This wasn’t going to go well. Ambushes never did.

“What?” Ox asked, eyes narrowing slightly. “When?”

“Tomorrow.”

He said, “You know I can’t leave yet,” and I touched the raven on my forearm, feeling the flutter of wings, the pulse of magic. It burned. “I have to meet with Mom’s lawyer in two weeks to go over her will. There’s the house and—”

“Not you, Ox,” Joe Bennett said, sitting behind his father’s desk. Thomas Bennett was nothing but ash.

I saw the moment the words sunk in. It was savage and brutal, the betrayal of a heart already broken.

“And not Mom. Or Mark.”

Carter and Kelly Bennett shifted uncomfortably, standing side by side near Joe. I wasn’t pack and hadn’t been for a long, long time, but even I could feel the low thrum of anger coursing through them. But not at Joe. Or Ox. Or anyone in this room. They had revenge in their blood, the need to rend with claw and fang. They were already lost to the idea of it.

But so was I. Ox just didn’t know it yet.

“So it’s you,” Ox said. “And Carter. Kelly.”

“And Gordo.”

And now he did. Ox didn’t look at me. It might as well have been just the two of them in the room. “And Gordo. Where are you going?”

“To do what’s right.”

“Nothing about this is right,” Ox retorted. “Why didn’t you tell me about this?”

“I’m telling you now,” he said, and oh, Joe. He had to know this wasn’t—

“Because that’s the right— Where are you going?”

“After Richard.”

Once, when Ox was a boy, his piece-of-shit father had left for parts unknown without so much as a glance over his shoulder. It took weeks for Ox to pick up the phone and call me, but he did. He’d spoken slowly, but I’d heard the hurt in every word as he told me we’re not doing okay, that he was seeing letters from the bank talking about taking away the house he and his mom lived in down that old familiar dirt road.

Could I have a job? It’s just we need the money and I can’t let her lose the house. It’s all we have left. I’d do good, Gordo. I would do good work and I’d work for you forever. It was going to happen anyway and can we just do it now? Can we just do it now? I’m sorry. I just need to do it now because I have to be the man now.

That was the sound of a boy lost.

And here in front of me, the lost boy had returned. Oh sure, he was bigger now, but his mother was in the ground, his Alpha nothing but smoke in the stars, his mate, of all fucking things, digging his claws into his chest and twisting, twisting, twisting.

I did nothing to stop it. It was already too late. For all of us.

“Why?” Ox asked, voice cracking right down the middle.

Why, why, why.

Because Thomas was dead.

Because they’d taken from us.

Because they’d come to Green Creek, Richard Collins and his Omegas, their eyes violet in the dark, snarling as they came to face the fallen king.

I had done what I could.

It wasn’t enough.

There was a boy, this little boy not even eighteen years of age, bearing the weight of his father’s legacy, the monster from his childhood made flesh. His eyes burned red, and he knew only vengeance. It pulsed through his brothers in a circle that never ended, feeding each other’s anger. He was the boy prince turned furious king, and he’d needed my help.

Elizabeth Bennett was quiet, letting it happen in front of her. Ever the muted queen, an afghan around her shoulders, watching this goddamn tragedy play out. I couldn’t even be sure she was all there.

And Mark, he—

No. Not him. Not now.

The past was past was past.

They argued, baring their teeth and growling at each other. Back and forth, each cutting until the other bled out before us. I understood Ox. The fear of losing those you loved. Of a responsibility you never asked for. Of being told something you never wanted to hear.

I understood Joe. I didn’t want to, but I did.

We think it was your father, Gordo, Osmond whispered. We think Robert Livingstone found a path back to magic and broke the wards that held Richard Collins.

Yes. I thought I understood Joe most of all.

“You can’t divide the pack,” Ox said, and oh Jesus, he was begging. “Not now. Joe, you are the goddamn Alpha. They need you here. All of them. Together. Do you really think they’d agree to—”

“I already told them days ago,” Joe said. And then he flinched. “Shit.”

I closed my eyes.

There was this:

“That’s shit, Gordo.”

“Yeah.”

“And you’re going along with it.”

“Someone has to make sure he doesn’t kill himself.”

“And that someone is you. Because you’re pack.”

“Looks like.”

“By choice?”

“I think so.”

But of course it wasn’t that it easy. It never was.

And:

“You mean to kill. You’re okay with that?”

“Nothing about this is okay, Ox. But Joe’s right. We can’t let this happen to anyone else. Richard wanted Thomas, but how long before he goes after another pack just to become an Alpha? How long before he amasses another following, bigger than the one before? The trail is already growing cold. We have to finish this while we still can. This is revenge, pure and simple, but it’s coming from the right place.”

I wondered if I believed my own lies.

In the end:

“You should talk to him. Before you go.”

“Joe?”

“Mark.”

“Ox—”

“What if you don’t come back? Do you really want him to think you don’t care? Because that’s fucked-up, man. You know me. But sometimes, I think you forget that I know you just as well. Maybe even more.”

Goddamn him.

She stood in the kitchen of the Bennett house, staring out the window. Her hands were curled against the counter. Her shoulders were tense, and she wore her grief like a shroud. Even though I hadn’t wanted anything to do with wolves for years, I still knew the respect she commanded. She was royalty, whether she wanted to be or not.

“Gordo,” Elizabeth said without turning around. I wondered if she was listening for wolves singing songs I hadn’t been able to hear for a long time. “How is he?”

“Angry.”

“That’s to be expected.”

“Is it?”

“I suppose,” she said quietly. “But you and I are older. Maybe not wiser, but older. Everything we’ve been through, all that we’ve seen, this is just . . . another thing. Ox is a boy. We’ve sheltered him as much as we could. We—”

“You brought this upon him,” I said before I could stop myself. The words were flung like a grenade, and they exploded as they landed at her feet. “If you’d stayed away, if you hadn’t brought him into this, he could still—”

“I’m sorry for what we did to you,” she said, and I choked. “What your father did. He was— It wasn’t fair. Or right. No child should ever go through what you did.”

“And yet you did nothing to stop it,” I said bitterly. “You and Thomas and Abel. My mother. None of you. You only cared about what I could be to you, not what it would mean for me. What my father did to me meant nothing to you. And then you went and left—”

“You broke the bonds with the pack.”

“Easiest decision I ever made.”

“I can hear when you lie, Gordo. Your magic can’t cover your heartbeat. Not always. Not when it matters most.”

“Fucking werewolves.” Then, “I was twelve when I was made the witch to the Bennett pack. My mother was dead. My father was gone. But still, Abel held out his hand to me, and the only reason I said yes was because I didn’t know any better. Because I didn’t want to be left alone. I was scared, and—”

“You didn’t do it for Abel.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “What the hell are you talking about?”

She finally turned and looked at me. She still had the afghan around her shoulders. At some point she’d pulled her blonde hair back into a ponytail, locks of which were loose and hung about her face. Her eyes were blue, then orange, then blue again, flickering dully. Most anyone who looked at her would have thought Elizabeth Bennett weak and frail in that moment, but I knew better. She was backed into a corner, the most dangerous place for a predator to be. “It wasn’t for Abel.”

Ah. So that was the game she wanted to play. “It was my duty.”

“Your father—”

“My father lost control when his tether was taken from him. My father has aligned himself with—”

“We all had a part to play,” Elizabeth said. “Every single one of us. We made mistakes. We were young and foolish and filled with a great and terrible rage at everything that had been taken from us. Abel did what he thought was right back then. So did Thomas. I’m doing what I think is right now.”

“And yet you did nothing to fight your sons. To not let them make the same mistakes we did. You rolled over like a dog in that room.”

She didn’t rise to the bait. Instead she said, “And you didn’t?”

Fuck. “Why?”

“Why what, Gordo? You have to be more specific.”

“Why are you letting them go?”

“Because we were young and foolish once, filled with a great and terrible rage. And that has now passed to them.” She sighed. “You’ve been there before. You’ve been through this. It happened once. And it’s happening again. I’m trusting you to help them avoid the mistakes we made.”

“I’m not pack.”

“No,” she said, and that shouldn’t have stung like it did. “But that’s a choice you made. Much like we are here now because of the choices we made. Maybe you’re right. Maybe if we hadn’t come here, Ox would be . . .”

“Human?”

Her eyes flashed again. “Thomas—”

I snorted. “He didn’t tell me shit. But it’s not hard to see. What is it about him?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I don’t know that Thomas knew either. Not exactly. But Ox is . . . special. Different. He doesn’t see it yet. And it may be a long time before he does. I don’t know if it’s magic or something more. He’s not like us. He’s not like you. But he’s not human. Not completely. He’s more, I think. Than all of us.”

“You need to keep him safe. I’ve strengthened the wards as best I can, but you need—”

“He’s pack, Gordo. There is nothing I wouldn’t do for pack. Surely you remember that.”

“I did it for Abel. And then for Thomas.”

“Lie,” she said, cocking her head. “But you almost believe it.”

I took a step back. “I need to—”

“Why can’t you say it?”

“There’s nothing to say.”

“He loved you,” she said, and I’d never hated her more. “With everything he had. Such is the way of wolves. We sing and sing and sing until someone hears our song. And you did. You heard. You didn’t do it for Abel or Thomas, Gordo. Even then. You were twelve years old, but you knew. You were pack.”

“Goddamn you,” I said hoarsely.

“I know,” she said, not unkindly. “Sometimes the things we need to hear the most are the things we want to hear the least. I loved my husband, Gordo. I will love him forever. And he knew that. Even in the end, even when Richard—” Her breath caught in her throat. She shook her head. “Even then, he knew. And I will miss him every day until I can stand at his side again, until I can look upon his face, his beautiful face, and tell him how angry I am. How stupid he is. How lovely it is to see him again, and would he please just say my name.” There were tears in her eyes, but they didn’t fall. “I hurt, Gordo. I don’t know if this ache will ever leave me. But he knew.”

“It’s not the same.”

“Only because you won’t let it be. He loved you. He gave you his wolf. And then you gave it back.”

“He made his choice. And I made mine. I didn’t want it. I didn’t want anything to do with you. With him.”

“You. Lie.”

“What do you want from me?” I asked, anger filling my voice. “What the hell could you possibly want?”

“Thomas knew,” she said again. “Even at the brink of death. Because I told him. Because I showed him time and time again. I regret many things in my life. But I will never regret Thomas Bennett.”

She moved toward me, her steps slow but sure. I stood my ground, even when she placed a hand on my shoulder, squeezing tightly. “You leave in the morning. Don’t regret this, Gordo. Because if words are left unsaid, they will haunt you for the rest of your days.”

She brushed past me. But before she left the kitchen, she said, “Please take care of my sons. I’m trusting you with them, Gordo. If I find out you have betrayed that trust, or if you stood idly by as they faced that monster, there will be nowhere you could hide that I wouldn’t find you. I will tear you to pieces, and the regret I feel will be minimal.”

Then she was gone.

He stood out on the porch, staring off into nothing, hands clasped behind his back. Once he’d been a boy with pretty blue eyes like ice, the brother to a future king. Now he was a man, hardened by the rough edges of the world. His brother was gone. His Alpha was leaving. There was blood in the air, death on the wind.

