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Chapter 1




“One man’s miracle is another woman’s wishcraft.” – St. Drucifer of Holy Hill


 


Dear Diary:


 


Well, it’s three weeks until Fourth of July and the gang’s all here. The usual suspects.


There’s Dad, who believes that anything miraculous or supernatural went out with the closing of the Canon at Vatican II, along with his wife Rhonda, trying hard not to be an evil stepmother and sometimes succeeding.


My own dead mother, of course, who haunts me, never failing to give me her take on my behavior, my spiritual development and the formation of my character even from beyond the grave.


My older brother Adam, who I am convinced is part of some secret government conspiracy committed to saving us all from ourselves.


And then there’s my identical twin sister, Amber, who mirrors both what I love and what I hate about myself in our every interaction. Oh, and she’s psychic, though she seldom admits it.


Then there’s me, Ashlee Marie Scott, part-time wolf-girl, freelance travel writer and full-time misfit, looking for a place to belong.


Throw in the extended family, significant others, spouses and exes, and of course, my nephew, who may or may not be a mutant and needless to say, yes, there will be drama.


Sigh. Cue the fireworks.


 


***


 


“This is absolutely crazy-making!” My twin sister Amber’s voice echoed off the pristine ivory walls of the guest bedroom where I’d temporarily holed up while we prepared for the remodel of the pool house, but I think my welcome was wearing as thin as the fabric in my socks. “You realize that you are certifiably insane, don’t you, Ashlee?” Her voice ratcheted up a notch at the end and sent the skeeby-jeebies down my spine.


It’s not every day you tell your identical twin sister that you see dead people. But Mommy Dearest doesn’t take “no” for an answer any better than Joan Crawford tolerated wire hangers. And if you think our Mother was a force to be reckoned with in life, you have no idea the kind of power she’s wielded since she’s been dead.


“I know it sounds nuts, but hear me out!” I yelled right back, following her out into the foyer.


Foyer. Sheesh. I thought they only had foyers in churches, but Amber’s entryway sure qualified, with gleaming marble tiles and a pin-light chandelier.


“You know you’re handling this all wrong.” Annabelle Scott, aka Ghost Mom, breezed into the room on a ray of light and with the musical scent of Jean Nate – at least her top half did. Her lower body got stuck outside the front door. She still seemed to be struggling, getting the hang of the translocation or bilocation or whatever you call it since she’d taken up residence with us in the sprawling single-story ranch-home Amber and Elle had recently purchased in the gated community of Knightsbridge Commons.


Stupid name, if you ask me. There was nothing common about any of the seven-figure homes that fronted the sloping wilds of Knightsbridge Canyon, not to mention the increase in property value I brought to the table when I turned the dilapidated old pool house into my own private writer’s retreat. I mean, hell, I loved my sister, but each of us really needed to have our own habitable space since she married Elle, and since Will and I were now officially dating and since I still did that wolfy thing every full moon.


“Really? You think?” My sister glared at me.


“I could so say the same thing,” I deadpanned, returning the thread of conversation to my mom as I went to the front door and let in her wandering lower half while Spanky pawed at the air beneath her torso.


“Do not even try to pull that one on me.” Amber pursed her lips, tossed her hair over her shoulder and stuck her hand on her hip.


“Now, Amber. You know that Spanky has been acting odd lately,” Elle said on her way to the garage for a beer during halftime.


My twin looked past me in confusion when her miniature Schnauzer stood on his hind feet and pawed and licked at the air as my dead Mother ruffled his muff and made kissy noises in his ear.


“Yes, but to tell me it’s because our deceased mother is haunting us is just a bit more than I can stomach. Oh, and that not only you can see her and apparently speak with her, but that the dog can too. That’s just adding insult to injury.” Amber crossed her arms, pressed her glossy lips together and began to tap her toe.


“So, you can accept that I’m a werewolf, but you can’t accept the fact that Mother’s an apparition?”


“The word is ghost, Ashlee. G-H-O-S-T. Why do you always have to be so pretentious?”


“I’m pretentious? Who has to wear brands on her clothes in order to keep up with the Joneses and suck up to traditional society! I’m a writer, in case you forgot. Are my words too big and scary for you?”


Holy Crap. I must have done it this time. You know, they say honesty is the best policy. But sometimes saying nothing is better than saying anything at all. My mother must have thought so too, because the next thing I knew she’d vanished like Hurricane Endora in a displacement pressure zone and all of the doors in the house suddenly slammed open with the inrushing wind. Spanky and I cowered on the floor, hands and paws over our ears.


“Honey, we really need to have the airflow in this home analyzed.” Elle sauntered by on her way back to the living room, detouring to shut the front door. “My ears just popped. And why are Ashlee and Spanky on the floor? Oh, and, cute shoes,” she said as she picked up my mother’s flats, which had miraculously stayed behind and taken on physical form when she disappeared. And please, don’t ask me. Ghost Mom defies all logic.


Elle continued, “And they don’t belong in the middle of the room, anyway. You taught me that.” Then she sauntered away to wherever she goes after she drops her one-liners.


I looked up into Amber’s face and she gave me a look that about broke my heart.


“Ouch.”


Ouch is our safe word. If you don’t know what a safe word is, Google it. In this case, it means that in the sparring of our everyday lives, one of us has crossed the line. It’s like the difference between guilt and shame.


Simple metaphor? Ouch is like the bell and the referee returning us to our own corners to lick our wounds. A little too much truth in a raw and angry moment can often feel like betrayal. Amber would probably explain it better, but suffice it to say this was like ramming a katana blade through her abdomen.


Yeah, I know, right.


Ouch.


“Amber. I’m sorry.” I looked up at her as she stood there with tears brimming in her eyes. “I didn’t really mean it.”


“Yes, you did.” She turned her ire against me. “You judge me, Ashlee. And I don’t need it. Elle and I get enough of it from the closed-minded community around here. And we do our best not to complain about it. I really don’t need it from my family too.”


“You’re judging me too. It’s not like I asked to have Mom flitting around like the blobby green thing in Ghostbusters. It’s her choice who to manifest to, I guess. Either that, or it’s an unexplainable supernatural thing, A fact of life. Or afterlife. Anyway, not my fault!”


“It never is, Ash, but you keep running away anyway, gallivanting around on your spa junkets.”


I pointed a finger. “Now that’s just envy.”


Amber put her hands on her hips. “Okay, so what if it is? Do you ever invite me along?”


I stared at her. “I never thought about it.”


“Exactly!”


“But you have Elle, and JR, and…”


“And I’d like to get away now and then, don’t you think?”


“It’s my job,” I mumbled, but she’d made her point. “Okay, tell you what. You have a standing invitation to join me at any resort I’m reviewing – but it’s on your own dime, unless I can get it comped. It’s not like the magazines are going to cough up.”


“Fine.” It didn’t sound fine, but it was progress.


“Okay.”


“Good.” Amber glared.


“Well, you started it,” I mumbled, as if that was a good reason for overreacting.


Elle walked past again shaking her head and I felt even worse.


I looked to Spanky for comfort, but he scurried away.


Wow. Why do I even try?


You know you’d better take stock when even the dog cringes from your presence and your ghost of a mom refuses to haunt you. But Amber was right. I was out of line. Here I was spinning the story of her life into my interpretation of reality and that never gets you anything except a bunch of hurt feelings.


I swear, I get so mad at myself for some of the stupid things I do I just want to disappear for a while, make myself invisible, you know.


So, I did the next best thing. I left the house.


 


It never works trying to salve your conscience with externals.


There’s liquor. But personally, I think the hangover is too high a price for the buzz.


There’s weed, which is medically legal in California, but problematic for a lot of people and just makes me paranoid.


There’s food, but that takes its toll on your body regardless of whether you keep it down or barf it up.


There’s spiritual bypass, but that’s only as good as your theology.


And in the midst of all of this, sometimes the stickiest dependency to manage is a relationship.


Believe me, I know. I’d ended up with Will now and again in our own private Codependents Anonymous sessions. Which is why when I tried to get him to take my side, he wasn’t having it.


“I’m sorry Ash. You crossed the line. I love you, but I can’t tell you any different. I’d be lying to you if I did.”


I sulked away from him in on the loveseat, but he wouldn’t let me do that either and stuck his handsome face against mine.


“Nose to nose like Eskimos.” He grinned.


I pushed him away. “You look like you’re in a fishbowl when you get that close to me. Like Ellen DeGeneres in Finding Nemo,” I said, blowing out my cheeks and bulging out my eyes. “It’s very unattractive.”


He laughed and nipped me on the nose, and then left me on my own to sulk.


“I think I’m coming down with something.” I muttered. The sound of smooth jazz echoed from the kitchen where Will was helping his mother can apples in old-fashioned jars. She hadn’t been feeling well and Will was spending more time at home to keep an eye on her. And speaking of mothers…


“It’s called a conscience, darling,” my mom said as she settled her diaphanous frame on the throw pillows next to me. I guess her ditching me was short-lived, no pun intended. “They’ve really done marvels with this place, haven’t they?” She waved her hand at the living room and I watched an eighties motif superimpose itself like a mirage on the remodeled house I’d grown up in. “This is what it looked like when your father and I bought it in 1980.”


Oriental rugs over polished wood and glittering chandeliers vanished, replaced by shag carpeting. Mobile lighting and the tasteful oil paintings on the wall in my time gave way to mirrored triptychs of the Golden Gate.


“Your Dad and I had lots of dreams for this place, but where I mastered in creativity, clearly I failed in execution.” The double image winked out and the twenty-first century re-imposed itself. I blinked the previous scene out of my retinas and continued, ignoring my mother’s digression.


“But why can’t I just keep my big mouth shut?”


“Impulse control? Seriously, though, it’s because you care, honey. You see something off about a picture and you comment on it. It’s the writer in you.”


“Yes, and it ultimately bites me in the ass.”


“Only because you don’t give yourself time to process your reality. If something affects you emotionally, you feel it. But if you don’t take time to interpret what you’re feeling and look at the situation from more than just your personal perspective, your vision gets a bit myopic. Your problem is not necessarily how you see things, or how you interpret the world, it’s how and when you articulate that to others. Sometimes, pumpkin, observations are best kept to yourself. I mean, you know what they say about opinions.”


“I know, I know.” I sighed. “Opinions are like assholes. Everybody has one, and most of them stink.”


“If your motivation isn’t love, it’s just an opinion.”


“So, I’m the problem.”


Mom shrugged and squeezed me, once again delivering one of her favorite sayings. “We all are, dear. Our judgment gets in the way of our joy.” And with that, she evaporated from the room, leaving me alone to wrestle like Jacob with the worse angels of my nature.


 


I caught up with Amber at church the next morning. Amber still went to the same one we grew up in. It was a modern edifice whose cold stone walls were offset with rich velvet over the windows and a stained glass Jesus behind the front altar rising into the sky above the tagline, “In Remembrance of Me.” The place had gone non-denominational since I’d been there last, but it still felt very evangelical and conservative. Though my style would fit in with the kids in the place, I still felt underdressed for an adult, especially on high holidays.


Some of the men were worse than the women in using their industrial strength cologne and I wondered if they realized how distasteful it truly was to drown in cheap perfume. The cloying chemical scents stuck to the back of my tongue and threatened a sneeze on every breath. Stupid advertising. First you tell us that we stink, then you sell us smelly stuff to try to make us more alluring. It’s such a racket. Personally if you don’t like the pheromones, no amount of Christian Dior’s Poison is gonna work anyway. You’re better off going to the herbalist downtown for some essential oils, IMHO.


That’s why I tended to sit in the back row when I actually did go in to services, just in case I inhaled too much fragrance and needed to make a quick getaway for a coughing fit or a clove cigarette, not to mention a bout of conscience. And before you get on me about my smoking, let me tell you that it helps to mitigate most of the distasteful odors I am bombarded with every day. Rather than wear a mask over my muzzle I’ll take a nostril full of cloves, thank you very much. Besides, a wise man once said, don’t ever ask me to give up something unless you have something that satisfies to replace it.


Anyway…


When I found her, Amber had just dropped off her son John Robert at his Sunday school class and though she looked like a million bucks as usual, I could see the weariness in her eyes.


“Hey Am…” I began.


“I’m not speaking to you right now.” She said it nonchalantly, but we weren’t at bygones yet, so I plowed forward.


“I want to apologize.”


“I’m listening.”


“For what I said last night.”


“Which part? That we’re plastic people or that Mom doesn’t love me enough to appear to me in person, but she haunts you like the plague?”


“But that’s not what I meant at all.”


“Then say what you mean and mean what you say.” She looked at me expectantly. Expecting to get hurt, that is. Daring me, because then it would be my fault again and she would win, the classic passive-aggressive trap.


Damn, it’s hard to be a grownup, but I was gonna try.


I took a deep breath and continued. Navigating emotions with my sister was like walking in stilettoes over a minefield. Which of course, I wouldn’t do, silly. It’s just hyperbole.


“All I know is that for some reason Mom wanted me to tell you that she’s still here, she’s still around, and she cares about us.”


“But I can’t see her.”


“Well, no. Not yet. But that could change. It’s not like I’m making it that way.”


“Oh, good, it could change. Because there is no way I am ever going to have a conversation with her while you’re playing translator.”


“I don’t get it.” I hated it when my voice began to whine. “I thought it would make you happy to know that Mom didn’t just disappear into the ethers when she died.”


“But Ashlee, I already knew that. I talk to her myself…”


“You do?” I interrupted.


“Yes, of course. Every day, but it’s more in a praying kind of way. To hear you say that she’s listening but she chooses not to answer me back? Well, that just bites.”


“She’s not exactly a font of information. But, I can tell you what she says. Like Jennifer Love Hewitt in Ghost Whisperer.”


“How the hell is that going to work when half of the stuff I want to talk to her about is you.”


“Oh…”


“Duh. Oh.”


 


The point turned out to be moot because the next morning, mysteriously, I had no voice. As in, I couldn’t talk. The best I could manage was a whisper and it galled me to no end that Amber was going to get the last word for the next few days.


I had to admit it gave me an entirely new perspective on the world. It was surprisingly peaceful…until the rest of the family decided that they could best fill the dead air I’d left behind, blathering on and on.


And here I was hoping that my cone of silence would garner me a little sympathy. No such luck. “Serves her right.” I overheard Amber saying to our dad on the phone.


Silver lining to whatever malady it was: I had a day in bed with my laptop. I swear I get more done the days I’m sick in bed with a bronchial infection than those perfectly healthy weeks when my time is eaten up by other people’s needs, wants and expectations, and my own.


“That sounds perfect, Dad,” Amber’s voice droned in the background. “Elle’s still recovering from surgery and it’s only week three in an eight week rehabilitation. We’ll…”


Next thing I knew Amber handed the phone to me.


“Ashlee.” Father’s deep baritone resounded in my ear. “Rhonda and I are headed for Yosemite and we’re inviting the family to join us.” Rhonda was my stepmother.