Mark Bennett said, “Is she all right?”

Because of course he knew I was there. Wolves always did. Especially when it came to their—“No.”

“Are you?”

“No.”

He didn’t turn. The porch light gleamed dully off his shaved head. He took in a deep breath, broad shoulders rising and falling. The skin of my palms itched. “It’s strange, don’t you think?”

Always the enigmatic asshole. “What is?”

“You left once. And here you are, leaving again.”

I bristled at that. “You left me first.”

“And I came back as often as I could.”

“It wasn’t enough.” But that wasn’t quite right, was it? Not even close. Even though my mother was long gone, her poison had still dripped into my ears: the wolves did this, the wolves took everything, they always will because it is in their nature to do so. They lied, she told me. They always lied.

He let it slide. “I know.”

“This isn’t— I’m not trying to start anything here.”

I could hear the smile in his voice. “You never are.”

“Mark.”

“Gordo.”

“Fuck you.”

He finally turned, still as handsome as he was the day I’d met him, though I’d been a child and hadn’t known what it meant. He was big and strong, and his eyes were that icy blue they’d always been, clever and all-knowing. I had no doubt he could feel the anger and despair that swirled within me, no matter how hard I tried to block them. The bonds between us were broken and had been for a long time, but there was still something there, no matter how much I’d tried to bury it.

He scrubbed a hand over his face, his fingers disappearing into that full beard. I remembered when he’d first started growing it at seventeen, a patchy thing I’d given him endless shit over. I felt a pang in my chest, but I was used to it by now. It didn’t mean anything. Not anymore.

I was almost convinced.

He dropped his hand and said, “Take care of yourself, okay?” He smiled a brittle smile and then moved toward the door to the Bennett house.

And I was going to let him go. I was going to let him pass right on by. That would be it. I wouldn’t see him again until . . . until. He would stay here, and I would leave, a reversal of the way it’d once been.

I was going to let him go because it would be easier that way. For all the days ahead.

But I’d always been stupid when it came to Mark Bennett.

I reached out and grabbed his arm before he could leave me.

He stopped.

We stood shoulder to shoulder. I faced the road ahead. He faced all that we would leave behind.

He waited.

We breathed.

“This isn’t—I can’t . . .”

“No,” he whispered. “I don’t suppose you can.”

“Mark,” I choked out, struggling for something, anything to say. “I’m coming—we’re coming back. Okay? We’re—”

“Is that a promise?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t believe your promises anymore,” he said. “I haven’t for a very long time. Watch yourself, Gordo. Take care of my nephews.”

And then he was in the house, the door closing behind him.

I stepped off the porch and didn’t look back.

I sat in the garage that bore my name, a piece of paper on the desk before me.

They wouldn’t understand. I loved them, but they could be idiots. I had to say something.

I picked up an old Bic pen and began to write.

I have to be gone for a while. Tanner, you’re in charge of the shop. Make sure you send the takings to the accountant. He’ll handle the taxes. Ox has access to all the bank stuff, personal and shop related. Anything you need, you go through him. If you need to hire someone to pick up the slack, do it, but don’t hire some fuckup. We’ve worked too hard to get where we are. Chris and Rico, handle the day-to-day ops. I don’t how long this is going to take, but just in case, you need to watch each other’s back. Ox is going to need you.

It wasn’t enough.

It would never be enough.

I hoped they could forgive me. One day.

My fingers were stained with ink, leaving smudges on the paper.

I turned off the lights in the garage.

I stood in the dark for a long time.

I breathed in the smell of sweat and metal and oil.

It wasn’t quite dawn when we met on the dirt road that led to the houses at the end of the lane. Carter and Kelly sat in the SUV, watching me through the windshield as I walked up, a pack slung over my shoulder.

Joe stood in the middle of the road. His head was tilted back, eyes closed as his nostrils flared. Thomas had told me once that being an Alpha meant he was in tune with everything in his territory: the people, the trees, the deer in the forest, the plants that swayed in the wind. It was everything to an Alpha, a deep-seated sense of home that one could find nowhere else.

I wasn’t an Alpha. I wasn’t even a wolf. I never wanted to be.

But I understood what he’d meant. My magic was as ingrained in this place as he was. It was different, but not so much that it mattered. He felt everything. I felt the heartbeat, the pulse of the territory that stretched around us.

Green Creek had been tied to his senses.

And it was etched into my skin.

It hurt to leave, and not just because of those we were leaving behind. There was a physical pull an Alpha and a witch felt. It called to us, saying here here here you are here here here you stay because this is home this is home this is—

“Was it always like this?” Joe asked. “For my dad?”

I glanced at the SUV. Carter and Kelly were watching us intently. I knew they were listening. I looked back at Joe, at his upturned face. “I think so.”

“We were gone, though. For so long.”

“He was the Alpha. Not just for you, not just for your pack, but for all. And then Richard . . .”

“Took me.”

“Yes.”

Joe opened his eyes. They were not alight. “I am not my father.”

“I know. But you’re not supposed to be.”

“Are you with me?”

I hesitated. I knew what he was asking. It wasn’t formal, not by a long shot, but he was an Alpha, and I was a witch without a pack.

Take care of my nephews.

I said the only thing I could.

“Yes.”

His shift came over him quickly, his face elongating, skin covered in white hair, claws stretching out from the tips of his fingers. And as his eyes burst into flames, he tilted his head back and sang the song of the wolf.

 

 

 

 

three years

one month

twenty-six days


   



TORN APART/DIRT AND LEAVES AND RAIN

I was six when I first looked upon an older boy shifting into a wolf and my father whispered, “That’s Abel’s son. His name is Thomas, and one day he will be the Alpha of the Bennett pack. You will belong to him.”

Thomas.

Thomas.

Thomas.

I was in awe of him.

I was eight, and my father took a needle and burned ink and magic into my skin. “It’s going to hurt,” he told me, a grim look on his face. “I won’t lie to you about that. It’s going to hurt like nothing you’ve ever felt before. You’ll think I’m tearing you apart, and in a sense, you’re right. You have magic in you, child, but it hasn’t yet manifested. These marks will center you and give you the tools to begin to control it. I will hurt you, but it’s necessary for who you’re supposed to become. Pain is a lesson. It teaches you the ways of the world. We must hurt the ones we love in order to make them stronger. To make them better. One day you’ll understand. One day you’ll be like me.”

“Please, Father,” I begged, struggling against the restraints that held me down. “Please don’t do this. Please don’t hurt me.”

My mother looked to speak, but my father shook his head.

She choked on a sob as she was led from the room. She didn’t look back.

Abel Bennett sat beside me. He was a large man. A kind man. He was strong and powerful, with dark hair and dark eyes. He had hands that looked as if they could split me in two. I’d seen them grow claws to tear into the flesh of those who dared to try to take from him.

But they could be soft, too, and warm. He took my face in them, thumbs brushing the tears away from my cheeks. I looked up at him, and he smiled quietly.

He said, “You are going to be something special, Gordo. I just know it.”

And as his eyes started bleeding red, I breathed and breathed and breathed.

Then the needle pressed against my skin and I was torn apart.

I screamed.

He came to me as a wolf. He was large and white, with splashes of black on his chest and legs and back. He was larger than I would ever be, and I had to tilt my head back to see the entirety of him.

The stars were out above, the moon fat and bright, and I felt something thrumming through my blood. It was a song that I couldn’t quite make out. My arms itched something fierce. Sometimes I thought the marks on my skin were starting to glow, but it could have been a trick of the moonlight.

I said, “I’m nervous,” because this was the first time I was allowed to be out on the full moon with the pack. It had been too dangerous before. Not because of what the wolves could do to me, but because of what I could have done to them.

He cocked his head at me, eyes burning orange with flecks of red. He was so much more than I ever thought someone could be. I told myself I wasn’t frightened of him, that I could be brave, just like my father was.

I thought I was a liar.

Other wolves ran behind him in a clearing in the middle of the woods. They yipped and howled, and my father was laughing, tugging on my mother’s hand as he pulled her along. She glanced back at me, smiling quietly, but then she was distracted.

But that was okay, because so was I.

Thomas Bennett stood before me, the man-wolf who would be king.

He whuffed at me, tail wagging slightly, asking a question I didn’t have an answer to.

“I’m nervous,” I told him again. “But I’m not scared.” It was important to me that he understood that.

He lowered himself to the ground, lying on his stomach, paws out in front of him as he regarded me. Like he was trying to make himself smaller. Less intimidating. Someone of his position lowering himself to the ground was something I wouldn’t understand until it was too late.

He made a low whining sound from deep in his throat. He waited, then did it again.

I said, “My father told me that you’re going to be the Alpha.”

He pulled himself forward, belly dragging along the grass.

I said, “And that I’m going to be your witch.”

He came a little closer.

I said, “I promise that I’ll try my best. I’ll learn all that I can, and I’ll do a good job for you. You’ll see. I’m going to be the best there ever was.” My eyes widened. “But don’t tell my father I said that.”

The white wolf sneezed.

I laughed.

Eventually I reached out and pressed my hand against Thomas’s snout, and for a moment I thought I heard a whisper in my head.

packpackpack.

“Is this what you want?” my mother asked me when it was just the two of us. She’d taken me away from the wolves, from my father, telling them she wanted to spend time with her son. We were sitting in a diner in town, and it smelled of grease and smoke and coffee.

I was confused, and I tried to speak through a mouthful of hamburger.

My mother frowned.

I grimaced and swallowed thickly.

“Manners,” she scolded.

“I know. What do you mean?”

She looked out the window onto the street. The wind was sharp, rattling the trees so they sounded like ancient bones. The air was cold, people pulling their coats tightly around them as they walked by on the sidewalk. I thought I saw Marty, fingers stained with oil, walking back to his auto garage, the only one in Green Creek. I wondered what it felt like to have marks on my skin that could wash away.

“This,” she said again, looking back at me. Her voice was soft. “Everything.”

I glanced around us to make sure no one was listening in, because my father said our world was a secret. I didn’t think Mom understood that, because she hadn’t known such things existed until she met him. “The witch stuff?”

She didn’t sound happy when she replied, “The witch stuff.”

“But it’s what I’m supposed to do. It’s who I’m supposed to be. One day I’ll be very important and do great things. Father said—”

“I know what he said,” and it was sharp. She winced before looking down at the table, her hands folded in front of her. “Gordo, I— You need to listen to me, okay? Life is . . . it’s about the choices we make. Not the choices made for us. You have the right to set your own path. To be who you want yourself to be. No one should decide that for you.”

I didn’t understand. “But I’m supposed to be the witch to the Alpha.”

“You’re not supposed to be anything. You are just a child. This can’t be placed upon your shoulders. Not now. Now when you can’t decide for yourself. You shouldn’t be—”

“I’m brave,” I told her, and suddenly I needed her to believe me more than anything in the world. This felt important. She was important. “And I’m going to do good. I’m going to help many people. Father says so.”

Her eyes were wet when she said, “I know, baby. I know you are. And I’m very proud of you. But you don’t have to. I need you to listen to me, okay? I need you to hear me. It’s not— This isn’t what I wanted for you. I didn’t think it would ever be like this.”

“Be like what?”

She shook her head. “We can . . . we can go wherever you want. You and me. We can leave Green Creek, okay? Go anywhere in the world. Away from this. Away from magic and wolves and packs. Away from all of this. It doesn’t need to be this way. It could be us, Gordo. It could be just us. Okay?”

I felt cold. “Why are you—”

Her hand shot out and gripped my own across the table. But she was careful, as she always was, not to push back the sleeves of my coat. We were in public. My father said people wouldn’t understand the tattoos on someone so young. They would have questions they didn’t deserve the answers to. They were human, and humans were weak. Mom was human, but I didn’t think she was weak. I had told him as much, and he hadn’t responded. “All I ever wanted was to keep you safe.”

“You do,” I told her, trying my best not to pull my hand away. She was almost hurting me. “You and Father and the pack.”

“The pack.” She laughed, but it didn’t sound like she found anything funny. “You are a child. They shouldn’t be asking this of you. They shouldn’t be doing any of this—”

“Catherine,” a voice said, and she closed her eyes.

My father stood next to the table.

His hand came down upon her shoulder.

We didn’t talk about it after that.

I heard them fighting a lot, late into the night.

I pulled my blankets up around me and tried to block them out.

She said, “Do you even care about him? Or is it just your legacy? Is it just your goddamn pack?”

He said, “You knew it would come to this. Even from the beginning, you knew. You knew what he was supposed to be.”

She said, “He is your son. How dare you use him this way. How dare you try and—”

He said, “He is important. To me. To the pack. He will do things that you can’t even begin to imagine. You’re human, Catherine. You could never understand the way we do. It’s not your fault. It’s just who you are. You can’t be blamed for things beyond your control.”

She said, “I saw you. With her. The way you smiled. The way you laughed. The way you touched her hand when you thought no one was watching. I saw, Robert. I saw. She’s human too. What makes her so goddamn different?”

My father never answered.

We lived in town in a small house that felt like home. It was on a street with Douglas fir trees all around it. I didn’t understand why the wolves thought the forest was a magical place, but sometimes, when it was summer and the window was open as I tried to sleep, I swore I heard voices coming from the trees, whispering things that weren’t quite words.

The house was made of brick. My mother laughed once, wondering if a wolf would come and blow it down. She laughed, but then it faded and she looked sad. I asked her why her eyes were wet. She told me that she needed to go make dinner and left me in the front yard, wondering what I’d done wrong.

I had a room with all my things. There were books on a shelf. A leaf I’d found in the shape of a dragon, the edges curled with age. A drawing of myself and Thomas as a wolf given to me by a child in the pack. I asked him why he’d drawn it for me. He said it was because I was important. Then he’d smiled at me, his two front teeth missing.

When the human hunters came, he was one of the first to die.

I saw her too.

I shouldn’t have. Rico was yelling at me to hurry up, papi, why are you such a slowpoke? Tanner and Chris were looking back at me, slowly pedaling their bikes in circles around him, waiting for me.

But I couldn’t move.

Because my father was in a car I didn’t recognize, parked on the side of the street in a neighborhood that wasn’t ours. There was a dark-haired woman in the driver’s seat, and she was smiling at him like he was the only thing in the world.

I’d never seen her before.

I watched as my father leaned forward and—

“Dude,” Tanner said, startling me as he pedaled back to me. “What’re you looking at?”

“Nothing,” I said. “It’s nothing. Let’s go.”

We left, the playing cards clothespinned to our bike spokes rattling loudly as we pretended we were on motorcycles.

I loved them because of what they were not.

They weren’t pack. They weren’t wolves. They weren’t witches.

They were normal and plain and boring and wonderful.

They made fun of me for wearing long-sleeved shirts, even in the middle of summer. I took it because I knew they weren’t being mean. It’s just how we were.

Rico said, “You get beat or somethin’?”

Tanner said, “If you do, you can come live with me. You can sleep in my room. You’ll just need to hide under my bed so my mom doesn’t see you.”

Chris said, “We’ll protect you. Or we can all just run away and live in the woods.”

Rico said, “Like, in the trees and shit.”

We all laughed because we were kids, and cursing was the funniest thing.

I couldn’t tell them that the woods wouldn’t be the safest place for them. That things with glowing eyes and razor-sharp teeth lived in the forest. So instead I told a version of the truth. “I don’t get beat. It’s not like that.”

“You got weird white-boy arms?” Rico asked. “My dad says that you must have weird white-boy arms. That’s why you wear sweatshirts all the time.”

Tanner frowned. “What’re weird white-boy arms?”

“Dunno,” Rico said. “But my dad said it, and he knows everything.”

“Do I have weird white-boy arms?” Chris asked, holding his arms out in front of him. He squinted at them and shook them up and down. They were thin and pale and didn’t look weird to me. I was envious of them, of their wispy, downy hairs and freckles, unmarked by ink.

“Probably,” Rico said. “But that’s my fault for being friends with a bunch of gringos.”

Tanner and Chris shouted after him as he pedaled away, cackling like a loon.

I loved them more than I could say. They tethered me in ways the wolves could not.

“Magic comes from the earth,” my father told me. “From the ground. From the trees. The flowers and the soil. This place, it’s . . . old. Far older than you could possibly imagine. It’s like . . . a beacon. It calls to us. It thrums through our blood. The wolves hear it too, but not like us. It sings to them. They are . . . animals. We aren’t like them. We are more. They bond with the earth. The Alpha more so than anyone else. But we use it. We bend it to our whim. They are enslaved by it, by the moon overhead when it rises full and white. We control it. Don’t ever forget that.”

Thomas had a younger brother.

His name was Mark.

He was older than me by three years.

He was nine and I was six when he spoke to me for the first time.

He said, “You smell weird.”

I scowled at him. “I do not.”

He grimaced and looked down at the ground. “A little. It’s like . . . the earth. Like dirt and leaves and rain—”

I hated him more than anything in the world.

“He’s following us again,” Rico said, sounding amused. We were walking to the video store. Rico said he knew the guy working behind the counter and that he’d rent us an R-rated movie and not tell anyone. If we found the right movie, Rico told us that we could see some tits. I didn’t know how I felt about that.

I sighed as I glanced over my shoulder. I was eleven, and I was supposed to be a witch, but I didn’t have time for wolves right then. I needed to see if tits were something I liked.

Mark was there on the other side of the street, standing near Marty’s auto shop. He was pretending he wasn’t looking at us, but he wasn’t doing a very good job.

“Why does he do that?” Chris asked. “Doesn’t he know it’s weird?”

“Gordo’s weird,” Tanner reminded him. “His whole family is weird.”

“Screw you,” I muttered. “Just . . . just wait here. I’ll deal with this.”

I heard them laughing at me as I stalked away, Rico making kissing noises. I hated all of them, but they weren’t wrong. My family was weird to everyone who didn’t know about us. We weren’t Bennetts, but we might as well have been. We were lumped in with them when people whispered about us. The Bennetts were rich, though no one knew how. They lived in a pair of houses in the middle of the woods that many outsiders came to from all around. Some people said they were a cult. Others said they were the mafia. No one knew about the wolves that crawled just underneath their skin.

Mark’s eyes widened as he saw me approaching. He looked around like he was plotting his escape. “You stay right there,” I growled at him.

And he did. He was bigger than me, and the impossible age of fourteen. He didn’t look like his brother or father. They were muscled and larger than life, with short black hair and dark eyes. Mark had light brown hair and big eyebrows. He was tall and thin and seemed nervous whenever I was around. His eyes were ice, and I thought about them sometimes when I couldn’t fall asleep. I didn’t know why.

“I can stand here if I want to,” he said with a scowl. His eyes shifted to the left, then back to me. The corners of his mouth went down even farther. “I’m not doing anything wrong.”

“You’re following me,” I told him. “Again. My friends think you’re weird.”

“I am weird. I’m a werewolf.”

I frowned. “Well. Yeah. But—that’s not—ugh. Look, what do you want?”

“Where are you going?”

“Why?”

“Because.”

“To the video store. We’re going to see some tits.”

He blushed furiously. I felt a strange satisfaction at that.

“You can’t tell anyone.”

“I’m not going to. But why do you want to—never mind. I’m not following you.”

I waited, because my father said wolves weren’t as smart as us and sometimes needed a little time to work things out.

He sighed. “Okay. Maybe I was, but only a little bit.”

“How can you follow someone only a little—”

“I’m making sure you’re safe.”

I took a step back. “From what?”

He shrugged, looking more awkward than I’d ever seen him. “From . . . like, you know. Bad guys and stuff.”

“Bad guys,” I repeated. “And stuff.”

“Oh my god, you are so weird.”

“Yeah, I know. I just said that.”

“There are no bad guys here.”

“You don’t know that. There could be murderers. Or whatever. Burglars.”

I would never understand werewolves. “You don’t need to protect me.”

“Yes, I do,” he said quietly, looking down at his feet as he shuffled his sneakers.

But before I could ask him what the hell that meant, I heard the most creative curse ever uttered burst from the auto shop’s open garage door.

“Goddamn motherfucking son of a bitch whore. Bastard cunt, aren’t you? That’s all you are, you bastard cunt.”

My grandpap would let me hand him tools as he worked on his 1942 Pontiac Streamliner. He’d have oil under his fingernails and a handkerchief hanging out of the back pocket of his overalls. He muttered a lot while he worked, saying things I probably wasn’t supposed to hear. The Pontiac was a dumb broad who sometimes wouldn’t put out, no matter how much he lubed her up. Or so he said.

I didn’t know what any of that meant.

I thought he was wonderful.

“Torque wrench,” he would say.

“Torque wrench,” I would reply, handing it over. I was moving stiffly, the latest session under my father’s needles only a few days past.

Grandpap knew. He wasn’t magic, but he knew. Father had gotten it from his mother, a woman I’d never met. She’d died before I was born.

There’d be more cursing. And then, “Dead-blow mallet.”

“Dead-blow mallet,” I said, slapping the hammer into his hand.

More often than not, the Pontiac would be purring again before the day was over. Grandpap would be standing next to me, a blackened hand on my shoulder. “Listen to her,” he would say. “You hear that? That, my boy, is the sound of a happy woman. You gotta listen to ’em, okay? That’s how you know what’s wrong. You just listen, and they’ll tell you.” He snorted and shook his head. “Probably something you should know, too, about the fairer sex. Listen, and they’ll tell you.”

I adored him.

He died before he could see me become the witch of what remained of the Bennett pack.

She killed him, in the end. His lady.

He swerved to miss something on a darkened road. Went into a tree.

Father said it was an accident. Probably a deer.

He didn’t know I’d heard Grandpap and Mother whispering about taking me away just days before.

Abel Bennett said, “The moon gave birth to wolves. Did you know that?”

We walked through the trees. Thomas was at my side, my father next to Abel. “No,” I said. People were scared of Abel. They would stand in front of him and sputter nervously. He’d flash his eyes and they’d calm almost immediately, like the red brought them peace.

I’d never been scared of him. Not even when he held me down for my father.

Thomas’s hand brushed against my shoulder. Father said wolves were territorial, that they needed their scent on their pack, which was why they always touched us. He hadn’t been happy when he’d said it. I didn’t know why.