“But Dad,” I whispered into the receiver. “I can’t go right now. I have to supervise the remodel of the pool house – wheeze – and in the process I picked up a gig to do a before-and-after piece on it called – cough, hack – Not Too Close, Not Too Far: Renovating Your Cottage For Family. I’m Skyping with the editor tomorrow.”


“We know that, dear.” Rhonda’s contralto tone came through loud and clear and I realized that they were on speaker.


Grr. I hate speaker.


“We thought Amber could use some time away from the madness of suburbia so perhaps we’d all go up to Yosemite. We’ll be staying at the Ahwahnee, and then heading for the cabin up at Bumblebee before the Fourth. You can join us when and if you can, but this way Amber isn’t stressing herself out trying to play supermom for you and Will as well.”


“Makes sense, doesn’t it, Ash?” Dad added in that logical tone he had that could at once disarm and infuriate…and though I hated to admit it, he was usually right. “And we wanted to get out of Tucson anyway.”


Dad and Rhonda had moved away to Tucson shortly after they’d gotten married. I wondered if Mom had anything to do with that. Even if they couldn’t see her, they might have felt her presence. That would have been creepy.


Another voice broke in from the background. “I’m coming too, sis.”


“Adam?” I croaked into the phone while I fish-eyed Amber as she smirked. “How long have you been at Dad’s?”


“Oh, a couple of days. I had a layover in Tucson on my way to Vegas. I’ve got to do a security seminar, training a team for a new casino. It’s going to take about a week or so and if you can join me there, I can probably get you a gig doing a review of the spa for one of your magazines. In the meantime, Dad and Rhonda can spend quality time with John Robert, your sister and Elle get to play hooky doing that outdoorsy thing, and hopefully all of us will end up at the cabin. Besides, you know we all hate the heat during the summer months.”


And it’s true. We really do. Knightsbridge Canyon gets record high temperatures and if it weren’t for the pools, lakes, falls, and the reservoir, not to mention the blessings of modern air conditioning, we would be rolling like tumbleweeds in the parched desert hills. Hence the annual trek into the mountains over the summer months when and if we could.


“Remember,” I heard the echo of a past conversation with my mom in my head. “We’re extremely fortunate to get to spend our time away from the heat when we can, girls.” She would say this when we complained about the long and winding drive up the mountain roads to the cabin, one that often ended up with one of us getting carsick on the side of the road.


“A lot of your friends at school don’t ever get this opportunity,” she’d continue, and then would come one of my Mom’s pithy Annabellisms, as my Dad used to call them. “The path may be arduous, but the joy is in the journey as well as the destination.”


Mom was big on joy, and because she could turn it on and off at will, she seemed to think others could too.


My brother’s voice spoke in my ear. “Hey Ash! You still with me?”


What had he been saying? “Right here,” I choked out and subsequently had a minor coughing fit as my throat ran dry.


I made as if to head for the fridge when my sister put a drink in my hand; cherry limeade with a fresh sprig of mint. I smiled. She knew me oh so well.


Thank you, I mouthed at her.


She shrugged, but her eyes twinkled as she walked away looking for someone else’s needs to satisfy. My sister turned out to be a great mother, and when I was sick, that role felt great…but most days I’d have just preferred a better sister.


Okay, I know, that was hypocritical. I’m telling you how I feel. It doesn’t have to be rational.


“I doubt I’ll make it,” I sent on. “Just don’t have too much fun without me.”


“No chance at that, Ash. You know you’re the life of the party.” Adam always seemed to know the right thing to say, except when he didn’t, and then he was just oblivious.


“Well, you all have a great time.” I mumbled, sniffling. For some reason I felt abandoned, even though it was me saying no.


“Don’t worry, Ash. If you can’t make it to Vegas, just come up to the cabin before the Fourth. We’ll have a great independence day.”


This declaration seemed calculated to solve all of our immediate problems. That was Adam’s way, a slicker – okay, kinder – version of Dad’s: do something simple, tie it all up neatly with a bow on.


“Oh, and have you met with Jackson yet?” he continued.


“Jackson? Jackson who?” I asked, racking my brain. I was juggling so many balls in the air I could hardly keep them all straight.


“Jackson Wolfe? The contractor? I set you up with him for the pool house remodel?”


“Oh, him, right. Wolf, yeah. Is there something I should know?”


“It’s Wolfe with an ‘e’ and I hope you don’t mind but we tweaked the plans a bit,” he whispered.


“Why are you whispering?” I whispered right back. I mean, I knew why I was whispering, not why he was, though. Maybe Dad and Rhonda had left the room. Obviously he was trying to tell me something.


“Let’s just say we’ve added a contingency plan in case you ever get caught on MoonFall without an option.”


“Wait! What? What contingency plan? You had better not have dicked with my design, Earth Creature,” I shot back. The name Adam was biblical and it pretty much translated as “Earth Creature,” hence the nickname.


“Naw, don’t worry. I just retooled the basement so it can double as a safe zone; a low budget panic room, you know, just in case.”


“Basement? Silly. There’s no basement in the Alamo!” I quoted from Pee-wee’s Big Adventure.


“There is now. Well, at your place anyway.”


“But I didn’t budget for a basement,” I exclaimed, hearing what little voice I had crack and realizing that my vocal cords were about to pack it in for good.


“It’s taken care of, sis. I got you covered. Don’t worry. Jackson’s giving me a deal. I know him from Afghanistan. Give me a call after you meet with him.”


“Why?”


“Just curious. I think you’ll find meeting him an enlightening experience. Anyway, gotta go. Dad’s on a schedule and he gets pissy when he’s hungry. Bye.”


Click.


As the firstborn, my brother had a tendency to be bossy, and though he wasn’t normally a joiner, when he did get involved it usually meant familial compromise at best or outright capitulation to his vision at worst. I wasn’t always comfortable with his choices for the rest of us.


On the other hand, he seemed to be able to get stuff done when no one else could.


As I returned the cordless to its cradle, the Amber-Elle household was in a flurry, what with making plans and shuffling schedules. By the end of the week, they’d packed up the Forty-Niners-themed Range Rover, left me instructions not to touch the white Lexus in the garage along with a whole list of other off-limits activities, and then it was just Will and me with Spanky playing chaperone.


Of course, the dog didn’t care what we did as long as he got fed and walked…although he didn’t much like it when we locked him out of the bedroom. I’m as freaky as the next girl, but no way was I letting him watch.


Saturday dawned and I rolled out of bed two hours later. Will was already gone to shimmy up trees and prune bushes; the poor guy worked six days a week to run his landscaping service. Because I was all alone in the main house until nine when I had to meet with the contractor working on the pool house, I didn’t bother wearing anything but the sexy pajamas Amber had bought for me that Christmas. I don’t know how she does it, but she picks out things I would never consider and when I put them on, her tastes and my sense of style end up surprisingly synchronous.


Imagine my surprise when, after pouring myself a cup of coffee and tossing in some hazelnut creamer as the timer went off at 8:30 a.m., a knock at the open window brought my attention out of an aromatic just-awoken haze.


“Jackson Wolfe, ma’am.” A deep, rich voice like brown sugar and butter worked its way from my heart to my head and then slid down my spine to my root chakra. I turned around and looked up into the soulful eyes of a wolf in men’s clothing. As if hypnotized, I left my coffee on the table and opened the portal to stare at him through the glass storm door.


Jackson Wolfe had the body of Hugh Jackman and the height of a second-string Los Angeles Laker, six four at least. If Will made me seem small next to him, this guy had me feeling positively petite. And he reeked of sex and violence and…werewolf, I abruptly knew.


My nostrils flared and my eyes dilated as I felt the beast rise to the surface. I’d never met another of my kind before and I could only thank Elle for installing shatterproof glass as he pressed his body to it. I moved closer and the breath from his nose coated the pane with fog. We both began to growl, although mine came out like a Rottweiler with asthma.


Behind me, I heard the patter of paws as Spanky’s barking went ballistic.


We turned as one to look at the territorial little Schnauzer, which broke the spell. We both laughed.


“I think I’ll take a nice long walk around the block,” Jackson said as his eyes apologized, sheepish. “You obviously didn’t get my text about meeting early. I’ll see you in about a half an hour.” He waved and strode away.


“And I’m going to take a nice long shower,” I said to myself as Spanky barked at the man while I watched his sculpted bubble butt exit through the back gate. “Maybe a cold one.”







Chapter 2




By the time Jackson returned, I’d made myself presentable. Now decently attired, I picked up and held Spanky in my arms for protection against the werewolf ice cream on two sticks in front of me.


Yum.


“So, I guess your brother neglected to inform you about the qualities that you and I share.” Jackson’s nostrils flared as I handed him a cup of coffee, and I could see his left brain processing the scents that came to him, categorizing, memorizing and storing them for future reference.


Jackson wore cowboy boots, Levis 501s and a white cotton t-shirt, and he smelled like eucalyptus, balsam fir and redwoods. I wondered what I smelled like. His eyes seemed to twitch from brown to hazel, and they took on a faraway glaze, highlighting the Native American blood that came through strongly in his face.


I wondered if that’s what I looked like when I was in the olfactory zone. I sipped my second cup of coffee, this one iced, and considered my response.


“Yes, well, my brother has never been very forthcoming with information until the need to know has long since passed. He probably thought it would be amusing to spring it on me. In fact, I wasn’t entirely sure that I wasn’t the only werewolf in existence.” I nuzzled Spanky, who gave me a lick on the nose, and then narrowed his eyes at Jackson.


“Lycanthrope,” Jackson said as he spread out the blueprints on the patio table.


Elle and Amber had an awesome patio. A glass top picnic table and chairs for eight. Real Venetian tile and an outdoor living room with a huge flat screen monitor hovering on a swivel in the corner. There was even a circular gas fire pit where we gathered on winter nights, and a few outdoor heaters stood on pedestals for those who didn’t get a space close enough to the fire.


“What?” I’d lost my train of thought.


“A werewolf is a myth created by humanity to try to explain the unexplainable,” Jackson began, holding down the edges of the blueprints with a couple of weightier tools from his belt, taking a tone as if he was a teacher and I was his pupil. “Lycanthrope is a more appropriate term, although the psychiatric community has co-opted the term for their diagnostic manual. ‘Shifter’ will work for slang. Anyway, though we can take half-form with experience, it’s more an alpha thing and it takes an incredible amount of energy and we can’t hold it for long unless we’ve had a lot of practice. Or unless you’ve been magicked into it.”


“Oh, you heard about that, huh?” I said, referring to last year’s drama with Jeanetta McDonald, the bad witch. The very bad witch, in fact.


Little did I know how soon my hamlet was going to be teeming with paranatural types.


I leaned forward to place Spanky on the ground and he immediately began sniffing out the competition’s boots.


“Lucky mutt.” Jackson smiled ruefully and bent down to run his fingers through the dog’s short gray hair. He lifted the pup up by the scruff in one hand and supported him under his butt with the other, giving him the once-over before looking him in the eyes.


The man-wolf bared his teeth until the dog looked away. Hell, I almost had to look away as he did so. And it might have been my imagination, but I’d swear he gave Spanky a good sniffing as well.


“Yours?” he asked.


“Amber’s. But he might as well be mine.”


“He’s pack.” Jackson stated as if that said everything and he cradled the dog into his chest. Spanky promptly proceeded to lick his neck.


Traitor, I thought.


“So…” I began, but Jackson was one step ahead of me.


“So, I suppose you have some questions for me.” He gazed at me expectantly.


“Yes…if you don’t mind my asking, how did you become a were – err, lycanthrope?”


“Oh, I’ve always been one. My whole family is. We’re a tribe.”


“Wow, your whole family.” Those were the words that came out of my mouth, but what hit me on an unconscious level was an internal longing to belong to a family of people who liked and accepted me for not only who, but what I was. My sense of presence shifted and on the landscape of my imagination the she-wolf inside of me sat on her haunches and let out a howl. She was lonely and made sure that I was aware of it.


I, of course, took the less tactful escape from the emotion and went for the low hanging fruit: humor.


“What, you were born one? Like a pup in a litter? Your poor mother.”


“Actually no,” he laughed, setting down the dog, who promptly went to do his business on the lawn. “We don’t change until late in puberty. Sometimes even after. At least the boys don’t. The girls are another story.”


“So, what about the girls?” I asked him.


Jackson hemmed and hawed until finally I told him to just spit it out. And he said, “Um, it’s attached to their flow.”


“You have got to be shittin’ me.”


“What? It’s true. They don’t change until they get their first period. It drives the boys a bit crazy with envy because most guys don’t finish puberty until the girls have already been shifting for a couple of years. By the time they get there, the girls have become experts at it.”


“Sounds smart, if you ask me.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, you know what they say.” I hedged my bets, not sure if Jackson merely oozed testosterone or if he was a chauvinist as well.


“No, I don’t know. Tell me.”


“You know…” Now it was my turn to hem and haw. “They say girls mature faster than boys.”


Jackson barked a laugh. Spanky thought he wanted to play and came running with his multicolored rope to pull, so Jackson obliged, playing tug of war with the little dog.


“They do, for a limited time. Things even up later, usually in their twenties. Before that, most of the girls end up pairing up with older guys. And they’re not all good guys like me. It sets up a painful power dynamic for the young men, even worse than in mundane human society, where the objects of their desire tend to be snapped up by those more mature. If it were my pack, I’d try to change that, or at least mitigate it.”


“Sounds complicated.”


“It is. It really sucks when you’re in love with a classmate.”


“Were you in love with a classmate?”


“Hell, no! I saw the writing on the wall. Too many broken hearts among the males in the pack. Most guys go through a ‘what’s wrong with me,’ or sometimes an ‘am I gay’ phase because of all the rejection, and it can make for some pretty sensitive personalities. You got to have a thick skin to be in my family. It’s easier for the alphas.”


Something clicked in my head. “So are you?”


“Am I what?” He asked, a gleam in his eye.


“Are you gay?” I’d already figured he was an alpha.


 


Ashlee the Writer’s Note to Self: I’ve found that people will tell you who they are pretty quickly, or at least who they think they are, which is who they want to be. I may have preternatural wolf senses, but for this I just have to listen. Nobody brings up the topic of sexuality unless they feel it’s necessary to let you know where they stand, which comes with a lot of socialized assumptions about how we interact. Me? I go with my gut ninety percent of the time. It may create a little drama and chaos, but at least it feels more honest. As long as I own my own perspective and stay curious, it helps to smooth things out. A girl’s gotta retain a little bit of mystery, right?


 


“I am, yes. Gay, that is.”


I let out a sigh.


“But my wolf isn’t.”


“Wait…what? You’re gay but your wolf isn’t? You know, Jackson, I’m not even sure that I can process that statement, so I’m going to leave it for later, if you don’t mind.”


“Be my guest.” He leaned back, all confidence and swagger, eyeing me like a rogue – which was adorable.