“It’s an old story,” Abel said. “The moon was lonely. The one she loved, the sun, was always at the other end of the sky, and they could never meet, no matter how hard she tried. She would sink, and he would rise. She was dark and he was day. The world slept while she shone. She waxed and waned and sometimes disappeared entirely.”

“The new moon,” Thomas whispered in my ear. “It’s dumb, if you think about it hard enough.”

I laughed until Abel cleared his throat pointedly.

Maybe I was a little scared of him.

“She was lonely,” the Alpha said again. “And because of it, she made the wolves, creatures who would sing to her every time she appeared. And when she was at her fullest, they would worship her with four paws upon the ground, heads tilted back toward the night sky. The wolves were equal and without hierarchy.”

Thomas winked at me, then rolled his eyes.

I liked him very much.

Abel said, “It wasn’t the sun, but it was enough for her. She would shine down upon the wolves, and they would call to her. But the sun could hear their songs while he tried to sleep, and became jealous. He sought to burn the wolves from the world. But before he could, she rose in front of him, covering him completely, leaving only a ring of red fire. The wolves changed because of it. They became Alphas and Betas and Omegas. And with this change came magic, scorched into the earth. The wolves became men with eyes red and orange and violet. As the moon weakened, she saw the horror they had become, beasts with bloodlust that could not be sated. With the last of her strength, she shaped the magic and pushed it into a human. He became a witch, and the wolves were calmed.”

I was enchanted. “Witches have always been with wolves?”

“Always,” Abel said, fingers brushing against the bark of an old tree. “They are important to a pack. Like a tether. A witch helps keep the beast at bay.”

My father hadn’t spoken a word since we’d left the Bennett house. He looked distant. Lost. I wondered if he even heard what Abel was saying. Or if he’d heard it countless times before.

“You hear that, runt?” Thomas said, running a hand through my hair. “You keep me from eating everyone in town. No pressure.” And then he flashed his orange eyes and snapped his teeth at me. I laughed and ran ahead, hearing him chasing after me. I was like the sun and he was the moon, always chasing.

Later my father would say, “We don’t need the wolves. They need us, yes, but we have never needed them. They use our magic. As a tether. It binds a pack together. Yes, there are packs without witches. More than have them. But the ones that do have witches are the ones in power. There’s a reason for that. You need to remember that, Gordo. They will always need you more than you could ever need them.”

I didn’t question him.

How could I?

He was my father.

I said, “I promise that I’ll try my best. I’ll learn all that I can, and I’ll do a good job for you. You’ll see. I’m going to be the best there ever was.” My eyes widened. “But don’t tell my father I said that.”

The white wolf sneezed.

I laughed.

Eventually I reached out and pressed my hand against Thomas’s snout, and for a moment I thought I heard a whisper in my head.
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And then he ran with the moon.

My father came to me after. I didn’t ask where my mother was. It didn’t seem important. Not then.

“Who is that?” I asked him. I pointed at a brown wolf prowling near Thomas. His paws were large and his eyes narrowed. But Thomas didn’t see him, instead focusing only on his mate, snuffling in her ear. The brown wolf pounced, teeth bared. But Thomas was an Alpha-in-waiting. He had the other wolf by the throat even before he hit the ground. He twisted his head to the right and the brown wolf was knocked to the side, hitting the ground with a jarring crash.

I wondered if Thomas would hurt him.

He didn’t, though. He went and pressed his snout against the brown wolf’s head. He yipped, and the brown wolf pushed himself up. They chased each other. Thomas’s mate sat and watched them with knowing eyes.

“Ah,” my father said. “He will be Thomas’s second when Thomas becomes the Alpha. He is Thomas’s brother in all but blood. His name is Richard Collins, and I expect great things from him.”


   



THE FIRST YEAR/KNOW THE WORDS

The first year, we headed north. The trail was cold, but it wasn’t frozen.

There were days when I wanted to strangle the three Bennett wolves, listening to Carter and Kelly snap at each other in their grief. They were callous and mean, and on more than one occasion their claws popped out and blood was shed.

Sometimes we slept in the SUV, parked in a field, rusted farm equipment buried in overgrown vines sitting off in the distance like hulking monoliths.

The wolves would shift on those nights, and they’d run, burning off the almost manic energy from having been trapped in a car all day.

I would sit in the field, legs crossed, eyes closed, and breathe in and out and in and out.

If we were far enough away from a town, they would howl. It wasn’t like it’d been in Green Creek. These were the songs of sorrow and heartache, of anger and rage.

Sometimes they were blue.

But most times, they burned.

Other times we’d be in a shoddy hotel off the beaten path, sharing too-small beds. Carter snored. Kelly kicked in his sleep.

Joe often sat with his back against the headboard, staring down at his phone.

One night a couple weeks after we’d left, I couldn’t sleep. It was the middle of the night and I was exhausted, but my mind was racing, my head pounding. I sighed and turned over on my back. Kelly was next to me in the bed, curled and facing away, hugging a pillow.

“I didn’t think it’d be like this.”

I turned my head. On the other bed, Carter huffed in his sleep. Joe’s eyes glittered in the dark as he looked at me.

I sighed as I looked back at the ceiling. “What?”

“This,” Joe said. “Here. Like we are. I didn’t think it’d be like this.”

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

“Do you think . . .”

“Spit it out, Joe.” Christ, he was so fucking young.

“I did this because it’s the right thing to do.”

“Sure, kid.”

“I’m the Alpha.”

“Yeah.”

“He needs to pay.”

“Who are you trying to convince here? You or me?”

“I did what I had to. They . . . they don’t understand.”

“Do you?”

He didn’t like that very much. There was a low growl in his voice when he said, “He killed my father.”

I pitied him. This shouldn’t have happened. Thomas and I weren’t exactly the best of friends—we couldn’t be, not after everything—but that didn’t mean I wished for any of this. These boys should never have had to witness their Alpha fall under the weight of feral Omegas. It wasn’t fair. “I know.”

“Ox, he . . . he doesn’t understand.”

“You don’t know that.”

“He’s angry with me.”

Jesus. “Joe, his mother is dead. His Alpha is dead. His ma—you dropped a bomb on him and then left. You’re goddamn right he’s angry. And if it’s at you, it’s because he doesn’t know where else to direct it.”

Joe didn’t say anything.

“He text you back?”

“How did you—”

“You stare at that phone enough.”

“Oh. Um. Yeah. He did.”

“Everything all right?”

He laughed. It was a hollow sound. “No, Gordo. Everything is not all right. But nothing has come back to Green Creek.”

If I were a better man, I would have said something comforting. Instead I said, “That’s what the wards are for.”

“Gordo?”

“What?”

“Why did you— Why are you here?”

“You told me.”

“I asked you.”

For fuck’s sake. “Go to sleep, Joe. We have an early start.”

He sniffled quietly.

I closed my eyes.

I didn’t know them. Not as well as I should have. For the longest time I didn’t care. I wanted nothing to do with packs and wolves and Alphas and magic. When Ox had let spill that the Bennetts were back in Green Creek, my first thought was Mark and Mark and Mark, but I pushed it away because that was the past and I wouldn’t have any of it.

My second thought was that I needed to keep Oxnard Matheson far away from the wolves.

It didn’t work.

Before I could stop it, he was already too far gone.

I kept them at arm’s length. Even when Thomas came to me because of Joe, even when he stood in front of me and begged, even when his eyes flashed red and he threatened, I didn’t allow myself to know them, not as they were now. Thomas still had the same aura of power around him he always had, but it was more intense. More focused. It hadn’t been this strong, even when he’d first become the Alpha. I wondered if he’d had another witch at some point. I was shocked at the burn of jealousy at the thought, and hated myself for feeling that way.

I agreed to help him, to help Joe, only because I wouldn’t let Ox get hurt. If Joe hadn’t been able to control his shift after everything he’d been through, if he’d been slowly turning feral, it’d mean Ox was in danger.

That was the only reason.

It had nothing to do with a sense of responsibility. I owed them nothing.

It had nothing to do with Mark. He had made his choice. I’d made mine.

He’d chosen his pack over me. I’d chosen to wash my hands of them all.

But none of that mattered. Not anymore.

I was forced to know them, whether I wanted to or not. I’d lost my mind when I’d agreed to follow Joe and his brothers.

Kelly was the quiet one, always watching. He wasn’t as big as Carter and probably never would be. Not like Joe, who I thought was going to grow and grow and grow. It was rare, but when Kelly smiled, it was small and quiet with a bare hint of teeth. He was smarter than the rest of us combined, always calculating, taking things in and processing them before the rest of us could. His wolf was gray, with splotches of black and white on his face and shoulders.

Carter was all brute force, less talk, more action. He snapped and snarked, bitching about anything and everything. When he wasn’t driving, he’d kick up his boots on the dash, sinking down low in his seat, the collar of his jacket flipped up around his neck and brushing against his ears. He weaponized his words, using them to inflict as much pain as possible. But he also used them as a distraction, deflecting as best he could. He wanted to be seen as cool and aloof, but he was too young and inexperienced to make it work. His wolf resembled his brother’s, dark gray, but with black and white on his hind legs.

Joe was . . . a seventeen-year-old Alpha. It didn’t make for the best combination. That much power after that much trauma and being so young wasn’t something I wished on anyone. I understood him more than the others, only because I knew what he was going through. Maybe not the same—magic and lycanthropy weren’t even in the same ballpark—but there was a kinship that I tried desperately to ignore. His wolf was white as snow.

They moved together, Carter and Kelly circling around Joe whether or not they realized it. They deferred to him, mostly, even as they gave him shit. He was their Alpha, and they needed him.

They were all so different, these lost boys.

But they did have one thing in common.

All three were assholes who didn’t know when to shut the fuck up. And I was stuck with them.

“—and I don’t know why you think we should keep doing this,” Carter said one night a few weeks after we’d left. We were in Cut Bank, Montana, a little town in the middle of nowhere, not far from the Canadian border. There was a small pack near Glacier National Park that we were heading toward. A wolf we’d stumbled upon in Lewiston told us they’d recently dealt with Omegas. The wolf had trembled under Joe’s Alpha eyes, fear and reverence battling all over his face. We’d stopped for the night, and Carter had immediately started in.

“Give it a rest,” Kelly said tiredly, frowning as he tried to find a TV channel that wasn’t hardcore porn from the eighties.

Carter snarled at him wordlessly.

Joe stared at the wall.

I flexed my hands and waited.

Carter said, “What happens when we get to this pack? Have any of you thought this through? They’ll tell us Omegas were there, but what the fuck else?” He glared at Joe. “You think they’ll know where that bastard Richard is? They won’t. No one does. He’s a ghost and he’s haunting us. We’re—”

“He’s the Alpha,” Kelly said, eyes flashing. “If he thinks this is what we’re supposed to do, then we’re going to do it.”

Carter laughed bitterly as he started pacing the length of the shitty hotel room. “Good little soldier. Always falling in line. You did it with Dad, and now you’re doing it with Joe. What the fuck do either of you know? Dad is dead and Joe’s a kid. Just because he was a goddamn little prince doesn’t give him the right to take us away from—”

“That’s not fair,” Kelly said. “Just because you’re jealous that you weren’t going to be the Alpha doesn’t mean you get to take it out on the rest of us.”