Damn, I thought. Makes me wish, well…never mind.


I was with Will. This was just the attraction of the bad boy talking. “So, I take it you’re an alpha.”


“I am. And so are you, Ashlee.”


“No, I’m not.” I frowned at him. “I’m total beta.”


“How do you know?” Jackson picked up Spanky again and cuddled him in his arms.


“Interesting. He never lets anyone but family pick him up like that,” I said, giving voice to a stray thought I’d had earlier.


“He recognizes pack…and you’re changing the subject.”


I ignored him and followed my own rabbit trail. “So, how does your mother handle the change while she’s pregnant? I mean, if it’s anything like my shift, that’s gonna be really disgusting.”


“Pregnant women don’t get periods, remember? No period, no change.”


“Really? That’s awesome. I wonder if it would be the same for me? But I didn’t get…” My voice trailed off. Why the hell was I being so familiar with this guy?


He leaned toward me. “Didn’t get what?” I could feel his gaze on my lips.


If you ever find a guy going glassy-eyed on you and you have a sudden self-consciousness about whether or not you have schmutz in your teeth, but the look that he is giving you is pure heat, you can pretty much bet he’s thinking about how good that mouth could taste and where those lips could be. When I have those moments, I usually forget what I was going to say.


I don’t have those moments often, but this was sure one of them.


“I’m sorry. What were you saying?”


Jackson cocked his head. “That’s what I asked you.”


This was all too easy. He was too easy. What was it about this man that moved me on a primal level to want to bond with him, to want to curl up in his arms? What was it about him that made me feel safe? I mean, it wasn’t about him being gay. Half gay? The gay guy friend is a stereotype, based on the idea that the relationship can be deep and still platonic, nonthreatening.


But Will was straight. And we’d done platonic for a while. He made me feel safe and our friendship was deep. But that’s probably because he was more of a beta than I was. Or was I the alpha to his beta? Wait, wasn’t there a supermarket chain called Alpha Beta, or was I hallucinating?


I grabbed myself by the mental scruff and shook my wandering mind back to the present, focusing my attention on my nose and past the conscious layers of reality. The wolf in me went probing. “So, why are you here? And don’t try to tell me it’s just because of the basement renovation.”


The drone of the sounds around us receded into the background and all of a sudden my attention was captured, my senses fully engaged. Somehow, within a moment’s breath, I knew him, even without knowing that much about him. On a fundamental level I tasted him. I inhaled the desire from his pores and could smell both the hope and the anxiety in his perspiration. He felt uneasy, but determined, and I couldn’t smell any strange female lycanthrope in his scent, so the wolf within me pronounced him good.


I sat back and decided I would give him the chance to explain. I could hear his steady heartbeat and he smelled of longstanding forests and integrity.


“I told Adam you’d never buy the basement excuse, though I am a contractor and I intend to do the job.” Jackson sat back and grinned. “Don’t worry; he’s just doing his usual string-pulling.”


“What if I don’t want my strings pulled?”


“Then cut them.” Jackson’s face became sober. “But that has its price too.”


“Some days I think it would be worth it. So, what do you want?”


“Hmm, well, let me see…how can I put this tactfully?”


“Oh for criminy’s sake, just say it,” I growled at him. Sometimes guys can be so annoying! Evidently gay men could beat around the bush as well as any straight guy could. Pardon the wordplay. Hey, gimme a break. I’m a writer! Though I ought to be shot for that one.


“Criminy’s sake, eh?” He laughed. “You ought to have figured it out by now, smart girl like you. I want you to have my puppies.”


I snorted. Seriously, you would think I was a were-pig, not a werewolf. Milk-out-the-nose kind of snorting, plus allergy-attack kind of wheezing. I doubled over.


“Lift your arms.” Jackson commanded. Then he slapped me on the back and if I wasn’t in so much agony I’d be embarrassed about all the hacking.


“You have got to be joking,” I gasped out when I finally got my breath back.


“Actually not.” He rubbed his palm against my back, sending whines for more and rumbles of satisfaction through the wolf inside me.


“But I’m not ready to be a mother,” I tried to wail, but my voice twisted in the process and I turned from him, hiding my embarrassment. I felt like I was thirteen again, suddenly unsure about everything.


“That’s the beauty of it. You don’t have to be.”


“What do you mean?”


“What do you know about wolves, Ashlee?” He turned me toward him.


“Only what I’ve read online,” I hedged, not wanting him to know that I was a bibliophile with a library in my reader.


“And what about lycanthropes?”


“Myths and legends mostly. How do I know what is true and what’s not? Until I met you, I thought I was alone in this world.”


“We’ve had to stay under the radar, so we generally keep to our own. Well, lycanthropes are one thing. But lupine, which is what you are, you are a whole different kind of beast.”


“What do you mean?” I thought I was asking him about his perspective on the term lupine, but he plowed on, as oblivious as any wolf on a rabbit trail.


“I mean crossbreeding between lycanthropes and lupines doesn’t usually happen.”


“What, we’re not good enough for you?”


“Well, there are some of us who are prejudiced, but, besides there not being many of you in the world…no, you’re just…different.”


“Different, how?”


“It’s like we’re similar enough in the parts department that in our human form we can have sex, but nothing viable comes of it.”


“I’m sensing a ‘but’ coming along here any second now.”


“But in wolf form…it works.”


“Wait. So, if you want to breed werewolves – I mean, lycanthropes, you guys that is, it takes two to tango in human form. But if you cross a lycanthrope with a lupine and mate them during the shift…”


“Only during the blood moon…” he interrupted. “A full lunar eclipse.”


“Fine. If a lupine and a lycanthrope do the horizontal tango during a blood moon, you get…?”


“Something special, I believe. Wolves with greater intelligence and awareness, perhaps even the ability to speak with lycanthropes or lupines.”


“That sounds cool…”


“Better than cool. Awesome.” He said the word not like a teen who applies it to everything fun, but reverently, as if speaking of the Divine.


“How do the pups survive the change?” I imagined myself bloated and retaining water, trying to shift forms while knocked up. “Or does the mother stay stuck in wolf form for the pregnancy?” How the hell would I explain that to my editor?


“That’s the beauty of it. They don’t.”


“They don’t survive?” I was appalled.


“No, no, no – they only appear during the change. It’s part of the magic. Because the human-human mating is sterile, you’re only pregnant when you’re shifted to wolf form.”


“Wait. What? Back it up.”


“You wouldn’t be having children, Ashlee. You’d be having pups. My pups.”


“Please don’t tell me what I think you’re telling me.”


“Wolves, Ashlee. Real wolves. Not lycanthrope, not lupine, not shifters. A new kind of wolf, or perhaps the return of an old kind, a subspecies that hasn’t been seen for centuries.”


“But…”


He must have sensed an advantage and pressed on. “There is something within the mystical chemistry of lycanthrope and lupine that allows us to mate as wolves but without bringing more werewolves into the world. So, I’m asking you to have my offspring, not my children. Lycanthrope plus lupine equals...”


“Litter.”


Jackson laughed. He sounded so reasonable about it, but I couldn’t get my head around it.


“How do you even know this? You said they would be a new kind of wolf. Has this ever been done before?”


“Our oral traditions speak of it happening, but I believe it’s so rare that the über-wolves eventually breed back into the population, diluting their genes after several generations.”


“Then why do it? What’s it going to accomplish?”


“Don’t you get it? Wolves are being hunted off the face of the Earth, but we can help repopulate the species, Ashlee. Our wild cousins would no longer have to live in fear of extinction. Not with smarter, better alphas to lead the packs and pass on their intelligence.”


“I know the wolf population is being threatened in parts of the U.S., but isn’t this a rather drastic solution?” I couldn’t believe I was actually considering his proposition. “And it would only be temporary.”


“Life is temporary, Ashlee. This would help them for generations, even if we only do it once. Here. Take a look at this.” Jackson grabbed a laptop he’d brought with him from the sideboard and brought up a video.


“How Wolves Change Rivers,” I read over his shoulder.


“It’s about the Sawtooth Pack near Yellowstone and how they acted as a trophic cascade to improve the ecosystem. They helped return the behavior of herd animals such as elk to normal, reducing overgrazing and overpopulation, which in turn allowed smaller animals and plants to thrive again.”


“Trophic cascade…” I mouthed as I read the introductory blurb.


“Hey, boss!”


Jackson turned and I looked up from the display at the sound of his building crew, several men and a woman, yelling from the cab of the truck that they’d just parked next to the back fence.


I was glad to see another female presence in the bunch. There’s something about being the only woman in a group of guys, which I’ve kinda been all my life as most of my friends are male, that if I didn’t enjoy the attention so much could make a girl feel like a piece of meat. But this new addition was a Blue Collar Babe. I bet Amber would think that she’s hot.


Not that I would notice that kind of thing.


Jackson waved to the men, nodded at the woman and then turned to me. “Keep watching that,” he said, referring to the video.


”I will. But you still need to clue me in on this remodel.”


“Sure. Let me get them familiarized with the job, and then we’ll go over these plans. You and I can continue our discussion about the, ah, possibilities, later.”


He smiled as he said it, and though I felt a stirring from the wolf inside me, the feeling I got from him was more security than lust. Considering our prior reactiveness, it seemed that this man had incredible control of what he projected.


“Actually…” He turned back toward me as I sent myself the link via his email. “On second thought, maybe we can really get deep into the subject tonight. We’ve got a lodge on the lake, and it has everything you could want. Oh, and I grill a mean steak. Meat so rare and tender you’d think it was trying to crawl off the plate.


“No. And no, thanks,” I told him. “I’ve got a boyfriend who also grills a mean rare steak, so that’s out of the question.”


“Fine. Bring him along. He really should be a part of the equation as well. Since he is your life mate.”


“Not for sure.” I wondered why I was protesting that. We’d made our declarations of love and intentions to get married, someday anyway. What was that if not being life mates? But I didn’t like how Jackson was stating it like it was set in the proverbial concrete. “He doesn’t even know that I’m a were. A lupine. Whatever.”


“Really?” His eyes lit up with interest. “I’m intrigued by your contradictions.”


“I bet you are,” I muttered as I headed into the kitchen.


“Jackson?” The woman, who wore a hard hat with the word “Beauty” printed on it – which was kind of redundant as she was obviously attractive – looked at him questioningly. With her tan skin, white teeth and daisy dukes that matched her blue eyes, she looked like the centerfold of a “Girls of the Construction Trade” piece in a men’s magazine. The guys in matching “Beast” hard hats stood around like sidepieces, hunks to contrast with the female hardbody in the middle.


The ensemble stopped me in my tracks. Just who were these people? Jackson had called them “pack,” hadn’t he? Were the hard hats a joke? A play on words? Or were they all lycanthropes? My senses went into overdrive and I felt a wave of dizziness wash over me. The white noise in my head drowned out the sounds of the crew and I felt a sudden urge to call my sister, but I wasn’t about to take her into my confidence on this one…at least not until I found out more about what was going on and processed it.


The wolf growled within me and I realized that, unusual while still in human form, my senses were overstimulated. I put an ice pack on my head and lay down on the couch with Spanky, away from the activity and Jackson’s overwhelming pack.


“So, what do you think I should do?” I asked the little grey Schnauzer, but he only looked at me with those quizzical eyes and rested his chin on my stomach with a sigh.


“Yeah, I don’t know either.” I said, and promptly fell asleep from the stress.


 


I woke up later as the vestiges of a dream slipped away from me to the sound of Jackson availing himself of Amber’s refrigerator. Oh, well. Mi casa, su casa.


“I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of checking out the rest of the house while you slept.”


Now that’s something I’m not telling Amber. Weird how I didn’t sense his presence prowling around. I looked at the clock. Two p.m. and Will would be coming over after finishing his Saturday half-day by the time it got hot.


He went on, “And though I like your sister’s style, I was wondering if we could go a little more rustic than Tuscan when it comes to the pool house? Exposed beams on the ceilings, lots of natural light, maybe some stained glass and no fluorescents.”


“No fluorescents? Not even in the kitchen?” I asked, but internally I was questioning how my pool house had suddenly turned into his project. And it wasn’t just Jackson. Will was doing the same thing. All excited about going to Home Depot and looking at things like crown molding. Hmm. I wondered if I could use this to my advantage?


“Naw, recessed lighting is the way to go with kitchens nowadays. Keep it warm with an amber glow.”


“Amber glow. Funny. You know, you and Will should talk. He’s got some great ideas about the cabinetry,” I deadpanned.


“I’d be happy to spend some time with him.” Jackson looked at me, eyes communicating humor. “What time is he coming around?”


Now he was just baiting me. But I had to admit, I liked the teasing. How liberating to have a friend with whom I didn’t have to lie…in both senses of the word. And my wolf was sniffingly intrigued.


“So, why me?” I asked, switching subjects and reaching for the glass of iced tea he handed me to put it against my temple. “Can’t you just find another shifter in your own area?”


“Not exactly,” he said, opening the door for Spanky to go outside, who promptly went to relieve himself and I couldn’t help but catch a whiff of the adoration and awe in his pee.


I know, I know. As a shifter, I’m often privy to way too much information.


“Why not exactly?” I countered.


“Well, you know when I said before about how some weres were prejudiced? Well, ‘prejudice’ may be a mild term for what is really going on.”


“I’m listening.”


“The truth is, lycanthropes are a xenophobic lot and many of my clan don’t agree with me about this. Most of them aren’t thrilled with what I’m considering, and some say it’s unnatural, bordering on bestiality.”


I barked out a laugh at that irony.


He shrugged. “I know, right? But I get it. They’re scared. Scared that as wolf populations are becoming extinct, we might just follow them. And some of them are concerned that what we’re doing is unethical, tinkering with their heredity.”


“That doesn’t make sense. It’s not like we’re playing God with genetic engineering. It’s no different from the selective breeding of dogs that produced Spanky here.”


“Isn’t it? According to my research, wolves that come out of a lycanthrope-lupine pairing will have a telepathic – or maybe empathic is a better term – bond with their pack. They’ll be smarter and should have a positive moral sensibility when it comes to humans and other intelligent creatures, rather like dolphins.”


“That should be a good thing, right? Especially when it comes to survival and coexistence.”


“I think it’s a good thing. It will make them less likely to run afoul of humans that might kill them. For example, they will be smart enough not to take a rancher’s sheep or cattle.”


“Or if they have to, they would hide the evidence.”


“You’re starting to see,” he said, downing his ice tea. “But you, my dear, are an anomaly.”


“Meaning what?”


Jackson didn’t get to answer that question as I heard the sound of Will’s truck pull into the drive. The contractor-lycanthrope moved toward the back door as if self-conscious about being there…which was fair. As far as he was concerned, I was Will’s. Even if I said yes to his weird breeding project, that wouldn’t change.


Would it?