“Jealous? You think I’m jealous? Fuck you, Kelly. What the hell do you know? I was the firstborn. Joe was Daddy’s little boy. And who the fuck were you? What do you have to offer?”

Carter knew where to cut. He knew what would make Kelly bleed. What would get a reaction. Before I could move, Kelly launched himself at his brother, claws extended, eyes orange and bright.

Carter met his brother with fangs and fire, teeth sharpened and hair sprouting along his face as he melted into his half shift. Kelly was fast and scrappy, landing crouched on his feet after his brother backhanded him across the face. I stood, feeling the flutter of a raven’s wings, needing to do something before the goddamn cops were called and—

“Enough.”

A burst of red hit me in the chest. It said stop and now and alpha i am the alpha, and I stumbled at the force of it. Carter and Kelly went stock-still, eyes wide, little whimpers crawling from their throats, wounded and raw.

Joe stood near the bed. His eyes were red, as furious as Thomas’s had ever been. He hadn’t shifted, but it looked like it was a close thing. His mouth was twisted, hands in fists at his sides. I saw a trickle of blood dripping onto the dirty carpet. He must have popped claws and was digging them into his palm.

And the sheer power emanating from him was devastating. It was wild and all-encompassing, threatening to overwhelm us all. Carter and Kelly began to tremble, eyes wide and wet.

“Joe,” I said quietly.

He ignored me, chest heaving.

“Joe.”

He turned to look at me, teeth bared.

I said, “Stop. You have to pull it back.”

For a moment I thought he was going to ignore me. That he’d turn back to his brothers and strip away everything from them, leaving them docile, empty husks. Being an Alpha was an extraordinary responsibility, and if he’d wanted to, he could have forced his brothers to follow his every whim. They would be mindless drones, their free will hanging in tatters.

I would stop him, if it came to that.

It didn’t.

The red in his eyes leached away, and all that remained was a scared seventeen-year-old boy in front of me, face wet as he shook.

“I’m,” he croaked out. “I don’t— Oh God, oh—”

Kelly moved first. He pushed past Carter and pressed himself against Joe, rubbing his nose near Joe’s ear and into his hair. Joe’s fists were still clenched at his sides as Kelly wrapped his arms around him. He was stiff and unyielding, eyes wide and on me.

Carter came then too. He took both of his brothers in his arms, whispering quietly to them, words I couldn’t make out.

Joe never looked away from me.

They slept that night on the floor, the floral-print comforter and pillows pulled from the bed and made into a little nest. Joe was in the middle, a brother on either side. Kelly’s head rested on his chest. Carter’s leg was thrown over the both of them.

They slept first, exhausted from the assault on their minds.

I sat on the bed above, watching over them.

It was late into the night when Joe said, “Why is this happening to me?”

I sighed. “It had to be you. It was—” I shook my head. “You’re the Alpha. It was always going to be you.”

His eyes glittered in the dark. “He came for me. When I was little. To get at my dad.”

“I know.”

“You weren’t there.”

“No.”

“You’re here now.”

“I am.”

“You could have said no. And I wouldn’t have been able to force you. Not like them.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“Dad wouldn’t have done that. He wouldn’t have—”

“You aren’t your father,” I said, voice rougher than I’d intended.

“I know.”

“You are your own person.”

“Am I?”

“Yes.”

“You could have said no. But you didn’t.”

“You need to keep them safe,” I told him quietly. “This is your pack. You are their Alpha. Without them, there is no you.”

“And what did you become? When there was no us?”

I closed my eyes.

He didn’t speak for a long time after that. The night stretched on around us. I thought he was asleep when he said, “I want to go home.”

He turned his head, face against Carter’s throat.

I watched them until the sun rose.

He dreamed, sometimes, dreamed these furious nightmares that caused him to wake up screaming for his dad, his mom, for Ox and Ox and Ox. Kelly would take his face in his hands. Carter would look helplessly at me.

I didn’t do much of anything. We all had monsters in our dreams. Some of us had just lived with them longer.

The Glacier wolves pointed us north. Their pack was small, living in a couple of cabins in the middle of the forest. The Alpha was an asshole, posturing and threatening until Joe said, “My father was Thomas Bennett. He’s gone now, and I won’t stop until those who took him from me are nothing but blood and bone.”

Things were calmer after that.

Omegas had come to their territory. The Alpha pointed at a pile of dirt with a wooden cross surrounded by flowers. One of her Betas, she said. The Omegas swarmed like hornets, violet eyes and slobbering maws. They’d died, most of them. The ones who had escaped had done so barely. But not before they’d taken one of her own.

Richard hadn’t been among them.

But there were whispers farther into Canada.

“I knew Thomas,” the Alpha said to me before we left. Her mate fawned over the boys, plying them with bowls of soup and thick slices of bread. “He was a good man.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“I knew you too. Not that we’ve ever met.”

I didn’t look at her.

“He knew,” she said. “What you’d gone through. What price you paid. He thought you’d come back to him one day. That you needed time and space and—”

“I’ll wait outside,” I said abruptly. Carter looked at me, cheeks bulging, broth dripping down his chin, but I waved him away.

The air was cool and the stars were bright.

Fuck you, I thought as I stared up at the expanse. Fuck you.

We didn’t find Richard Collins in Calgary.

We found feral wolves.

They came at us, lost to their madness.

I pitied them.

At least until they outnumbered us and went for Joe.

He cried out as they cut into his skin, his brothers screaming his name.

The raven spread its wings.

I was exhausted by the time it was over, covered in Omega blood, bodies littering the ground around me.

Joe was propped up between Carter and Kelly, head bowed as his skin slowly knit back together. His breath rattled heavily in his chest. He said, “You saved me. You saved us.”

I looked away.

As he slept, I picked up the burner phone I carried. I highlighted Mark’s name and thought how easy it would be. I could press a button and his voice would be in my ear. I would say I was sorry, that I never should have let it go as far as it did. That I understood the choice he’d made so long ago.

I texted Ox instead.

Joe’s fine. Ran into some trouble. He’s sleeping it off. He didn’t want you to worry.

That night I dreamed of a brown wolf with its nose pressed against my chin.

A phone rang while we were in Alaska.

We stared down at it, unsure of what do to. It’d been four months since we left Green Creek behind, and we were no closer to Richard than we’d been before.

Joe swallowed thickly as he picked up the burner phone off the desk of yet another nameless motel in the middle of nowhere.

I thought he was going to ignore it.

Instead he connected the call.

We all heard it. Every word.

“You fucking asshole,” Ox said, and I wanted nothing more than to see his face. “You don’t get to do that to me! You hear me? You don’t. Do you even fucking care about us? Do you? If you do, if even a part of you cares about me—about us—then you need to ask yourself if this is worth it. If what you’re doing is worth it. Your family needs you. I fucking need you.”

None of us spoke.

“You asshole. You bastard.”

Joe put the phone on the edge of the bed and sank to his knees. He put his chin on the bed, staring at the phone as Ox breathed.

Kelly eventually sat next to him.

Carter did too, all of them staring at the phone, listening to the sounds of home.

We drove along a dusty back road, flat green fields stretching out all around us. Kelly was behind the wheel. Carter was in the seat next to him, window rolled down, feet propped up on the dash. Joe was in the back with me, hand hanging out of the SUV, wind blowing between his fingers. Music played low on the radio.

No one had spoken in hours.

We didn’t know where we were going.

It didn’t matter.

I thought of running my fingers over a shaved head, thumbs tracing eyebrows and the shell of an ear. The low rumble of a predatory growl building in a strong chest. The way a tiny stone statue felt in my hand for the first time, the heft of it surprising.

Carter made a low noise and reached to turn up the radio. He grinned at his brother. Kelly rolled his eyes, but he had a quiet smile on his face.

The road stretched on.

Carter started singing first. He was off-key and brash, loud when he didn’t need to be, getting more words wrong than right.

He was alone for the first stanza.

Kelly joined in at the refrain. His voice was sweet and warm, stronger than I would have expected. The song was older than they were. It had to come from their mother. I remembered being young, watching her flip through her record collection. She’d smiled at me peeking around the corner in the pack house. She’d beckoned me over, and when I stood by her side, she touched my shoulder briefly and said, “I love music. Sometimes it can say the things you can’t find the words for.”

I looked over at Joe.

He was staring at his brothers in awe, looking more alive than I’d seen him in weeks.

Carter glanced back at him. He grinned. “You know the words. Come on. You got this.”

I thought Joe would refuse. I thought he’d go back to staring out the window.

Instead he sang with his brothers.

It was quiet at first, a little wobbly. But as the song went on, he got louder and louder. They all did until they were shouting at each other, sounding happier than they’d been since the monster from their childhood had reared his head and taken their father from them.

They sang.

They laughed.

They howled.

They looked at me.

I thought of a boy with eyes of ice telling me that he loved me, that he didn’t want to leave again but he had to, he had to, his Alpha was demanding it, and he would come back for me, Gordo, you have to believe I’ll come back for you. You are my mate, I love you, I love you, I love you.

I couldn’t do this.

And then Joe put his hand on mine.

He squeezed, just once.

“Come on, Gordo,” he said. “You know the words. You got this.”

I sighed.

I sang.

We were all hungry like the woooooolf.

We drove on and on and on.

And in the furthest recesses of my mind, I heard it again. For the first time.

It whispered pack and pack and pack.

I knew it was coming. Every text, every phone call got harder to ignore. It was a pull toward home, a weight on our shoulders. A reminder of all that we’d left behind. I saw how much it hurt Carter and Kelly when they heard their mother had finally shifted back. How much it pulled at Joe when Ox asked questions he couldn’t answer.

Mark never said anything.

But then I never said anything to him either.

It was better this way.

Which was why I didn’t argue too much when Joe first said, “We have to ditch the phones.”

His brothers put up a fight. It was admirable, going against their Alpha. They begged me to tell him no, to tell Joe he was wrong. That there was a better way to go about it. But I couldn’t, because I was dreaming of wolves now, of pack. They didn’t know what I did. Hadn’t seen the way the hunters had come to Green Creek without warning, come to the house at the end of the lane to deal in death. We had been unaware. Unprepared. I had seen Richard Collins fall to his knees, the blood of his loved ones staining the ground around him. His head had tilted back and he had screamed his horror. And when the new Alpha had put his hand on his shoulder, Richard had lashed out. “You did nothing,” he snarled. “You did nothing to stop this. This is your fault. This is on you.”

So when Joe turned to me, looking for validation, I told him he was being stupid. That Ox wouldn’t understand, and did he really want to do that to him?

But that was all.

“It’s the only way,” he said.

“Are you sure?”

Joe sighed. “Yes.”

“Your Alpha has spoken,” I told Carter and Kelly.

I took their phones.

They slept badly that night.

The moon was just a sliver when I opened the motel door and stepped out into the night.

A dumpster sat at the edge of the parking lot.

Joe’s phone went in first. Then Carter’s. Kelly’s.

I held mine tightly.

The screen was bright in the dark.

I highlighted a name.

Mark

I typed out a text.

I’m sorry.

My thumb hovered over the Send button.

Like the earth. Like dirt and leaves and rain—

I didn’t send the message.