He said, “Let me know if you’re up to dinner this evening. We have plenty of time to talk about this later. Next shift’s not coming up for a few days. And don’t forget to bring your boyfriend and your appetite. I know I will.” He slipped out the back door to the yard while Will came in from the garage.


I met Will in the laundry room. Now, I can’t speak for all women, but I’ve got a higher libido than most, and after the pheromone-charged conversation with Jackson…you can imagine my state of mind and body. So, when Will stopped at the washer to strip himself out of the blue jeans, work boots and the day’s grass, sweat and grime that pervaded his forest-green t-shirt, the musk of testosterone called to me and I took him right then and there. Mounted him like the beast I was on the gleaming linoleum tile. No words, just moans and groans of mutual need until our hearts raced to climax.


Mine. My inner wolf claimed him and I nipped him in his inner thigh where my head had somehow ended up resting as we rode the afterglow, causing him to jolt awake from the receding endorphin-induced sleep.


“Mm…what was that all about?” Will yawned, settling back into the post-coital haze. “Don’t get me wrong, it was great, but usually you don’t go all primal on me unless you’re extremely stressed about something.”


“Just juggling a lot of balls in the air.” I told him staring up at the moth caught in the overhead fixture on the ceiling. Amber would absolutely hate that, I thought, and then immediately forgot about it.


One of the curses of suffering from the acute hyper-vigilance of lingering PTSD – a result of my first transformation to wolf resulting in the death of Shane McDonald – is that when I couldn’t deal with something, I’d categorically ignore it as not relevant and put it on a shelf in my mind. If it wasn’t a threat, it would fade from consciousness quickly…even faster when I distracted myself with something highly, well…distracting.


Nothing like sublimating stress into sex. Hey, at least my vices were sustainable.


“Oh, and we have an invitation to dinner at the lake with the building contractor and his boyfriend,” I said, carefully emphasizing that last bit.


“We have a gay contractor?” Will asked and I could almost see the wheels spinning in his head. “That’s progressive for this town. Hope he’s not too flamboyant or the rednecks will run him out on a rail.”


Will had always been self-conscious about his indifferent alpha maleness, and inwardly I chuckled. I’d always been alpha enough for the both of us, though if the truth were told, we were more like betas. Jackson’s being gay meant he wasn’t a threat and Will didn’t have to compete for my attention. At least not my sexual attention, I imagined he thought.


I wondered how Will would react if he ever found out about Jackson’s proposition. Boy, would he be surprised. And it wouldn’t be like we were cheating, would it? Not in human form, anyway.


Would it?


Grr.


We picked ourselves up off the floor and threw most of our clothes into the washing machine. The rest we left in piles on the laundry room floor.


“When are you due?” Will asked.


I blanched. “I’m sorry, what?” And then I realized what he was asking.


“At the lake. When does this Jackson fella want us there?” Will said, walking naked across the kitchen tile and then through the living room. Amber would have a total cow if she had any idea we were streaking through her house, but…Will had the sexiest butt on a swimmer’s body, leaping out in furry whiteness against the darker color of his farmer’s tan.


I couldn’t help but wolf-whistle as I followed him. My own olive complexion tended toward bronze from weekends in the sun.


“Six thirty,” I told Will as he stepped into the enormous shower.


It was half past three and the hot spray called to me. I loved having long hair and though right now it was only a medium length cut, grown out from the atrocious bob Amber gave me last year, it still took time to dry when I washed it. But to do that I needed the whole bathroom to myself, so I waited while he rinsed.


“Let’s plan on leaving at six, then. Should give us plenty of time to get across town and out to the lake. In the meantime, I’m taking a nap. Wanna join me?


“Naw, you go ahead. Spanky and I got a couple of winks in earlier.”


“No, I meant wanna join me in the shower. I’ll wash your back.”


“Thanks, but I’m going for a swim while I still can. Maybe get some laps in.” I turned, intending to head out to the pool house. Jackson and his construction team had left, so I would have the back yard to myself.


“Sounds like you got your voice back,” Will called, bringing me to a stop at the bathroom door.


And I had. I hadn’t noticed it. But somehow, between the time I’d woken up this morning and the time I’d woken up this afternoon, my voice had completely returned. I wondered how that happened. “Guess so.”


“Well, I’m glad. I prefer my women not sound like bullfrogs.”


I grabbed a damp washcloth from next to the sink and lobbed it over the glass, smacking him in the head.


“Hey!” he yelled. But I was already too far away for retaliation. Mentally, I mean – bookmarking a conversation with Jackson about pack magic and wondering if I was mystically benefitting from their presence.


 


I swam my laps naked as usual, but after about fifteen minutes, I began to feel like I was being watched. Swimming to the edge, I looked around. Will wasn’t in the window; nobody peeked over the fence next door, but I caught a blur of platinum movement up the hill in the back of the house, on a slope steeper than most humans would try without mad skills or climbing equipment. Two ice-cold blue eyes stared at me for a moment, and then disappeared.


Why would a wolf be in this area? The closest natural ones I knew of were in Idaho, or maybe Wyoming. Could it have been a Husky, or some other dog resembling a wolf? It couldn’t be a lupine or lycanthrope, not in the full sun…or could it? I had to admit to myself there was a lot I didn’t know about this business.


I’d have to ask Jackson about it later. He’d been remarkably free with information so far, no doubt to get me on his good side in hopes I’d go along with his plan, but the suspicious part of me wondered what he was leaving out. I’d have to put on my investigative journalist hat and grill him good, but to do that, Will couldn’t be there, as of course he didn’t know what I was…but being alone with Jackson had its own pitfalls.


I went inside to get ready, texting Amber that I was raiding her closet. She texted me back and told me, “If you break it, you buy it.” Yup, that’s Amber. Priorities. Guess she still remembers the time I borrowed clothes without asking, tried to do the wash and cover up the evidence and shrank her tank tops in the process.


I settled on lumberjack plaid, jeans and high-tops to coordinate with Will. I know, pushing the line between cute and cutesy. It must have been the inspiration of being surrounded by Amber’s clothes.







Chapter 3




The lodge was a monster log cabin with a dozen bedrooms and a wraparound porch connected to a deck that jutted out over the lake. That’s where we met them. Below, stairs led down to a dock, with a party boat tied there.


Jackson said, “Will Stenfield. Ashlee Scott. This is the gang.” They looked at me like the anomaly I apparently was. But it was the way their nostrils flared when we shook hands and the way their pupils dilated as they savored the scent of me on their tongues that made the experience particularly surreal.


And Will was perfectly clueless, it seemed. That’s my boy.


“Sierra Layton. My foreman.”


The short-hared ice blonde Nordic woman had a strong grip, a calculating gaze and a smile that didn’t reach her eyes, which were cold blue…hmm. She wore khaki culottes and a starched white shirt with a stiff collar and shoulder pleats that made her look a little too Blonde Ambition for me and her scent felt sticky, like honeycombs and pine tree sap. Greek sandals wrapped up her calves, accentuating the long lines of her legs.


I had to admit her beauty was unnerving. In fact, my inner wolf responded as if challenged. I found myself wanting to take a step back while the beast within me wanted to crowd forward and intimidate. I glanced at Jackson, who cocked his head at me as if to say, you’re an alpha; what are you going to do?


But Will didn’t give me the chance. “Good to see a woman taking her rightful place in a man’s world.” He stepped forward to shake Sierra’s hand.


A glint of mirth flashed through Sierra’s eyes as she turned her attention on him and said, “Whoever said it was a man’s world?”


Something about the way she said it rubbed me wrong. My hackles began to rise as her right eyebrow twitched up and her nostrils flared. If my wolf had words, I think she would have been saying, “Bring it, bitch.” 


Using that word in the most literal way possible, of course.


A short blatino male stepped into my view, defusing the tension by sticking out his hand between us girls. A layer of thick fur spilled over his bright green rugby collar and continued down his legs below his bleached white shorts. He smelled delicious, like caramel corn and mole sauce, and my wolf recognized the omega of Jackson’s Wolf pack. “Dex Watley.” He had an impish grin and an infectious laugh.


Omegas are always ready to play, to chase away boredom and distract from conflict when it threatens to escalate into the point of no return. It was easy to see his purpose here, functioning as scapegoat and clown as he caught my attention and held it with his gaze.


When I took his hand, my inner wolf sat up and took notice. Not as mating potential, but as potential confidante and friend.


I thought I saw him blush under his dark skin and we all started laughing, the awkwardness draining out of the air. He released my hand only when Jackson cleared his throat.


“Sullivan Kearney,” said the next man to hold out his hand. I inhaled and caught the scent of Jackson all over him, but on his breath came the smell of aged whiskey, essential oils and tobacco. My kind of man, I thought. He was at least ten years Jackson’s senior and reminded me of Sam Elliott, with a little old-school Texas twang.


The Dude abides, I thought as he met my gaze with the kindest smile and kissed the knuckles of my right hand. He was actually shorter than Jackson, dressed impeccably in a pair of rustic canvas jeans, dark cowboy boots, and a long-sleeved starched and pressed grey button-down with a bolo tie. He carried himself with a presence that said he knew who he was and what he wanted.


I was impressed. He would have given Amber a run for her money in the meticulous department, only he didn’t seem to be as enamored with pink as my twin was.


“Ahem.” I heard a cough behind me as Will poked me in the ribs. “You’re holding up the receiving line, honey.”


And honestly, I don’t know why I did it, but I turned and bared my teeth at Will. I swear I almost snarled. Scared myself. He even took a step back.


Jackson moved in before Will could think about what just happened.


“Will,” Jackson stuck out his hand. “I’m Jackson Wolfe. I have to apologize for Sullivan ahead of time. He’s our ladies’ man, even if he wouldn’t actually close the deal. You have nothing to worry about.”


“Ignore him.” Sullivan replied as he hovered within my olfactory zone. “And my friends call me Sully.”


Wow, now this was interesting. On first read, Sully seemed at most a decade Jackson’s senior, but when I heard the tobacco-throated burr and the slow drawl of wild country in his tone, and when I caught the smell of rich ambrosia undercut with a base of cedar about his skin, I realized that Jackson had bagged himself a considerably older guy. This was clearly a gentleman who pulled the strings from the background and created a solid center around which the pack could revolve. This wolf would nudge you like a loving father, relentlessly expecting you to be your best and always being there to lick your wounds when you didn’t fare as well as you had hoped.


“Ashlee.” Will broke into my inner monologue and I jumped, remembering that, though I enjoyed following the intellectual spoor in my thoughts, I did live on the earthly plain.


Luckily, I was saved by the bell – er, um, by the belly up to the bar, I should say, as Dex called, “Anyone for libation?”


This broke the tableau, and the group wandered over to where the drinks were being served. Appetizers were a crab asparagus brioche topped off with a delicate Napa Pinot. And yes, I thought it. My pee was going to smell extra special in the morning. Admit it: you think it too, when you eat asparagus. Thank God I didn’t say it out loud.


“Is this everyone? I expected there to be more in the pack,” I said.


Will looked at me strangely.


Jackson furrowed his brow and cocked his head with a warning glance. “Oh, you must mean is this all of my crew?”


I ducked mine in embarrassment. “Of course. Your work crew, I meant. Dunno where my mind was.”


“No, there are more, but I didn’t want to overwhelm you with too many new people at once,” Jackson said. “This keeps it more intimate, don’t you think?” He flashed that mischievous grin and winked as he wrapped his arm around Sullivan’s back.


“What’s your pleasure, folks?” Dex said as he began taking drink orders.


“I’ll be back in a minute.” I escaped to the ladies room in the confusion. At least, that was my excuse to get the grand tour of the lodge without a guide.


As I wandered through the downstairs, I realized that this wasn’t just any run-of-the-mill building: this was an expression of love by a master craftsman of carpentry. Photos in waterproof frames showed Jackson and Sully in exotic places I’d only dreamed of. Although I’d traveled quite a bit, I didn’t have half the resume that these fellows did.


“This place is amazing isn’t it?” Will said as he came up behind me and I turned into his embrace. I suppose he’d wondered where I was and tracked me down. “I like the use of back lighting in the cabinetry.”


“I know. I’m envious. But I don’t know how they do it. Dragging all this stuff from Montana and setting it up just for a job,” I muttered to myself. That made me wonder. This looked less like a rental and more like somewhere they would be staying permanently.


I shuddered and suddenly felt very confined by my surroundings. I took a deep breath and the feeling of anxiety passed. “Canines don’t like water so much,” I mused aloud.


“Canines?” Will said as I mentally whacked my forehead.


Way to go, Ashlee. Way to let the wolf out of the bag. My only saving grace is that Will is often more clueless than I am.


“Just thinking about Spanky, and whether I could live in a place like this.”


“Your mind is all over the place tonight,” Will said and he kissed me before slapping me on the ass as he headed to the men’s room. And there was one: a men’s room, I mean, and a ladies room. Very good for entertaining…or communal living.


Both of the facilities were polished to perfection and gleaming with burnished wood and handcrafted touches that bespoke of a masculine presence with a strong thread of feminine sensibility.


“Hey, Ash!” Will called as he opened the door. “The men’s room even has a bidet. Do people really use these, or are they just showing off?”


I let out an exasperated snort. That’s my Will. California Redneck, all the way. Guess I’m going to have to work his edges a bit more, I thought. I don’t know why it was my responsibility to educate the world, but there you have it. It’s what we writers do. “Just think of it as a shower for your butt,” I replied. “Gets you really clean.”


“Ashlee!” Dex called from the bar. “I got a Lemon Drop with your name on it.” I decided we’d been unsociable for far too long and returned to the deck, Will following close behind.


The feast that followed was sumptuous, the kind of fare any carnivore would love. Heavy on the red meat, offset by luscious greens dripping in a tangy citrus mango dressing. What with the alcohol flowing and overstimulation on the extrasensory level I could barely keep an articulate thought in my head until after we’d all sat back and undone the top buttons of our pants.


Yup, that’s me. Such a lady.


Sierra spoke into a conversational break and all the attention shifted to her, though I knew Sullivan was keeping me constantly in the corner of his eye. “So, Ashlee, Dex and I are going out to Laguna Del Sol this weekend and we were wondering if you’d like to join us.”


It was an invitation, and a challenge. My wolf took notice.


I looked at Dex, who acted as if this was a surprise to him and he knew that Sierra was lying, but his face smoothed over as he thought about the prospect.


“What’s Laguna del Sol?” Will spoke the words aloud that I had in my head and I looked over at him eerily. I’d never done that with anyone but Mom and my twin. Freaky. Probably just coincidence.


Sullivan spoke up. “Laguna Del Sol is an hour from here, about a half hour outside Sacramento.”


“It’s totally great, Ashlee.” Dex interjected. “It’s this awesome resort where you can play water volleyball and stuff, all day long.”


“They also have tennis and regular volleyball courts, a family pool, and even an indoor pool where you can swim in the winter,” Sierra said.


“Naked,” Jackson smirked like a kid with a secret.


“It’s a nudist recreation area,” Sullivan informed us patiently. “We’re going to check it out as a possibility for our monthly retreats.”


I nodded that I understood.


“Hey, Ashlee does that too.” Will leaned forward, interested.


“What do I do?” I asked him. I had no idea what he was talking about.


“You know, go to that place up in Middletown sometimes.” He lowered his voice to a level he thought only I could hear. “For you, you know. Your time of the month.”


That’s what I’d told him. Heck, it was even true, in its way. “Harbin Hot Springs. I get a discount by helping them with the copy for their marketing materials. Perks of the industry.”


Harbin is a resort run as a spiritual retreat center, but I’d used it from time to time as a place to hunt during my shift. I didn’t realize he’d been paying that much attention.


“I’ve been to Harbin once,” Sierra said with a tone that said she didn’t think much of the place. “It’s quite rustic and very granola. If you like that sort of thing.”


Well, I do, I thought. I told her so.


“It’s too quiet for me.” She sniffed. “You can’t even talk in the meditation pools.”


“I guess that’s why they call it a meditation pool,” Will replied for me.


That was the second time in as many minutes he’d said what I was thinking. Amber and I used to do it all the time. I guess the closer you are, the more predictable you become. There was no reason to believe it was supernatural, right?


“Just because you don’t have the awareness it takes to appreciate the natural splendor of God’s creation in the form of Harbin doesn’t mean it’s not special to the rest of us,” I snapped as my inner wolf bared her fangs.


Wow, where did that come from? 


“Ladies, please.” Will laughed and my eyes narrowed. I think he was actually enjoying this incipient catfight.


“If you’ll excuse me, I need a breath of fresh air.” I left before I said anything else that made me sound like more of an über-bitch than I already was. I walked toward the edge of the deck and lit up a clove. My fight-or-flight mechanism had kicked in and I needed to do some serious heavy breathing. I concentrated on calming myself as I inhaled the nicotine, letting it in and out in a long, slow draw. My heartbeat slowed.


Jackson sidled up and leaned on the rail next to me, but said nothing.


After a while, I said, “Is she always such a bitch or is it me?”


“Naw. Sierra’s always like that.” He plucked the cigarette out of my hand, took a drag and handed it back.


“Ew. Germs,” I found myself saying, but that sounded way too much like Amber for my liking. “Never mind.”


He laughed.


I inhaled the cinnamon-sweet smoke into my lungs and tasted the heat of the man on my lips. Then I looked at myself internally in horror, for at least two reasons. One involved the temptation to violate my exclusivity with Will, and the other… “Crap. I shouldn’t have shared my cigarette with you.


“Why? Oh, because you think you’re sick.”


“I am. I mean, I was. Just got my voice back this afternoon. Come to think of it…”


“Your recovery seems to have bordered on miraculous?”


“Yeah, now that you mention it.”


“It’s part of the pack’s healing magic. You may not be lycanthrope, but you benefit from our presence.”


“What, like in Cocoon, and you guys are the aliens in the swimming pool?”


“Better than Death Becomes Her.”


“Just as long as I don’t play the lead in Rosemary’s Baby.”


“Or better yet, either guy in Twins.”


“Okay, that one I don’t get.”


“Anyway...” Jackson chuckled.


“You know, you should have started with the perks if you wanted to sell me. Nothing like burying the lede…”


“Ha, ha. Back to Sierra…”


“Do we have to?”


“It probably comes from having been promised to me as a mate when we were kids,” he explained. “When I turned out to be gay, the whole trajectory of her life shifted.”


“So, I should feel sorry for her?”


“No. Just understand her attitude. She thought she was going to mate with an alpha male and be the alpha female. She only got half of the deal.”


“She could still mate with you once a month in wolf form, right?”


“That’s not enough for her, even if I were willing – and I’ve put her off until now. And she’s possessive. It’s hard enough for her to accept that Sullivan and I are together.”


“Then why’s she still hanging around?”


“She’s pack,” he said, as if that explained everything. And maybe it did. It wasn’t that different from a human family, though more defined and confining. Still, it was getting hard to hear that answer repeated every time someone wanted to sum up the status quo. It’s an answer that had a tendency to shut everyone up, an answer that short-circuited explanations and shot down discussions.


Nothing like family to discourage critical thinking.


“Come out with us, Ashlee,” Jackson cajoled. “Get to know us. Even Sierra. We’re not a bad bunch.”


I smelled Will before I heard him as he came up behind me.


“We should totally go with them, honey,” Will mocked, knowing I hated valley-speak.


I ignored it, turning with an elbow on the rail, clove held beyond. My eyes flicked between the two men. “This isn’t some frat-boy prank you guys cooked up to try to get me into my birthday suit in public, is it? And besides, Will, I’m more afraid of you burning that pasty white ass of yours.”


“Hey, if you can do it, so can I.”


I detected a bit of trepidation in his answer, but I had to give my boy credit for cheek.


 


When we got to Laguna del Sol, Will wasn’t nearly so confident as we stripped down into our altogether in the parking lot. Because that’s what you do when you go to a naturist resort. You doff your clothes practically the minute you walk through the gates. Of course, I brought an artfully placed sarong to give some minimal coverage and show off my best assets. I brought one for Will as well and he had that thing wrapped around him so tight I thought it was going to cut off his circulation.


Men seem to be hyper-consciously aware of their junk. I guess that’s what you get when you wear your arousal on the outside of your body. Gotta hand it to them, though. I don’t know if I would do half as well if everyone around me who had eyes to see could tell when I had a flush of sexual attraction.


Amber would be aghast if she knew I was doing this. Most of our family would. Except for Adam, but when you’ve been all over the world in Uncle Sam’s employ I guess you learn a thing or two outside of the conservative small-town world. I mean, being naked around one person is entirely different from being naked around several hundred.


I’ve found there’s a refreshing authenticity about most nudists. Sure, every once in a while someone seems creepy, but the community seems self-policing when people step out of line. The idea is, when you’re naked, nobody cares about the things you have, who you know, or what you drive. You’re all just children naked in the garden once again. And for a wolf in human clothing, it felt more than right.


 


We met for brunch at ten a.m. outside the resort restaurant and were joined by the rest of the crew. There were four: Darla and Twyla who looked like sisters, but I was told were cousins, and their prospective mates, Geoff and Neal. As the conversation flowed, I proceeded to familiarize myself with pack dynamics. It was like there was a natural pecking order that they all knew about, and I was the only one that couldn’t tell where I fit.


You know, they say ninety-nine percent of what we worry about never happens, but common sense doesn’t work on an anxiety-prone lupine like me. Yet, I took time to look around me and took it all in. They all had an amazing quality of comfort with each other and you could tell that they really liked each other.


I’d kill to have that. A sense of ease is not something I associate with family. Usually when the Scott clan is together, I try to keep my opinions to myself and not get mad at each member of my family’s particular brand of narrow-mindedness, which, oddly enough, seldom overlapped.


I still had to work at not being judgmental. We’re all products of our upbringing. How much was our fault, how much our parents, and still more, how much was biology?


Biology…I sighed and rested back into Will’s arms and really looked at them, all of them: what I was starting to think of as the Knightsbridge Canyon pack.


My pack?


If so, how would Will fit in? Would he even want to? Would they let a mundane human in? Talk about your ultimate omega. He’d be only half a person to them, probably. It didn’t seem fair.


Sierra was beyond stunning and if it wasn’t for the inability of a shifter to retain the benefits of plastic surgery through a shift, I would have sworn she’d had work done. No, really. I knew I was cute in an all-American girl-next-door fashion, but Sierra was exotic. And muscular, but in a really feminine way. Like one of those aerobics-on-the-beach fitness gurus. She was turning heads wherever she went, even among the blasé not-polite-to-stare crowd.


I tried not to be envious, really I did. But she really had “it.” The kind of “it” that makes a girl question her own value and desirability.


Dex accompanied her everywhere, smiling like a cat eating cream as he basked in the shadow of her glory while waiting on her hand and foot. He must be her alternative plaything, as sexual access to Jackson was – bzrrt! – denied.


Damn. I am so not doing this, I told myself. Why compare myself to anyone?


Envy does not become you, I heard my mother whisper to me.


Oh my God! Mother!


And yes, of course, there she was – the only fully clothed being around – in a diaphanous gown of purest white, and more beautiful than all of us put together. Something about her bleed-over from the spirit world just made your heart ache and want to recite poetry that you hadn’t written.


Mother ruined the effect by standing on the surface of the water volleyball court – if you can call a pool a court – with a net dividing her body. She smiled up at the group and me as we dined at tables on the restaurant’s verandah. I rolled my eyes as a volleyball shot through her abdomen and I could see through the hole it left behind. I snorted, and had to hide my grin.


“What’s so funny?” Will whispered in my ear as the rest of the table made small talk while Sierra pontificated on her prowess at “real” volleyball, denigrating the “boys who stayed in the kiddie pool.”


“Nothing. Everything,” I said. I’m learning that sometimes you shouldn’t embark on verbalizing a thought until you’ve got it well articulated in your own mind. That’s why I prefer to write. I mean, if I said everything off of the top of my head without reflecting on its possible impact, I wouldn’t have any friends at all.


“So, Will…” Sierra interrupted. A barely perceptible beat. “And Ashlee, of course.”


We turned to look at her and Will caught the force of her right on his chin and slipped into that puppy dog look of amazement he gets.


I growled inside, but remained determined to be a grownup. Almost. I did step on his foot, breaking the spell.


“Are you guys going to join me on the hard courts, or are you going to play soft like the rest of these suckers?” Sierra asked. Or I guess I should say, challenged.


My wolf bared its teeth, dying to put her in her place.


“Not me,” Will said. “Ash is the athlete. I’m just the athletic supporter.”


That was true in its own way. Will had played some sports in high school, but he wasn’t what you’d call a natural jock.


The tension eased a bit as chuckles swept the group.


“I’m game.” I looked Sierra in the eye. “If you’re up for a smack-down.”


And she really did say it this time. What we were all thinking.


“Bring it, bitch.”







Chapter 4




The field was clay and doubled as a tennis court. You would think that the place would have a sand lot, I thought as I surveyed the lay of the land and players involved.


We joined a game in progress, evening out a five on five to a proper six per side. With a wide mix of ages, I was delighted that wearing shoes and loin coverings was kosher, especially for the guys. Nobody needs all that flopping around, doubly so as the clay threatened its own special kinds of rug-burn to anyone diving.


Sierra and I squared up at front of the court, center. She had about a foot on me and I wondered who had the higher jump and reach. Damn, I wish this was a basketball game, I thought. I just know this bitch can’t dribble.


It quickly became apparent that Sierra was a hotdog and a ball-hog, determined to make sure everyone knew how skilled she was. After a few run-ins with a well-placed spike and some flaming red impact splotches, I settled myself into the long haul of being a team player.


Bump. Set. Spike. Rinse and repeat.


I wasn’t the greatest spiker, though my bump was passable. It was my set that people really loved.


Sierra, on the other hand, took balls right and left until her team finally learned to call their shots and get out of her way.


Eventually she overreached herself trying to face-plant me with white leather. I grabbed her arm and yanked her into the net, our combined force bending the poles as we both landed with a smack on top of each other.


“Get off me!” she growled, and I unceremoniously put a knee into her abdomen as I scrambled, sliding off her sweat soaked skin. It was either kiss her or kill her and I really didn’t want to do either. But I did want to win.


Four points later, the score 20-19, my serve and our game point. I narrowed my eyes as the sun refracted and I teared up at the last moment, causing me to bobble, even though Mom did try to help by deflecting the ball back for a long volley, but at the end of the match, even with her hot-dogging hindering them, Sierra’s team still won and that smarted.


The game broke up and we all complimented each other insincerely on a game well played.


As I walked back to the water volleyball court in silence, Sierra sauntered up behind me. “Don’t feel bad, honey. I was training for the Olympics by the time I was out of diapers.”


I kept my mouth shut rather than sink to her level. I was still smarting and I didn’t like to lose, but the alternative was to look like a poor loser to her gloating winner. Better to ignore her and let others see what a douche she was being.


 


The rest of the day passed uneventfully. I played a little water volleyball, and when I didn’t respond to Sierra’s continued veiled insults and barbs, they became not so veiled. She seemed determined to get a rise out of me. I stayed near Will, ignoring my nemesis and, truth be told, rubbing her nose in his devotion to me.


Unfortunately, this rebounded on poor Dex. The more he tried to be nice to Sierra, the worse she treated him. He took it all without complaint.


Dinnertime came and went and as the community gathered for the evening dance, the pack had grown restless, disharmonious.


Jackson took Sierra aside.


Not aside enough, though. Score points for being a shifter – really good hearing.


“You are out of control, Sierra,” Jackson told her in a no-nonsense sort of way. “We had this conversation before we left and you told me you could handle it.”


“I know,” she whined. “But it’s not fair! I was promised to you. Why does she get you?”


God, I hated when a girl whined, even when it was her. It made me feel better, though, to see that she was far from the invincible Valkyrie she tried to portray.


“Nobody gets me except for Sullivan. And the only reason I’m doing this is because I refuse to capitulate to pack custom. This is my way of circumventing the prohibitions and still fulfilling my responsibility as leader. You know I’d rather bring more wolves into the world than weres – of any kind, lycanthropes or lupines. Until our culture shifts, I’m not really interested in replicating the status quo.”


Was he saying that for me? I wondered. Sierra looked as if she’d heard it all before. Jackson had to know I was listening.


“Besides, you know my wolf just doesn’t feel that way about you.”


I lost the conversation there when Will sneaked up behind me and lay his head on my shoulder like a dog. “Where’d you go?”


I experienced a sense of déjà vu. Mom always used to ask me that, back before she transitioned. Transitioned. Huh. Such a strange word for death, but knowing what I know and seeing who I see…yes, you can say it. I see dead people.


She’d ask because I was such an energetic tomboy, forever haring off toward whatever seemed most interesting and adventurous, unlike Amber, whose focus was always on the girlie, the urban, the hyper-feminine. Clothes, accessories, nail salons, air conditioning…the mall, in other words.


Not that I minded a good mall. The difference was, I’d be browsing the sporting goods, the gift shops with the naughty greeting cards, or the emo-goth fashion shops trying on t-shirts with foul language on them. Either that, or sneaking into the “authorized personnel only” corridors that ran behind all the shops.


“Ash?” Will snapped his fingers in front of my eyes.


“Sorry. It’s been a pretty full day.”


“You know, we don’t have to stay any longer.” Will cuddled me closer. “We could blow this popsicle shop.”


“Demolish this hotdog stand.” I countered.


“Escape this clown circus.”


“Leave this omni-gerontological titty bar.”


“Showoff. You writers and your big words.”


“I’ll explain it to you later.”


“I can google it when I get home.”


I rummaged in my bag for my smart phone. “You can google it now.”