I threw the phone in the dumpster and didn’t look back.


   



SPARK-PLUG ELECTRODE/LITTLE SANDWICHES

I was eleven when Marty caught us sneaking into the garage.

I didn’t know why I was so drawn to it. It wasn’t anything special. The garage was an old building covered in a layer of grime that looked as if it’d never be washed away. Three large doors led to bays with rusty mechanical lifts inside. The men who worked there were rough, dip tucked firmly in their cheeks, tattoos covering their arms and necks.

Marty himself was the worst of them. His clothes were always stained with dirt and oil, and he had scowled constantly. His hair was thin and wispy, sticking up around his ears. Pock scars marred his face, and his rattling cough sounded wet and painful.

I thought him fascinating, even from a distance. He wasn’t a wolf. He wasn’t imbued with magic. He was terribly, painfully human, gruff and volatile.

And the shop itself was like a beacon in a world that didn’t always make sense to me. Grandpap was a couple of years in the ground, and my fingers itched to touch a torque wrench and a dead-blow mallet. I wanted to listen to the purr of an engine to see if I could hear what was wrong with it.

I waited until a Saturday when no one else was around. Thomas was with Abel, doing whatever Alphas and future Alphas did in the woods. My mother was getting her nails done in the next town over. My father said he had a meeting, which meant he was with the dark-haired woman I wasn’t supposed to know about. Rico was sick, Chris grounded, Tanner on a day trip to Eugene that he had bitched about for weeks.

With no one to tell me no, I went to town.

I stood for a long time across the street from the garage, just watching. My arms itched. My fingers twitched. There was magic in my skin that had no outlet. Grandpap’s tools had mysteriously disappeared after his old lady killed him, my father saying they weren’t important.

And just when I’d gathered up enough courage to cross the street, I felt a little tug at the back of my mind, a simple awareness that was getting more and more familiar.

I sighed. “I know you’re there.”

Silence.

“You might as well come out now.”

Mark stepped out from the alley next to the diner. He looked embarrassed but defiant. He wore jeans and a Ghostbusters shirt. The sequel had just come out. Rico and Tanner and Chris and I were going to go see it. I thought about inviting Mark too for reasons I couldn’t quite understand. He still got on my nerves, but he wasn’t so bad. I liked the way he smiled sometimes.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Why?”

“You’ve been standing there for a long time.”

“Stalker,” I muttered. “If you must know, I’m going to go to Marty’s.”

He glanced across the street, a frown on his face. “Why?”

“Because I want to see inside.”

“Why?”

I shrugged. “It’s— You wouldn’t understand.”

He looked back at me. “Maybe I can if you just tell me.”

“You bother me.”

He cocked his head like a dog. “That was a lie.”

I scowled at him. “Stop it. You don’t get to do that. Stop listening to my heartbeat.”

“I can’t. It’s so loud.”

I didn’t know why I had a loud heart. I hoped nothing was wrong with me. “Well, try anyway.”

He was smiling a little now. “I don’t bother you.”

“You do. You really do.”

“Let’s go, then.”

“What? Go where? What are you—hey. What are you doing?”

He was already marching across the street. He didn’t look back even when I hissed his name.

I ran after him.

His stride was longer than mine. For every step he took, I needed to take two. I told myself that I would be bigger than him one day. It didn’t matter that he was a wolf. I would be bigger and stronger and I’d follow him around, see how he liked it.

“We’re going to get in trouble,” I whispered furiously.

“Maybe,” he said.

“Your dad is going to be so mad.”

“So is yours.”

I thought hard. “I won’t tell them if you won’t.”

“Like a secret?”

“Yeah. Sure. Like a secret.”

He looked strangely pleased. “I’ve never had a secret with you before.”

“Uh, yeah. You have. You’re a werewolf. I’m a witch. That’s like, so secret.”

“That doesn’t count. Other people know that. This is just a secret for you and me.”

“You’re dumb.”

We made it across the street. The garage doors were open. An old boom box blasted Judas Priest. I could see two cars inside, and an old pickup. One of the guys was under the truck. Marty was bent over a 1985 Chevy Camaro IROC-Z with an older man in a suit. The car was sleek and red, and I wanted nothing more than to put my hands on it. The hood was up and Marty was fiddling with something. The man in the suit looked irritated. He glanced at his watch and tapped his foot.

I leaned against the side of the garage, Mark at my side. His fingers brushed against mine, and I felt something like a pulse of magic along my arm. I ignored it.

“And when did the engine light come on?” Marty was saying.

“I told you,” the man in the suit said. “Last week. There’s no stalling, no hesitation. It doesn’t shake, it doesn’t—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Marty said. “I heard you. May be a faulty wire somewhere. These sports cars, they look nice, but they’re built for shit. You get all the pussy you want for a chunk of change, but they fall apart and you’re stuck with it.”

“Can you fix it or not?” The man in the suit didn’t sound very happy. I wondered if he didn’t get enough pussy. I wondered what pussy was.

“Grab the owner’s manual,” Marty said. “It better be in English or it ain’t gonna be for shit if the repair book I got doesn’t tell us anything. Let’s go into my office and take a look.”

The man in the suit let out a huff but did as Marty said. He leaned into the IROC-Z and grabbed the manual from the glove compartment before he followed Marty toward the back office.

Now was my chance. The pretty girl was just sitting there, wide open. Waiting for me. I was going to lube her up and put my fingers inside, just like Grandpap had taught me.

“I’m going in,” I whispered to Mark.

“Okay,” he whispered back. “I’m right behind you.”

Judas Priest gave way to Black Sabbath as we stepped inside. It smelled of man and metal, and I breathed it all in. The guy under the truck shifted slightly but otherwise didn’t move. Marty and the man in the suit were back in the office, blocked by a car on a lift.

The IROC-Z was there, waiting for me. She was gorgeous, a candy-apple red with black trim and silver rims. The man in the suit didn’t deserve her.

I bent over her engine, searching for something, anything.

“Light,” I muttered to Mark.

“What?”

“I need a light. When I ask for something, you hand it over. It’s how you work on cars.”

“How am I supposed to find a light?”

“With your eyes.”

He mumbled something, but I ignored him, taking her all in.

“Light,” he eventually said. I stuck out my hand. It was a small flashlight. It wasn’t much, but it’d do.

“Come on, you little bitch,” I said.

“What? You don’t need to call me names. I got the—”

“Not you,” I said. “It’s something you do when you work on cars. You curse at them while you figure out what’s wrong. My grandpap taught me that.”

“Oh. It helps?”

“Yeah. When you curse at it enough, you finally figure it out.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“It works. Trust me.”

“I trust you,” Mark said quietly, and I felt another little curl of magic crawl along my skin. He pressed along my side, bending over the engine with me. His shoulder brushed against mine. “So we just call it names.”

“Yeah,” I said, feeling slightly flushed. “I mean, that’s . . . yeah.”

“Okay. Um. You . . . asshole?”

I laughed. “You’re so bad at this.”

“I’ve never done it before!”

“So bad.”

“Whatever. I’d like to see you do better.”

I tried to think what Grandpap had said. “Come on, you insignificant bastard. What the hell.”

“Whoa,” Mark breathed. “That . . . your grandpa taught you that? My grandpa had hair sticking out of his ears and always forgot who I was.”

“He taught me a lot,” I said. “Everything, really. Try it again.”

“Okay. Let me think. Uh . . . how about, what’s wrong with you, you strange whore?”

I choked. “Oh my god.”

“Why won’t you tell me your secrets, you fucking shithead.” “I don’t know why I even let you come with me.”

“Asshole motherfucking dick—”

He was good. I could give him that. But before I could even think of telling him so, I saw it.

“There,” I said, pointing the flashlight. “See? Right there? That’s what’s wrong.”

“I don’t see anything,” Mark said.

“It’s—ugh, just give me your hand.”

He didn’t hesitate.

Later, much, much later, I would think about that moment. The first time we’d held hands. The first time we touched of our own choice. His hand was bigger than mine, his fingers thick and blunt. His skin was darker and warm. The bones felt brittle, and I knew of the blood that thrummed just underneath. My father had made sure of it. I belonged to it, to the Bennetts, because of what was in my own blood.

But I was only eleven years old. I didn’t understand then what it meant.

He did, though.

Which was why he inhaled sharply when I took his hand in mine, why out of the corner of my eye I saw the flash of orange in the dark underneath the hood of the car. He growled a little, deep in his chest, and I swore in that moment the raven took flight. I—

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

I dropped his hand, startled at the angry voice coming from behind us.

Before I could completely turn around, Mark was in front of me, pushing me behind him. I stood on my tiptoes, peering over his shoulder.

Marty stood there, looking flushed and pissed off. The man in the suit was confused, his tie loose around his neck.

Marty’s eyes narrowed when he saw me. “You. I know you. I’ve seen you before. You belonged to Donald.”

Donald Livingstone. My grandpap. “Yes, sir,” I said, because I’d learned early on that if you were polite to adults, maybe you could get out of trouble.

“And you,” Marty said to Mark. “I’ve seen you following this one around.”

“I keep him safe,” Mark said. “He’s mine to protect.”

My hand tightened on his shoulder. I didn’t understand what he meant. We were pack, yeah, and—

“Boy, I don’t give two fucks what you do just as long as you don’t do it here. Get the hell out of here. This is no place for—”

“Spark-plug electrode!” I blurted out.

Marty blinked at me. “What?”

I pushed Mark out of the way. He squawked angrily but crowded back into me, not letting any space between us. I didn’t have time for his werewolf idiocy. I had a point to make. “The check engine light. It’s because of the spark-plug electrode. There’s motor oil built up around it.”

“What is he talking about?” the man in the suit asked. “Who is this kid?”

“Spark-plug electrode,” Marty said slowly. “Is that right?”

I nodded furiously. “Yeah, yes. Yes, sir. It is.”

Marty took a step toward me, and for a moment I was sure Mark was going to wolf out. But before he could, Marty brushed by me and bent over the IROC-Z. “Flashlight,” he muttered, hand extended.

“Flashlight,” I said promptly, handing it over.

It took him a moment, but then, “Huh. Would you look at that. Must have missed it. Eyes aren’t what they used to be. Getting too old for this shit. Kid, come here.”

I went immediately. Mark did too.

“Excess oil,” Marty said.

“Yes, sir.”

“Could be an oil consumption problem.”

“Or something with the emissions system.”

“Or the ignition system.”

“Fuel injection. The hose, maybe.”

He shook his head. “Fuel isn’t leaking. No deterioration.”

“What are they talking about?” the man in the suit asked.

“I don’t know,” Mark said. “But Gordo knows a lot. More than anyone I know. He’s good and smart and smells like dirt and leaves and—”

I banged my head on the hood of the car. I yelped at the bright flash of pain. Mark was there in an instant, hands on my shoulders. “Would you stop telling him what I smell like?” I hissed at him through gritted teeth. “You sound so weird.”

Mark ignored me, putting his hands on my face and tilting my head down as he inspected what I assumed was probably going to be a gushing wound that would require stitches and would leave a horrific scar that—

“A little bump,” he murmured quietly. “You need to be more careful.”