“You know I hate those things. My retro Nokia is good enough for me.” He switched to his over-the-top Scottish accent. “I hate the smart phone, with its wee beady screen and that smug look on its face.”


That made me laugh so hard I started gasping and choking on my own spit, and I realized that, despite all my urges in other directions, Will was better. Nothing beats a man who can make your diaphragm clench so hard that you almost pass out.


Hmm. I guess that applied to non-humor stuff too.


So we made our excuses and headed back to the car.


“You know, I really don’t want to get dressed yet,” Will told me as he laid out his towel on the seat and we drove back to Knightsbridge naked as jaybirds.


He didn’t try to molest me the whole way.


I think I was disappointed.


 


The next week proved to be a whirlwind of excavation. Putting a basement into an existing structure could be a tricky business, it seemed, but Jackson’s crew seemed to take it all in stride. Since no one else was home, the pack worked later into the evenings than usual. We had dinner every night together. I was starting to think that there might really be something worth exploring in this strange arrangement between lycanthrope and lupine.


Will spent a lot of time at his mom’s, as she seemed to be going through a rough patch with her health, anemia or something, he said. Looking back later, I’m sure his absence freed me to explore this exhilarating new world of pack.


Don’t ever let anyone tell you that who you hang out with doesn’t matter. It does. You always conform to some degree, and the longer I stayed with the pack, the easier it became to envision myself as part of their world. And it appeared that there was something to this pack magic thing. I found myself feeling healthier than I ever have been, happier than normal and not as tempted by substances to modulate my mood swings.


Funny thing was, I usually like a lot of alone time, the freedom not to be hyper-aware of the needs of others and able to concentrate on my own. Being a twin makes me skittish about long periods of close quarters. Normally, the closer I am to someone, the more the latent twin-like bond gets activated and I end up feeling responsible for their wellbeing. It’s especially hard with Amber, because when she’s not happy, chances are, neither am I.


Thank God the pack was very self-sufficient, and though they often paired up with each other, they didn’t make me feel like an odd girl out. I guess Jackson and his crew were becoming familiar, like a favorite pair of jeans, or in Amber’s case a well-worn pair of heels. I fetched and carried for them when I felt like getting out of the main house, even swung a hammer a few times, learning something about construction while working up an honest sweat.


Good thing there was a pool just a few steps away. I offered them the use of it several times, but Jackson refused to let his crew take advantage. Bad policy to indulge on the client’s property, he said. I suppose he was right, as Amber owned the place, not me.


Despite his invitation, I chose not to visit Adam in Vegas. I really didn’t feel like doing the same old casino-and-spa routine and besides, I was thinking about teaching aerobics again. Maybe get back into working in the health and fitness industry itself instead of just writing about it from a travel journalist’s angle. I’d done a short gig of the latest crazes when I turned eighteen. I wasn’t the dancer that Amber was, but I had a few moves inside me. That and hostessing had kept me out of the house as my dad and his new wife noisily consummated their affections.


Ew.


I’d been so glad to move out.


 


Late one evening, as the crew was finishing up their day’s work, Jackson looked at me. “So, Ashlee…”


When someone says your name after the word so, it always makes me wonder what’s coming next.


He went on, “I think it’s time we took you out to run with the wolves.”


“It’s not a blood moon is it? No offense, but I’m not ready to get knocked up.”


“No, it’s not a blood moon.” The corners of his mouth twitched up and his nose crinkled. “Besides, like every righteous man on the face of this planet, I mate with integrity.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means if you’re not a full-on one hundred percent yes, then I default to no. Because until we can trust your no, we’re never gonna fully be able to trust your yes.”


“I suspect you’re in the minority. Will’s the only guy I know that’s a part of it.”


“Until I met Sully, I actually wondered whether there were any truly good men in the world.”


“Thank God for a few good men.”


“And thank the Goddess for a few good women. So, you up for a run?”


“Sure. Why not?”


Jackson turned to the pack. “Ash is coming along.”


Everyone smiled except, predictably, Sierra. Her usual scowl only deepened at her alpha’s announcement. Why couldn’t she just get over it? She’d won the volleyball game, after all, and seemed to hold all the cards…except one, I guess: Jackson’s determination to turn me into lupine breeding stock. If only she could see how conflicted I was about it, she’d be less jealous. I really, really had no intention of replacing Will with Jackson, and even the proposed wolf-on-wolf action felt like cheating in my mind.


At least I had another lunar month to decide. When was this blood moon anyway? I needed to look it up for myself.


We all piled into the work vehicles and headed up into the canyon. I rode with Jackson and Sully, relieved that Dex seemed to be distracting Sierra, as much as he could anyway. When we sighted Mount Rettig – barely a mountain compared to the peaks to the east, rising only about four thousand feet from the valley floor – we hiked a ways until dry brush gave way to copses of trees intercut with boulders that looked weathered from the few deluges we had during the short California winters.


The droughts had been getting worse in recent years. We really had to do something about that too, I thought. One thing at a time, Ash. Wolves first; I could save California’s ecosystem later.


The pack quickly set up camp, grilled some steaks rare, and as sunset approached, began to undress.


I joined them and we all stood around in a circle, naked. After all, clothes wouldn’t change with our bodies. I tried to pretend that we weren’t nude, but my wolf kept sneaking peeks from the neck down. Bad doggie, I told her on the cinema screen of my mind. She bared her teeth at me and grinned.


 


“Well, now what?” I looked at my pack expectantly.


Yes, I really was starting to think of this as my pack. Dex and Sierra. Darla and Geoff. Twyla and Neal. Sullivan and Jackson. Me and…sigh. I so wasn’t going there right now.


“Now, we wait.” Jackson said.


“For what?”


“You’ll see.”


“Couldn’t we have waited in our undies?”


Sierra snorted derisively. “What, the naturist resort was fine, but here, with nobody around, you get shy?”


“Leave off, Sierra,” Jackson said. “Here they come.”


The wind shifted and I caught a whiff of true wolf in the midst of all the weres. Jackson let out a piercing whistle and two beautiful greys slipped out from behind him.


“Ashlee” he said. “This is Luken and Elka. They are ulv, natural wolves.”


Entranced, I dropped to my knees without thought. Nothing could have prepared me for the impact of this moment. They were the most breathtaking creatures that I had ever seen.


Like every living thing on the face of the planet, animals have a resonance to them for those in tune with the supernatural. Top predators rang with special power as the appointed life-takers of the weak, the sickly, the unfit. These wolves radiated a contained strength, humbling me with their majesty.


If I hadn’t been half-convinced already, I was now seriously considering Jackson’s insane proposition.


Which is, of course, what he wanted.


The two turned their muzzles toward Jackson and he gave them a nod. The smaller one, Elka, trotted forward and met my eyes. My breathing stopped and my heart pounded loud in my ears. I swear she winked and chuffed at me, sitting back on her haunches and looking sideways toward her mate.


Luken came forward and placed his head on my shoulder, butting at me like a dog until I lowered my own head in greeting. Then both wolves joined me in an embrace, lapping at my neck and scenting me. They squirmed around me like puppies until I could do nothing else but run my fingers through their fur, nuzzling them as they nuzzled me.


When I looked back up at Jackson, his face showed satisfaction at the wonder I felt, tears rolling from my eyes. The wolves lapped briefly at my tears, and then left me to slip back into the shadows.


“But you said they’re natural wolves. Where did they come from?”


“It’s an experiment in repopulation. We brought them in a couple months ago to learn the lay of the land.”


The human side of me fretted about the wisdom of screwing with the ecosystem, whether they would kill livestock and be hunted by ranchers, and what Fish and Game would think if they were spotted.


The wolf in me rejoiced, and I understood perfectly where Jackson was coming from. These two were a Good Thing, so right that no justification was needed. The Pacific Northwest, northern California included, needed them there.


The pack needed them there.


I needed them there.


Jackson went on, “Once they accept you into the pack, you’ll always know how to find each other.”


“How?”


“You’ll feel it.”


Soon, the moon began to rise. Or fall; pick your own metaphor.


 


If you’ve never been a wolf, you can’t know the joy of bounding across the hills, following the heightened senses of a magnified world: the way the terrain rolls out before you soft in the moonlight and the grassy soil springs up against your paws, a natural cushion so unlike the harsh feel of concrete in human form.


But the joy of being a lone wolf was nothing compared to the shared experience of pack – the heady aromas of scents captured on the back of the tongue, and the sounds of nature rushing past as side by side we leapt over fallen trees and trickling streams, pushing up against each other and jockeying for position as we nipped at each other’s flanks and heels.


I tell you, it was glorious.


Jackson and I raced for the summit of Mount Rettig as we stretched ourselves to our limits, unlimbering muscles that had lain dormant over the last lunar cycle. Luken and Elka played with Darla, Twyla, Geoff, and Neal, while Sully, Dex and Sierra brought up the rear.


Though I could sense Sierra’s constant disquiet, there eventually came an anticipation in her gait that seemed at odds with her mood. I didn’t have time to wonder when on a narrow beam of light, I caught the glint of metal out of the corner of my eye. Sully barked a warning – too late – as a bullet ricocheted off a nearby tree and grazed my hindquarters.


Not again! I thought as pain flared, but unlike the last bullet I met by moonlight, this one had only drawn a line of fire across my skin.


Jackson barked a warning and the rest of the pack headed for cover.


Me, I let the beast take over. Instead of running away from it, I turned toward the danger, rage filling my chest. The shortest distance between two points is a straight line and I headed straight for the shooter.


 


He took one look at me and made a beeline for his Land Rover. It was one thing to take a broad shot against the silhouette of a wolf running in profile, another entirely to try to put one between the eyes. An unflappable expert might have done it, someone experienced with big game; lions and tigers and bears. Fortunately for me, this hunter didn’t seem so steady.


This wolf had the bad guy in her sights. I didn’t know what I was going to do when I caught him, but that thought had barely crossed my mind before a big, silver-white blur came hurtling past, breaking my stride and pushing me off my goal.


Sierra.


I snarled. The bitch is in my way. She needed a lesson in payback. Don’t ever distract a wolf-girl set on revenge unless you intended to become her nearest target.


I turned and sank my teeth into her haunch, fully intending to put the bitch in her place once and for all, when Luken and Elka shot between us and my head began to pound as images flashed through my mind. Visions of light and shadow accompanied by strange memories of metal smells, cages, and torture bombarded me and I sneezed trying to clear the dust from my head. It wasn’t exactly words, but it was like getting a nostril full of primal canine communication. Wolves do not get close to mundanes. That was what the brain barrage was saying. Sierra and I whined at the onslaught until Jackson’s arrival brought the two to heel.


The hunter was long gone by the time the snarling and yapping stopped.


 


We finished the night in silence. Well, at least Sierra and I did. The rest of the pack took up an awful lot of howling until we all passed out after gorging ourselves on a flock of geese that would never fly south for the winter. We woke up human, the true wolves gone, naked in a puppy pile, wrapped arm over arm and leg over thigh as the sun brought the shift with the passing of the moon.







Chapter 5




Whoever coined the term “dragon breath” must have woken up in a puppy pile with a bunch of shifters. I swear we gave new meaning to the word. This must be one of the givens when you ran with a pack, I thought as I pulled my toothbrush from my satchel and made do with a rinse from the bottles of water we’d brought with us.


It seemed Sierra felt the same about meat-odor morning breath and I chuckled as she took a huge slug of mouthwash and began to pass it around like whiskey. I rinsed and spit and joined the others as we grabbed our gear and headed back to the vehicles.


I so needed a shower and time alone to decompress that experience.


It wasn’t hard to stay silent and just let the emotions run through and off me as Sierra cranked up the summer rock station and lounged in the passenger seat with her grungy toes hanging out the window. Dex drove, and he dropped me off at the house before heading back to the lodge.


Knightsbridge was starting to feel like home again. And it kind of scared me. Was I really doing this? Retreating from my travel-writer lifestyle for the familiarity of a hometown I thought I’d left behind?


“Gods who run as wolves.” That’s what the true canines called us, I reflected that evening. Oh, not in so many words, but that was the imagery they conveyed mind to mind, scent to scent, eye to eye, and head to head. I could imagine, though, it was they who were the gods, because if we were the gods of this celestial play, we sure had a lot to answer for.


It’s painful to struggle against the natural order, Elka had thought at me when she’d calmed me down and licked my wound. Looking back, I agreed. What had I been thinking, attacking a hunter? But that’s where wolf and human differed. Where most of the time wolves’ only concern is for survival, humans wrapped themselves in layers of complex intention and conflicting desire.


Just before we’d parted, Jackson had said he’d report the hunter to the Master. I wanted to ask him what he meant – was there some kind of über-alpha I’d never heard of? – but he’d waved off the question, saying he’d me fill me in later, and truthfully, my brain was overloaded with new werewolf stuff. After dealing with everything alone for ten years, it felt good to have others like me around, despite being overwhelmed.


 


I decided to call Amber and catch her up to speed, which of course got me an earful from my twin.


“Are you insane?” Amber’s voice drilled into my head and I held the cell phone at arm’s length after I’d told her what I was considering. “You’re smart enough to know not to get pregnant, but you want to have a gay guy’s puppies? Isn’t that taking progressive eco-conservationism to an extreme?”


“Come on, Amber. If you were in my shoes, you’d totally do the same thing. You love dogs!”


“Yes, but I prefer to get mine from a certified breeder.”


“Besides, you had the opportunity to have John Robert. Maybe I want the experience of giving birth as well.”


“Giving birth? You’re looking forward to giving birth? 36 hours of labor once in a person’s life is plenty, thank you very much. And birth is to raising kids as a wedding is to marriage: not the same thing at all. Frankly, the fact that you would be able to drop a litter and just walk away is pretty irresponsible even for you, Ashlee.”


“Ouch.”


She sighed. “I’m sorry; you may think that we’re having a peach of a vacation out here, but Dad and Rhonda get up at oh-shit-thirty every day and I can’t sleep in with all their morning rattling around in the kitchen. Then they go to bed while I’m on my second glass of wine and getting chatty, leaving me with no one to talk to except Elle, which is driving her crazy. I’m tired of juggling priorities for everyone else when all I really want to do is be back home on the couch with my feet up.”


“I’ll trade you my life for yours.”


“You could never handle my life. What do you ever have to deal with? Getting shot in the ass and writer’s block?”


See, I knew leaving out the part about my latest bullet wound was the right thing to do. Which, come to think of it, though it was only a grazing, had healed up practically overnight. Go were-change and pack magic!


Anyway, never give your twin sister ammunition.


“Damn, Amber. Spare me a little truth, why don’t you?” I replied, trying not to be offended at her supercilious tone.


“That time of the month. Sorry.”


“Yeah, I know. Tell me about it.”


“Then shut up and take a Midol already, I did. Do I have to make it enough for two?”


She had me there, and we both ended up laughing. God, I loved to laugh with my sister. But our lives were so different that sometimes it was hard to find enough common ground to share the same sense of humor anymore.


For those of you who aren’t twins, there is an element of shorthand that we have with each other. You know, how they say that we can finish each other’s sentences, know what each other is thinking. Well, Amber and I took it one step further. She’d get the period and I’d get the pains, or vice versa, and one of us would be on the phone with the other one telling her to take a Midol.


 


Will decided to take a day of R&R, so after a leisurely morning together in the main house, breakfast in bed – don’t tell Amber, she’s anal about stuff like that – and a nap in the afternoon, we went out with his mother that night to meet the man she’d been dating.


At first glance, Mr. Constantine Shelby seemed enchanting. Not a tall man, still he had an old-school gravitas and charm you just don’t see too often nowadays. He reminded me of the leading man from some old black-and-white classic movie, like Cary Grant or Gregory Peck, or maybe a young David Niven. Black hair with a touch of gray at the temples enhanced the impression, as did fair skin that glowed in the subdued lighting of the restaurant.


He met us at the Boxcar and had a table reserved in the nicest section. It was at the far end of the caboose and set up on a dais, and depending on where you sat, you either had a view of the whole restaurant or a quick getaway to the smoking section, an outside patio. I experienced déjà vu and hoped to God I didn’t know any of the servers. I’d worked there for a while during high school.


Foul-mouthed Sid no longer worked in the kitchen – I checked – so I didn’t have to worry about him spitting in my food or coming out to make embarrassing comments in front of the rest of Knightsbridge’s finest. “Love me, or hate me,” he would say, “but you damn sure won’t ignore me.” That was his highest aspiration I guess: to be noticed. Pathetic.


The hostess seated us and passed out menus, pertly delivering the specials of the evening, and then the bar waitress came by to take drink orders. Poor Will, he tried to make me laugh by ordering a Chelada. I’d jokingly told him when we visited San Fran that it was the go-to drink for the discerning bisexual man. He kept ordering it just to make me laugh, because if you knew Will, you would know that being attracted to another guy just wasn’t in the realm of possibility.


“Call me Con,” Shelby said, so we did. It appeared he knew just about everybody who was anybody in town. The mayor came by and inquired about the magic-and-antiques shop Con ran, made a comment to Will about how he heard good things about the landscape business and told me that he was sorely missing his city attorney, but was finally happy that she was using up all of the rollover vacation days he’d given her. And he did say he heard a rumor that they might be returning early, even as soon as next week.


Holy Shit, I thought. I need to start cleaning for my twin sister’s return.


“Ashlee,” Will whispered and I came back to myself. “You in there?”


“Sorry, wool-gathering.”


Con charmed everyone around him with witty banter and fierce repartee, as if he were a movie character with perfectly written lines. Will’s mom tittered and held onto his arm like a teenager, which was, you know, ew. People ought to act their age. I guess her medical issues had been handled, though, which was a blessing.


Within Con’s presence, people seemed to glow with an infectious vitality, as if they were better people to be near him. Except me. He gave me a sinus headache and made my inner bitch put her paws over her eyes. To me, it felt fake, yet no one else seemed to notice.


“Good to see you again, William.” Con flashed him that million-dollar smile and Will’s eyes glazed over, kind of like when he had been mesmerized by Sierra, I thought, and then the man turned to me. “And Ashlee. You know, I met Amber about a month ago when she was shopping with John Robert.”


My wolf whined and the pain in my head made me bitchy. “Oh, you’re the guy that convinced Amber to get JR to take up ventriloquism. Thanks for that by the way. Now we have to listen to the kid’s uncensored inner monologue disguised as smartass dialogue from the mouth of a dummy. I saw the movie Magic, and that doll you gave him is just as creepy.”


“That smartass dialogue just may make him famous someday.” Shelby oozed charm toward me and I sneezed.


“Other than Jeff Dunham, no ventriloquist I know even makes a living.”


Con smiled. “One is enough. I think JR might be the next.”


“Yeah, well we like the kid the way he is, er, was. Whatever.” My allergies were kicking up and I felt like I’d walked through a patch of ragweed. I put my hand on Will’s arm and excused myself before I had an asthma attack, speeding out the nearest exit onto the terrace.


Will followed. Fortunately no one was smoking out there at the time. “You okay, Ash?”


“Yeah, sorry. I must be allergic to something in there. All of a sudden it was like I couldn’t breathe.” I grabbed for my inhaler, and then realized I didn’t have asthma; that was Amber. What the hell was going on with me?


After my breathing calmed, Will asked, “Do you want to try going back in again?”


“What I want is a clove.” I grabbed one from the purse I’d slung over my shoulder. Lighting up, I took a deep drag and made as if to pass it to Will.


“Naw, I’m good. Hey…Um. Have you thought about those vape things? I wonder if you could get one that tasted like cloves.”


“It would probably be better for me,” I said, voicing the thoughts I knew he was having. “I’m considering it,” I lied. At least, right now I was lying. Hell, I was lying all the time to Will, what with the pack situation threatening to take over my life. I felt like such a schmuck.


We didn’t speak for a while. Thank God for a man who doesn’t have to fill silence with words. With Will and me, it was easy that way.


“Hey, isn’t that your brother?” Will asked as I stared into space, elbows on the rail.


“What? Where?” I looked around, not seeing anybody I recognized as family. “Adam’s in Vegas and I don’t think he’s coming here before he heads to the cabin.”


“No, not Adam,” Will commented. “Whelan.”


“Whelan?” Just the name made me nervous. You see, Whelan wasn’t actually a brother, but a blood cousin that had come to live with us when we were little. Dad and Mom made us call him brother, but he never fit in. He was seven years older and a bully, which was a bad combination when we were kids. As a younger boy, Adam caught the worst of it, probably, but Whelan had scared Amber and me both.


Even now, he scared us. When he showed up every month or three, he usually wanted money and you never knew if it was for drugs or what, and since he was a habitual liar – my Dad once said that Whelan would lie when there was no reason to at all – well, you never could tell whether or not you were helping him or enabling him by giving him something.


Not that I had much to give, but since I wasn’t going to a church right now, giving to those who asked of me was my way of tithing to the universe. Ever since I was a kid, I kept an envelope full of singles in my purse for panhandlers. I don’t really know why; maybe to stave off the guilt. Funny, how we think more about the consequences of helping a family member than we do a stranger. Wonder what that’s about?


Regardless, it made the thought of seeing him really awkward. “Yeah,” Will said, pointing across the road. “He was there just a minute ago.”


“You know, I haven’t seen Whelan since the last time he got out of rehab.”


“Yeah, well, if he’s out, you may want to keep the blinds drawn at the house, or stay with me.”


“I can’t do that. What if he breaks in to Amber’s when I’m gone and steals all her stuff?”


“Better that than he breaks in when you’re all alone. Besides, she’s got a monitored alarm for when it’s empty. Elle’s the city attorney, so I bet they get good police response.” Will took the clove out of my mouth and dropped it to the deck, grinding it out with his shitkicker.


I started to complain, but he beat me to it. “You were done with that weren’t you?”


“Guess I was.”


The half-a-clove seemed to do the trick and I was able to get through dinner without another episode. But Con-man just seemed too perfect, you know. Like an actor who’s played this part so many times he could phone it in. Or like the retired magician he claimed to be, a master at misdirection. As much as he entertained us, he still didn’t feel fully present. Oh, he was verbally present, like he followed the conversation, even if he seemed to be constantly thinking of something to say next. And he acted nice enough. But I had a feeling.


As Will and I left, I said, “Glad that’s over.”


He shot me a surprised glance. “It was just allergies.”


“No, I mean Con. The whole thing felt like a performance.”


“I like him. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like him.”


I rolled my eyes. “Well, I have. More than you can count in the City. Posers, people trying too hard, has-beens, wannabees…”


“I didn’t get that impression at all. Why are you trying to piss on my parade?” Will seemed genuinely irritated at my take on the situation.


“Never mind. Forget it. I’m just tired. Take me home, please.”


“Yours or mine?”


“Mine. I feel like shit. I need to shower to get the allergens out of my hair and off my skin, and then a double Nyquil will knock me out. I’ll be fine in the morning.”


Will mock-pouted a bit. I couldn’t help but feel there was a little bit of genuine annoyance, but hell, I couldn’t control my allergies, and I couldn’t help the bad impression his mom’s new beau gave me. I guess I didn’t have to be so negative, but I was far from my best right now and it was that time of the month.


Yeah, that’s my story and I’m sticking to it.


 


The next few days we went back at it on the pool house. I continued to help as I could, especially since Will was mostly absent recently and when he was around, he seemed moody. We’d installed rebar in some of the retaining walls, shoring up the basement, set up a kennel in the corner, fortified like a cage, with eyebolts to attach chains, just in case. The rest of the team was tunneling out under the back fence to the edge of the hill, so I would have a duck blind entrance in and out of the property, in whatever form.


Sierra and Dex, Geoff and Darla were working on the tunnel itself while Jackson, Twyla, Neal, and Sully built the duck blind. We managed to keep Will out of the basement when he was in the mood to help; Jackson had him doing detail work on the cabinetry.


Today, Will and his mother Peg were soaking up the rays by the pool. They both looked way too pale. The sun would do them good.


“Do either of you want anything to eat or drink?” I asked in Amber’s I’m not making a suggestion tone that she uses to mind-roll the rest of us. Surprisingly, it worked.


Peg was a thin woman, and though she had strength of spirit, she appeared incredibly fragile in comparison, which brought out the caretaker in me. “I’ll help you make something in the kitchen. Put these old bones to use.” She rose gracefully from the chaise to wrap a white swim robe on over her blue aquatic one-piece.


She reminded me of the actress Joan Allen, only with auburn hair like my mom’s. Speaking of which, I hadn’t seen my mother lately. Maybe she was up in Yosemite with Amber and the others.


We padded into the kitchen and raided Amber’s stainless steel monstrosity that she calls a refrigerator. One thing you can always expect to be available at the Gordon-Scotts is sandwich fixings and we availed ourselves of these without qualm.


I knew I should be writing down things to replace on a grocery list, but I just couldn’t be bothered. I know, it’s one of my less attractive quirks. It’s not that I don’t care, it’s just my sister has such an exactness about how she runs the ship that is her family that I always feel as if no matter how well I perform, I can never measure up to her standards, so why try.


Thank God she’d learned to turn a blind eye to the guest bedroom when I was here, but there was no way she was going to overlook the holes in her pantry. God, I dreaded the inevitable scene on that one. Maybe I should blame it on the guests and the contractors.


“What are you thinking?” Peg asked as she busied herself slicing tomatoes and grating cheese. It appeared as if we were making some kind of turkey salad, with walnuts, cran-raisins and apples. I followed along, dragging out the French rolls, light mayo and Dijon mustard. I sighed. Amber swears that light mayo is an acquired taste, but I don’t get it. It might as well be Miracle Whip, which ain’t mayo. And the girl doesn’t even stock alfalfa sprouts!


“Sorry, Peg. Brain fart. I’m thinking about how much work I have to do just to pass muster when Amber gets back, which if the mayor is right, could be as soon as next week. Even if I do the best I can, I know that I’ll still miss something.” Then I switched gears toward a safer topic than my judgmental attitude about my sister’s choice in condiments. “So, tell me about Shelby.”


“Oh. Con. Isn’t he wonderful? Such a kind man. He’d make a great grandfather.”


“Grandfather to whom?” Yes, I said whom. I couldn’t help it. I’m a writer.


“To Will’s kids. You know, and yours.”


“Getting a little ahead of ourselves, aren’t we?” I said, forcing myself to use a casual tone. Mothers. Can’t live with ’em, can’t shoot ’em.


“I suppose…but I have hopes. After all, since Will’s father died, I’ve been quite lonely…and he is such a nice man.” She’d misunderstood, apparently thinking I’d been talking about her and him rather than Will and me.


“Okay.” I snorted. Were-pig again; that’s me.


“What?” She turned to me and gave me a teary-eyed smile and I hugged her.


“Oh, Mrs. S. Sometimes you are the most adorable thing. Now me? I’d make a terrible mother, but I’m a great aunt. Well, not a great-aunt, but a great, space, aunt, period. Anyway, you know what I mean.”


“You might surprise yourself. Look at the lovely lunch you just made. Part of being a mother is taking care of others, and in my opinion what you just did there is a very good job.”


“Then you’ll make a great mom-in-law,” I said, humoring her. There was no upside in arguing with her either way, because I simply didn’t know how things would work out between Will and me. If they did, my objecting would seem stupid. If not, it would hardly matter.


“I hope I will,” she said, a wistful tear coming into her eye. “I’d love more grandkids.”


I wonder what she would think about grand-puppies.


“Don’t speak too soon,” Will said lightly, coming into the kitchen. “You’ve never seen Ashlee’s bitchy side.” He leaned over and kissed his mother on the cheek.


Peg promptly grabbed a dishrag and turned it into a whip like we used to do in the girls locker room, flicking it at Will as he grabbed a sandwich off the plate. “Speak for yourself, young man. Neither of us girls has a bitchy side.”


Her cell phone rang. She looked at the display, and then put it down.


“It’s Con, Mom. Aren’t you going to answer it?”


“Not right now, dear.”


“What’s the matter? Trouble in paradise?” I asked, and then bit my lip as I realized how insensitive that could sound, especially if there was.


“No, not really. It’s just…I need a bit of breathing room. I enjoy his company, but I tell you, he’s so solicitous that I question whether or not underneath it all, he’s really just needy. I mean, you know how boys can be.”


“I gotta tell you both that I have a feeling I am going to be really offended if I stay and listen to this female-chauvinist conversation, so I think I’ll go butch it up with the gay construction workers. Oh, and we might as well feed them too while they’re at it. Can’t have hungry bears putting in drywall.” Will left with the sandwich tray.


“Hey, that was…”


“Don’t worry, dear,” Peg said, grabbing me before I could chase him down. “We’ll make more.”


I sighed. How was I going to replace everything? Maybe I could hit Will up for a few bucks. He had his own business, and he had grabbed the tray…


“He’s really trying, you know,” Peg went on. “He’s not used to all these…city people.”


For sure, she meant something else there. I mean, Jackson and Sully weren’t exactly discreet about their relationship, and with the outsiders’ eyes of Peg’s generation, the pack probably looked like the modern businesslike version of a free-love commune.


“He’ll have to get used to it if we stay together.”


“I’m sure he will. He’s young and flexible. The world’s changing so fast, though…that’s why I like Con, I think. He’s a throwback to a more civil era, even more so than other men my age.”


“Oh, you mean like the era where ‘colored people’ had to use different restrooms? Or the one where women were always the secretaries, never the executives?” My question came out with a little too much bile, and hurt blossomed in Peg’s eyes. “I’m sorry, that was unfair. It’s just, when people talk about the good old days, they only remember the good things.”