I pulled away. “Well, you need to—”

“Easy fix,” Marty said. “Should only take a couple of hours, barring the need to order any parts. Go have a cup of coffee at the diner. A slice of pie.”

The man in the suit looked like he was going to argue, but nodded instead. He glanced curiously at Mark and me before he turned and walked out of the garage and into the sunshine.

Marty turned back to me. “Gordo, right?”

I nodded slowly.

He rubbed a hand through the gray stubble on his jaw. “Donald was a good man. Stubborn son of a bitch. Cheated at cards.” He shook his head. “Denied it, but we all knew. He talked about you.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I kept my mouth shut.

“He taught you?”

“Yeah. Yes. Everything I know.”

“How old are you?”

“Fifteen.”

Mark coughed.

Marty snorted. “Want to try that one again?”

I rolled my eyes. “Eleven.”

“Your pa do cars?”

“No.”

He looked at Mark. “Bennett, ain’t ya?”

“Yes,” Mark said.

He nodded slowly. “Strange bunch.”

We said nothing because there was nothing to say.

Marty sighed. “You’ve got an eye, kid. Tell you what.”

“You can’t tell my father,” I told Mark as we walked away from the garage. “He won’t let me go back. You know he won’t.”

Mark glanced at me. “This is what you want?”

Yes. It was. It was what I needed. I didn’t know much else outside of pack life. Nothing I had aside from Chris and Tanner and Rico was mine and mine alone. Father didn’t like them and went so far as to try to forbid me from seeing them outside of school. But my mother had stepped in, one of the few times she’d ever stood up to him. I needed normal, she said. I needed something more, she said. He hadn’t been happy about it, but he’d relented. I’d hugged her for a long time after that. “Yeah,” I said. “This is what I want.” Then, “It’s another secret. Just between you and me.”

His lips twitched at that, and I knew I’d won. “I like having secrets with you.”

There was a strange twist in the pit of my stomach.

“Tethers,” Abel said as he sat behind the large desk in his office. My father stood at the window, looking out to the trees. Thomas sat next to me, quiet and serene as he always was. I was nervous because this was the first time I’d been allowed into Abel’s office. My arms were sore from days under my father’s needles. “Can you tell me what you know about them?”

“They help to remind a wolf they’re human,” I said slowly, wanting to get it right. I needed Abel to see he could believe in me. “They keep a wolf from getting lost in the animal.”

“That’s true,” Abel said. He spread his hands out on the desktop. “But it’s more than that. Much more.”

I glanced at my father, but he was lost to whatever he was seeing.

“A tether is the strength behind the wolf,” Abel said, “a feeling or a person or an idea that keeps us in touch with our human side. It’s a song that calls us home when we’re shifted. It reminds us of where we come from. My tether is my pack, the people who count on me to keep them safe, to protect them from those who would do us harm. Do you understand?”

I nodded, though I didn’t really. I looked at Thomas. “What’s yours?”

“Pack.”

That surprised me. “Not Elizabeth?”

“Elizabeth,” Thomas said with a sigh, sounding dreamy like he always did when he mentioned her. Or saw her. Or stood next to her. Or thought about her existence. “She’s . . . no. She’s more to me.”

“Who would have guessed,” Abel said dryly. Then, “Tethers aren’t just for wolves, Gordo. We’re called by the moon, and there is magic in that. Like there is magic in you.”

“From the earth.”

“Yes. From the earth.”

It hit me then, what he was trying to say. “I need a tether too?” It was an immensely terrible thought.

“Not yet,” Abel said, sitting forward. “And not for a long time. You’re young and just beginning. Your marks haven’t been completed. Until they are, you won’t require one. But one day you will.”

“I don’t want it to be just one person,” I said.

My father turned. He had a strange look on his face. “And why is that?”

“Because people leave,” I said honestly. “They move or they get sick or they die. If a wolf had a tether and it was a person and they died, what would happen to the wolf?”

The only response was the ticking of the clock on the wall.

Then Abel chuckled, eyes crinkling kindly. “You are a fascinating creature. I’m so very happy to know you.”

“I didn’t know about tethers,” I told my father as we left the Bennett house. “For witches.”

“I know. There is a time and place for everything.”

“Is there other stuff you haven’t told me?”

He wouldn’t look at me. Some kids ran by us, laughing as they growled at each other. He sidestepped them deftly. “Yes. But you will learn, one day.”

I didn’t think that was fair, but I couldn’t say so to my father. Instead I said, “Who’s your tether? Is it Mom?”

He closed his eyes and turned his face toward the sun.

“How could you?” I heard her say, voice tight and harsh. “Why would you do this to me? To us?”

“I didn’t ask for this,” my father said. “I never asked for any of this. I didn’t know she would get—”

“I could tell her. I could tell everyone. What you are. What they are.”

“No one would believe you. And how would that look for you? They would think you’re crazy. And it would be used against you. You would never see Gordo again. I’d make sure of it.”

“I know you’ve done something to me,” my mother said. “I know you’ve messed with my mind. I know you’ve altered my memories. Maybe this isn’t real. Maybe none of this is real. It’s a dream, an awful dream from which I can’t awake. Please. Please, Robert. Please let me wake up.”

“Catherine, you’re— This is unnecessary. All of this is. She’ll leave. I promise. Until it’s done. You can’t go on like this. You just can’t. It’s killing you. It’s killing me.”

“Like you care,” she said harshly. “Like you give a damn about anything that isn’t her—”

“Lower your voice.”

“I won’t. I won’t be—”

“Catherine.”

The voices fell away as I pulled the comforter over my head.

“Your mother isn’t feeling well,” Father said. “She’s resting.”

I stared at their closed bedroom door for a long time.

She smiled at me. “I’m fine. Honey, of course I’m fine. How could anything be wrong when the sun is shining and the sky is blue? Let’s have a picnic. Doesn’t that sound lovely? Just you and me, Gordo. I’ll make little sandwiches with the crusts cut off. There’s potato salad and oatmeal cookies. We’ll take a blanket and watch the clouds, Gordo. It’ll be just you and me and I’ll be the happiest I’ve ever been.”

I thought she was lying.

“Get your ass in gear!” Marty hollered at me from across the garage. “I don’t pay you nothing to have you just standing there with your dick hanging out. Move, Gordo. Move.”

“How did you know?” I asked Thomas when I was twelve. It was a Sunday, and as was tradition, the pack had gathered for dinner. Tables had been set up behind the Bennett house. Lacy white cloths had been spread out over them. There were vases filled with wildflowers, green and blue and purple and orange. Abel was at the grill, smiling at the noise and bustle that rose around him. Children laughed. The adults smiled. Music played from a record player.

And Elizabeth was dancing. She looked beautiful. She wore a pretty summer dress, her fingertips streaked with paint. Most of the day she’d been in her studio, a place where only Thomas was allowed, and only when she invited him in. I didn’t understand her art, the slashes of color on canvas, but it was wild and vital and reminded me of running with wolves underneath a full moon.

But here she was now, swaying with the music, her dress flaring around her knees as she spun in a slow circle. Her arms were outstretched, her head tilted back and her eyes closed. She looked peaceful and happy, and it caused a bittersweet pang in my chest.

“I knew from the moment I saw her,” Thomas said, eyes never leaving Elizabeth. “I knew because no one I’d ever met before had made me feel the way I did then. She’s the loveliest person I’ve ever seen, and even back then, I knew I was going to love her. I knew I was going to give her anything she could ever ask for.”

“Wow,” I breathed.

Thomas laughed. “Do you know what the first thing she said to me was?”

I shook my head.

“She told me to stop sniffing her.”

I gaped at him.

He shrugged easily. “I wasn’t very subtle.”

“You were smelling her?” I asked, aghast.

“I couldn’t help it. It was . . . Do you know that moment right before a thunderstorm hits? The sky is black and gray, and everything feels electric? Your skin is humming and your hairs are standing on end?”

I nodded.

“That’s what she smelled like to me. Like an approaching storm.”

“Yeah,” I said, still unsure. “But—like, you were sniffing her.”

“You’ll learn,” Thomas told me. “One day. Maybe sooner than you might think. Oh, would you look at that. My brother approaches. What auspicious timing that is, given our discussion.”

I turned my head. Mark Bennett was walking toward us, a determined expression on his face. Ever since the day he’d followed me into Marty’s, things had been . . . less weird. He was still a little creepy, and I told him over and over again that I didn’t need him to protect me, but he wasn’t as bad as I thought he’d been. He was . . . nice. And he seemed to like me a whole hell of a lot for reasons I didn’t quite understand.

“Thomas,” Mark said, sounding slightly strangled.

“Mark,” Thomas replied, sounding amused. “Nice tie. Isn’t it a little warm for that?”

He blushed, the red crawling up his neck to his cheeks. “It’s not— I’m trying— God, would you just—”

“I think I’ll go dance with Elizabeth,” Thomas said, patting me on the shoulder. “It’d be a shame to let a moment go to waste. Don’t you think, brother?”

“Why are you dressed like that?” I asked him. He was wearing a red tie over a white dress shirt and slacks. He was barefoot, and I couldn’t remember if I’d ever seen his toes before. They curled into the grass, the green bright against his skin.

“I’m not, it’s just—” He shook his head. “I wanted to, okay?”

I frowned. “O-kay. But aren’t you hot?”

“No.”

“You’re sweating.”

“It’s not because I’m hot.”

“Oh. Are you nervous?”

“What? No. No. I’m not nervous. Why would I be nervous?”

I squinted at him. “Are you sick?”

He growled at me.

I grinned at him.

“Look,” he said gruffly. “I wanted to, okay? Can I . . .”

“Can you . . .”

He looked like he was about to explode. “Do you know how to dance?” he blurted out.

I stared at him.

“Because if you did, and if you wanted to, we could— I mean, it’s fine, right? It’s fine. We can just stand here. Or whatever. That’s fine too.” He fidgeted, tugging at the end of his tie. He looked at me, then away, then back at me.

“I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” I admitted.

He sighed. “I know. I’m just . . .”

“Sweating.”

“Would you stop saying that?”

“But. You are.”

“God, you’re such a dick.”

I laughed at him. “Hey, I’m just pointing out—”

“Gordo!”

I turned.

My mother. She beckoned me toward her. Father had said she’d been sick again, that she wouldn’t be coming. He’d dropped me off, saying he’d return later, that he had business to attend to before he would return. I didn’t ask what that business was.

And now she was here, and she had a frail smile on her face. Her hair looked unkempt, and she was wringing her hands.

“Is she okay?” Mark asked. “She’s—”

“I don’t know,” I said. “She wasn’t feeling well earlier and— I’ll go see what she wants. Hold on, okay? I’ll be right back. And maybe you can tell me why you’re in a tie.”

Before I could walk away, he grabbed my hand. I looked back at him. “Be careful, okay?”

“It’s just my mom.”

He let me go.

“Hi,” she said when I reached her. “Hi, sweetheart. Hi, baby. Come here. Can I talk to you? Come here.”

I went, because she was my mother, and I would do anything for her.

She took me by the hand and pulled me around the house. “Where are we—”

“Quiet,” she said. “Hold on. They’ll hear.”

The wolves. “But—”

“Gordo. Please. Trust me.”

She’d never said that to me before.

I did as she asked.

We went around the house to the driveway. I saw her car parked behind all the others. She led me to it and opened the passenger door, motioning for me to get in. I hesitated, glancing back over my shoulder. Mark was there, standing next to the house, watching us. He took a step toward me, but my mother pushed me into the car.

She was around the front and inside before I could turn myself over in the seat.

There were two suitcases in the back seat.

I said, “What’s happening?”

She said, “It’s time.”

Dirt flew up as she reversed in the driveway, nearly hitting another car.

I said, “Why are you—”

She put the car in Drive and we flew down the lane. I looked in the side mirror at the houses behind us. Mark was gone.

On my twelfth birthday, there was a party.

Many people came.

Most were wolves.

Some were not.

Tanner and Chris and Rico got dropped off by their parents. It was the first time they’d been to the houses at the end of the lane, and their eyes were wide.

“Dios mío,” Rico breathed. “You didn’t say you were rich, papi.”

“This isn’t my house,” I reminded him. “You’ve been to my house.”

“It’s pretty much the same thing,” Rico said.

“Oh man,” Chris said, looking down at the badly wrapped gift in his hand. “I got you a gift at the dollar store.”

“I didn’t even get you a gift,” Tanner said, staring at the streamers and balloons and tables filled with food.

“You can go in on mine,” Chris told him. “It was only a dollar.”

“How many bathrooms does that house have?” Rico demanded. “Three? Four?”

“Six,” I muttered.

“Whoa,” Chris and Tanner and Rico whispered.

“It’s not my house!”

“We only have one,” Rico said. “And everyone has to share.”

I loved them, but they were a pain in my ass. “I only have one at my house—”

“You don’t even have to wait to shit,” Tanner said.

“I hate when I have to wait to shit,” Chris said.

They looked at me expectantly.

I sighed. “I don’t even know why I invited you.”

“Are there three cakes?” Rico said, voice high-pitched.

“It’s a pop gun,” Chris said, shoving the present into my hands.

“It’s from the both of us,” Tanner said.

“You owe me fifty cents,” Chris told him.

“You have burgers and hot dogs and lasagna?” Rico asked. “Mierda. What kind of white nonsense is this?”

The Bennetts had gone overboard. They always did. They were powerful and rich, and people respected them. Green Creek survived because of them. They donated money and time, and even though townies still sometimes whispered cult, they were an oddity beloved.

And I was part of their pack. I heard their songs in my head, the voices connecting me to the wolves. I had ink driven into my skin, binding me to them. I was them and they were me.

So of course they did this for me.

Yes, there were three cakes. And burgers and hot dogs and lasagna. There was also a pile of presents almost as tall as I was, and the wolves would touch my shoulder and hair and cheeks, covering me in their scent. I was ingrained in them, in the earth around us. The sky above was blue, but I could feel the hidden moon calling for the sun. There was a clearing far off in the woods where I had run with beasts as large as horses.

Happy birthday, they sang to me, a chorus washing over me.

My mother didn’t sing.

My father didn’t either.

They watched.

Thomas said, “You’re almost a man now.”

Elizabeth said, “He loves you, you know. Thomas. He can’t wait for you to be his witch.”

Abel said, “This is your family. These are your people. You are one of us.”

Mark said, “Can I talk to you for a moment?”

I looked up, mouth full of white cake with raspberry filling.

Mark stood next to the table, shuffling his feet. He was fifteen, and gangly. His wolf was a deep chestnut brown that I liked to run my fingers over. Sometimes he would nip at my hand. Other times he would growl deep in his throat, his head near my feet. And one day, weeks from this moment, he’d stand before me, sweating in a tie.

He still insisted I smelled like dirt and leaves and rain.

It didn’t bother me much anymore.

He had nice shoulders. He had a nice face. His eyebrows were bushy, and when he laughed, it was rusty and sounded like he was gargling gravel. I liked the way it crawled deep from his belly.

“You should probably keep chewing,” Rico whispered to me. “Because you have cake in your mouth.”

Chris squinted at me. “It’s also on his chin.”

Tanner laughed. “You have frosting on your nose.”

I choked the cake down, glaring at them.

They smiled at me.

I used a napkin to wipe my face. “Yeah,” I said. “You can talk to me.”

He nodded. He was sweating. It made me nervous.

He took me into the trees. Birds called. The leaves twisted on the branches. Pinecones littered the ground around us.

He didn’t speak for a long time.

Then, “I have a present for you.”

“Okay.”

He turned to look at me. His eyes went from ice to orange, then back again. “It’s not the one I want to give you.”

I waited.

“Do you understand?”

I shook my head slowly.

He looked frustrated. “Dad says I have to wait before—I just want you to be my—argh. One day I’m going to give you another present, okay? It’s going to be the best thing I could ever give you. And I hope you’ll like it. More than anything.”

“Why can’t you give it to me now?”

He scowled. “Because apparently it’s not the right time. Thomas could do it, and he—” Mark shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. One day. I promise.”

I wondered at them sometimes. Thomas and Mark. If Mark was jealous. If he ever wanted what Thomas would become. If he had wanted to be Thomas’s second instead of Richard Collins. Mark’s mother had died giving birth to him. One moment everything was fine, and the next she was just . . . gone. Only he remained.

Sometimes I thought it was a fair trade. I wanted him here. I had never known her.

I never told anyone that. It felt wrong to say the words out loud.

Mark said, “I brought this for you instead.”

In his hand was a little piece of wood. It had been carved by a clumsy hand. It took a moment for me to see what it had been shaped into.

The left wing was smaller than the one on the right. The beak was squarer than anything else. The bird had talons, but they were blocky.

A raven.

He’d carved me a raven.

It looked nothing like the one on my arm. My father had been meticulous, his magic being forced into my skin, burning its way underneath and into my blood. It had been the last thing and had hurt the worst. I had screamed until my voice broke, Abel holding my shoulders down, his eyes on fire.

Somehow, I thought this meant more.

I reached out and traced a finger along a wing. “You made this.”

“Do you like it?” he asked quietly.

I said “Yes” and “How” and “Why, why, why would you do this for me?”

He said, “Because I couldn’t give you what I wanted. Not yet. So I want you to have this in its place.”

I picked it up, and how Mark smiled.

“Where are we going?” I asked Mom again as we passed a sign that said YOU’RE LEAVING GREEN CREEK PLEASE COME BACK SOON! “I have to—”

“Away,” my mother said. “We’re going away. While there’s still time.”

“But it’s Sunday. It’s tradition. They’re going to wonder where—”

“Gordo.”

She never yelled. Not really. Not at me. I flinched.

She gripped the steering wheel. Her knuckles were white. The sun was in our faces. It was bright, and I blinked against it.

I could feel the territory pulling at me, the earth around us pulsing along the tattoos. The raven was agitated. Sometimes I thought it would one day just fly from my skin into the sky and never return. I never wanted it to leave.

I pushed my hips up so I could reach into my pocket.

I pulled out a little wooden statue and clutched it in my hands.

Up ahead, a covered bridge led out of Green Creek and into the world beyond. I didn’t like to go out into the world very much. It was too big. Abel told me that one day I would have to, because of what I was to Thomas, but that was far away.

We didn’t make it to the bridge.

“No,” my mother said. “No, no, no, not like this, not like this—”

The car fishtailed slightly to the right as she slammed on the brakes. Dirt kicked up around us, the seat belt pulling at my chest. My neck snapped forward, and I clutched at the wooden raven in my hand. I stared at her with wide eyes. “What happened?”

I looked out the windshield.

Wolves stood on the road. Abel. Thomas. Richard Collins.

My father was there too. He looked furious.

“Listen to me,” my mother said, voice low and quick. “They are going to tell you things. Things you shouldn’t believe. Things that are lies. You can’t trust them, Gordo. You can never trust a wolf. They don’t love you. They need you. They use you. The magic in you is a lie, and you can’t—”

My door jerked open. Thomas reached in and unbuckled my seat belt, then pulled me out of the car as neat as you please. I was shaking as he held me, my legs wrapped around his waist. His big hand was on my back, and he was murmuring in my ear that I was safe, you’re safe, Gordo, I’ve got you, I’ve got you and no one can take you away again, I promise.

“All right?” Richard asked me. He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. It never did.

I nodded against Thomas’s shoulder.

“Good,” he said. “Mark, he was worried about you. But I suppose that’s what happens when someone takes your ma—”

“Richard,” Thomas growled.

Richard raised his hands. “Yeah, yeah.”

My mother was shouting. My father was talking to her quietly, jabbing a finger pointedly but never touching her.

Abel didn’t say a word. He just watched. And waited.

“She’s sick,” my father told me later. “She has been for a long time. She thinks— She gets these thoughts in her head. It’s not her fault. Okay? Gordo, I need you to understand that. It’s not her fault. And it’s not yours. She would never hurt you. She’s just . . . she’s sick. And it makes her do things she doesn’t want to do. Makes her say things she doesn’t want to say. I’ve tried to help her, but . . .”

My voice was small when I said, “She told me not to trust them. The wolves.”

“It’s the sickness, Gordo. It’s not her.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why is she sick?”

Father sighed. “It happens sometimes.”

“Will she get better?”

My father never answered me.

“Mi abuelo went crazy,” Rico said. “All looney tunes. He gave me candy and money and farted a lot.”

Tanner elbowed him in the side.

“She’s not crazy,” Chris said. “Just sick. Like, the flu or something.”

“Yeah,” Rico muttered. “The crazy flu.”

The sounds of the cafeteria echoed around us. I hadn’t touched my lunch. I wasn’t very hungry.

“It’ll be okay,” Tanner said. “You’ll see.”

“Yeah,” Chris said. “What’s the worst thing that could happen?”

There came a scratching at my window in the middle of the night. I should have been scared, but I wasn’t.

I got up from my bed and walked to the window. Mark stared at me from the other side.

I pushed the window up. “What are you—”

He jumped inside.

He took me by the hand.

He led me to the bed.

I slept that night, Mark curled around my back.

Her name was Wendy.

She worked at the library in the next town over. She had a dog named Milo. She lived in a house near the park. She smiled a lot and laughed very loud. She didn’t know about wolves and witches. One time, she went away for months. No one told me why. But she came back. Eventually.

She was young and pretty, and when my mother killed her for being my father’s tether, everything changed.

“What happens when you lose your tether?” I asked Abel one day when it was just him and me. Sometimes he would put his hand on my shoulder when we walked in the woods, and I felt at peace. “If it’s a single person?”

He didn’t speak for a long time. I thought he wasn’t going to answer.

Then, “If it’s illness or disease, a wolf or a witch can prepare themselves. They can rein in their wolf or shore up their magic. They can look to another person. Or a concept. Or an emotion.”

“But what if it’s not like that? What if you can’t prepare?”

He smiled down at me. “That’s life, Gordo. You can’t always prepare for everything. Sometimes you’ll never see it coming. You have to hold on with all of your might and believe that one day, everything will be okay again.”

“Gordo.”

I was still caught in a dream.

“Gordo, come on, you need to wake up. Please, please, please wake up.”

I opened my eyes.

There was a flare of orange above me in the dark.

“Thomas?”

“You need to listen to me, Gordo. Can you do that?”

I nodded, unsure if I was awake.
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