“Isn’t that what you did when you saw our house – the house you grew up in – for the first time in ten years? I know your childhood wasn’t perfect.”


“You can say that again.” Between Dad’s pharisaical attitude, Mom’s flightiness and Whelan’s bullying, it was amazing we turned out as sane as we did.


“I rest my case. Don’t blame me for wanting to relive a bit of my own youth, Ashlee.” She reached out to rest a hand on my cheek. “It fades so fast. Enjoy it while you can.”


I turned away, and my own mother’s voice whispered in my ear. “Will likes seeing the world through your eyes, dear.” I smiled involuntarily, catching the scent of Jean Nate as her voice wafted by like a breeze.


“Well, I may want to have a come-to-Jesus with him about trying too hard,” I murmured, watching as he carried the sandwich tray around like a waiter. “At least he’s not taking drink orders.”


I spoke too soon, as he set down the empty platter and bolted for the cooler.


“May I ask you a personal question?” Peg remarked as we assembled new sandwiches.


“Sure, um, I think.”


“Well.” She hemmed and hawed a moment. “In your opinion, how long do you think it should take a man to make a move on you in this day and age?”


“Are you asking me about sex, Mrs. S?” I turned toward the door as Spanky began barking, which was usually the early warning signal for a stranger coming up the front walk.


The doorbell rang.


“Hold that thought.” I said as I pushed Spanky back and opened the door. “Spanky, shush.” I looked up.


I should have been shocked, but somewhere in the back of my head I’d known his scent was familiar, but cleaner now. Less boozy. I tried to take in more, but my allergies got the best of me and I sneezed.


“Whelan, um, hey.” I exited the door and shut it behind me, leaving the miniature Schnauzer to bark his little head off.


“Ashlee.” He stood there, staring.


At least he didn’t check me out. The situation felt creepy enough without that kind of ick.


“What are you doing here?” I began to walk down the sidewalk and away from the house, forcing him to follow me.


“What? No, hey I didn’t hear you were out? No, wow it’s good to see you. Not even a, hey bro, how’s it hangin’?” He stopped.


“What do you want me to say?” I turned around and asked him. I mean, he was my relative and I had memories of him in and out of the household growing up, some good, some bad. But it had been years. I didn’t know this man. I doubted I’d known the boy he was before.


Whelan snorted with a derision that brought back the bad memories in a rush. “Same old Ashlee.”


“How much do you need, Whelan?” I hated being such a bitch, but the sooner you put some money into Whelan’s hand, the sooner he was out of your hair and on to another handout.


“You know, for the first time I actually don’t need money, Ashlee. I’m actually flush, and I’m clean and sober twenty-seven days. Got a job and everything. Groundskeeper at a private cemetery. Just wanted to let you know.” He turned toward the beat up truck he was driving as if wounded.


I wasn’t sure I bought it, but I still felt bad for how I’d begun the conversation. “Gee, that’s great, Whelan.” I made it a statement, not an approval.


“So, you’ll tell Dad next time you see him.” He didn’t turn back toward me, but I could smell the sincerity in his manner right before I had another fit of sneezing.


He moved toward me as if to help, but I waved him off. I so did not want him touching me.


“You all right?”


“I’ll be fine, it’s just… allergies.”


“I thought Amber was the one who had allergies.”


“Me too,” I mumbled under my breath. Damn mystical connection, it must be. Note to self: ask Mom later.


Whelan turned around to go. “Anyways, you’ll tell Dad, right?”


“Yeah, that might be a while.”


“Next time you talk to him, then?”


“Sure. I’ll tell him you said hi.”


“Thanks, Ashlee. Real good to see you.” Then he climbed into his old compact pickup truck and drove away.


I went back inside and did what Will had told me to do earlier. I closed all the blinds. It was hot anyway and keeping the shades drawn kept it cooler. I didn’t want Amber to hit me up with complaints about an inflated energy bill. Then I took a cool shower.


When I got out, I felt an unnatural chill pass over me. Throwing on shorts and a t-shirt, I stepped out back for a moment in a patch of sunlight and let it warm me.


 


Peg had settled on a deck chair by the pool in the shade with her Kindle. I caught Will out of the corner of my eye, beyond the fence and heading down the hill, when suddenly there came a yelp and he disappeared.


I hit the deck sprinting. Dex, Sierra, Darla and Geoff ran out of the pool house and up the hill, joined by Twyla, Neal, Jackson and Sully who were coming down it. I arrived to see Will unconscious, half-buried in a six-foot-deep sinkhole, the pack surrounding him.


Geoff was already down in the hole, his finger on Will’s pulse. He lifted an eyelid with the thumb of his other hand. “Don’t worry. I’m an EMT. He’ll be all right.”


That reassured me somewhat, but I jumped in with him anyway and put my hand on Will’s cheek, feeling the strong pulse of life there. “Dammit, come on, Will. Be all right.” I caressed his face, trying to bring him around, and then turned my attention to the rest. “Someone wanna tell me what happened?” I looked up at the concerned faces one by one until I reached Sierra, who gazed back at me with tears of rage and anger in her eyes.


“It was supposed to be you, dammit,” she hissed. Then she shifted right before our eyes and ran.


“What does she mean, it was supposed to be me?”


Jackson looked over at Sully and said, “If you don’t do something about this, I will.”


Sully nodded, shifted and ran after Sierra.


“How can you guys do that so easily? Shift? It’s days until the full moon!”


“Strength. Training. And it’s not that easy. But you’ve done it yourself the day before and after MoonFall, right?”


“I guess…but it was hard.”


“Don’t worry. No one expects you to do what Sierra can. And we’ll discipline her for trying to hurt you.” Jackson said it kindly, but I took it differently.


I looked from Will to him and back again. “Supposed to be me… That bitch!” I screamed, and I did something I’ve never done before and hope never to again, because it hurt like hell. I shifted without a moon anywhere near.


Leaping out of the sinkhole, I took off after Sierra at full speed, easily following her fear-filled scent.


That’s right, bitch. You’d better be afraid.


Up through the deep draw and into the Knightsbridge Canyon proper I ran. On a different day I would have enjoyed the cool of the trees and the river that flowed down into the reservoir, but today my mind was filled with only one thing.


Revenge.


Looking back later, I had to wonder if Sierra and I were so different. I mean, what kind of woman runs off and leaves her man lying injured in the dirt, right? But the pack was there to take care of him, which gave me the excuse to do what I wanted to anyway: deal with my rival once and for all.


Which was also a telling point. Rival for what? Not for Will. Sierra had no interest in a mundane. Her jealousy was about Jackson, who didn’t want either of us for anything but a breeding experiment, so she was never going to get what she wanted.


Or maybe she would; maybe after Jackson had his magic wolves, he’d produce a few more with Sierra, I don’t know.


But the point was now moot. I was gonna kill her.


I don’t know how I caught up with them. It took twenty minutes and, when I tried to reconstruct things later, probably ten miles through rough country. If a lycanthrope’s athletic conditioning translated through the shift from human to wolf, they should have both outrun me. I guess Sully overtook her and brought her down.


When I reached them, he had her pinned to the ground, his teeth clamped on her throat, which for canines is the ultimate dominance behavior. Submit or die, it said in no uncertain terms.


I wasn’t in the mood for submission.


I bowled Sully off Sierra with the full running impact of my shoulder, sending him sprawling. Instantly I lit into her, slashing and ripping at her fur in a frenzy as she tried to fend me off. No doubt she gave as good as she got, but in my state of fury I didn’t feel a thing.


They say it’s not about the size of the dog in the fight, it’s about the size of the fight in the dog, and it was true. I’d have had her that day, because I wanted it more. I’d only ever killed the once, the day of my first shift, but it had induced a PTSD-like mindset in me that sometimes amped up my adrenaline and put me over the edge into a blind rage.


A killing rage in wolf form, it seemed.


But Sully, unhurt, older and larger, in possession of his own faculties and abilities, knocked me over as I had him and stood between me and Sierra. For her part, she tried to limp away until the big male turned and snarled at her to stop. When he looked back at me, images of opposing strength and calm filled my head, demanding I back down and submit.


I didn’t want to. I wanted to stay in the red-hot moment and embrace the raging torrent of blood that filled my nostrils – Sierra’s blood. It tasted sweet on my lips, and I reveled in it. But I couldn’t bring myself to attack Sully, and as he stood unmoving in the way, the anger leached out of me and I lowered my head.


On stiff legs, he stepped forward to tower over me as I groveled. Had I been human at that moment the whole scene would have been beyond humiliating, but I only thought about that later. At the moment, biology and thousands of years of canine racial memory had taken over. The ways of the pack dominated me.


Thank God they did. If only humans could resolve their differences this easily. Bitterness and grudges had no place in the pack, I knew, which was what made Sierra’s transgressions that much worse, and my submission so simple. My canine apology and acknowledgement wiped the slate clean and set things to right, at least as far as the wolves we had become were concerned.


Later, as humans, I was pretty sure a lot more trouble awaited.


Sierra led us on the return journey, limping and blood-soaked. I followed, my eyes on her constantly, and Sully brought up the rear, watching us both, I was sure. He had nothing to worry about. My desire to end her had passed, leaving an emptiness in its place. I wondered what would happen and almost felt sorry for her.


Until I thought about Will.


When we got back, Sully drove Sierra into the partly finished basement of the pool house by way of the duck blind and tunnel. I forgot about them as I saw the flashing lights of the ambulance parked on the street, as near to the scene of the mishap as they could get. Two burly paramedics carried a stretcher with Will on it across the yard, assisted by two of the pack.


Jackson waited by the sinkhole, my shorts and t-shirt in his hand. He tossed them at me and turned around while I shifted back to human form. Once I was minimally dressed, he said, “His leg is broken and he has a concussion, but he’ll be fine.”


“Thanks.”


“You should have let Sully handle it.”


I looked at the parts of me I could see. Bites and raw slashes oozed. “I think I should go to the ER too.”


“Not like that. Too many questions. Jump in the pool. The chlorine will disinfect your wounds, and after that, the pack will heal you. By tomorrow all you’ll have to do is wear pants and long sleeves to cover up the bruises.”


I wanted to argue, but I had no energy. In fact, I felt like I could fall down and sleep right there in the dirt. I dragged myself to the pool and got in before I had a chance to think too hard about it. Five minutes later, Jackson led me to the pool house basement.


“I have to go see Will,” I protested.


“No. He’ll be well taken care of. His sister’s a nurse at the hospital, right?”


“Yeah. Okay.”


Sierra lay naked atop a mattress I recognized as mine. Geoff sponged disinfectant into deep gashes all over her body, and I felt a mixture of pride in my victory and shame at what I’d done. When he finished, he started with the suturing. I couldn’t watch.


“You’re better than this,” I heard my father’s voice in my head and I cringed. Just another reason that my Dad and I didn’t talk much. I got tired of all the lectures and hearing the disappointment in his voice when I didn’t measure up. But today, it seemed like he was probably right.


Jackson gestured toward an empty cushion on the floor, and I sat, my back against the concrete wall. The rest of the pack formed a circle around both of us injured women and began to chant. I went to sleep, and dreamed of warmth and love. When I awoke sometime during the night, everyone but Geoff and Sierra was gone, and I felt better. The woman lay unconscious inside the heavy steel kennel, the door locked. I guess she was in pack time-out.


I nodded to Geoff and slipped out of the pool house basement. After showering in the main house, I crawled into the guest bed, my bed these last nights, and finished my interrupted sleep.


When I awoke, I examined myself, finding things as Jackson had predicted. Yellow and purple bruises decorated my legs, arms and torso, but raiding Amber’s walk-in gymnasium of a closet yielded jeans and a long-sleeved blouse that would do.


Geoff told me to borrow one of the work trucks, so I drove myself to the hospital and sneaked in before official visiting hours. Samantha, Will’s sister, gave me a disapproving look from the nurses’ station. “What did you get him into?” she snapped when she saw me.


“Me? He was helping on the construction site.”


“Your pool house renovation. Where do sinkholes come into it?”


I sighed. “I’m just the girlfriend, Sam, not the general contractor. I can’t keep Will from working if he wants to. Shit happens.” I was tempted to deflect some of her sisterly irritation to Sierra, but I couldn’t see how any good would come of that. The pack would take care of its own.


She jerked her head down the hall and went back to scribbling on her charts, so I moved past. I didn’t need another fight right now.


Inside the room I saw Will’s left leg in a cast, but he was sleeping. I sat and stared at him for a few minutes, feeling somehow this was my fault, before I decided to lean over and take his hand.


That woke him. “Hey, Ash.” He blinked with fading sleep.


“Hey you,” I said, squeezing his fingers. “How you doin’?”


“Doin’ fine. Mild concussion and the leg break was clean. Doc says I’ll be walking in ten or twelve weeks.”


I thought about the pack healing. Could they help him too, or only a were? I made a mental note to ask. “You need anything?”


“Breakfast. I’m starving.”


I checked with Sam and found out food was on its way. I kept him company when it arrived, until I got a text from Jackson. How’s Will? it read.


Good.


Meet at the magic shop at ten.


Magic shop?


Magic shop at ten. Be there.


I guess that meant no answers would be forthcoming until then. Fortunately, they gave Will a pain pill and he went back to sleep by nine thirty. I grabbed a fast food double breakfast and arrived at The Grand Illusion Magic and Curio Emporium by the appointed time.







Chapter 6




Inside, the place seemed divided roughly in half. On the left, the tools of the magician’s art from cards and nesting cups all the way up to split chests and mirrored tables were displayed. There was even a lethal-looking guillotine in one corner.


On the right side of the shop were distributed an assortment of antiques, discreetly tagged with prices too high for someone like me to even contemplate. A few of them also seemed related to the illusionary disciplines, while others were merely old things, no doubt gleaned from local barn and estate sales. Funny how something a wealthy person would never have touched in the 1800s – a rusting, wooden-handled farm implement, for example – became a stylish adornment for the walls of the upwardly mobile of the twenty-first century.


A pale nebbish of a man nodded at me from behind the counter. “May I help you, miss?”


“Jackson asked me to come at ten.”


“Right this way.” He pulled back a curtain from the wall, revealing a door, which he opened, gesturing me through.


“Thanks.”


He murmured something I didn’t catch as I slipped past. The door shut behind me, leaving me in a dim corridor that seemed far too long for such a small shop. I guess the whole property was deeper than I’d realized.


Light spilled from a doorway at the end, and Jackson stepped into it to wave me forward.


“What’s going on?” I hissed.


“No need to be quiet. I thought you should be here for this, as the representative of the offended party.”


The room on the other side of the door proved to be spacious, at least twenty by thirty. Where were they getting all of this space from? But I forgot about all that when I saw who were assembled there.


The whole pack stood in a circle, Sierra in the center, hands clasped and head down. No one made a move, but I had the impression they surrounded her for a purpose. Jackson waved me to a place on a low dais. “This way you can see everything.”


“Everything what? And why are we meeting at Shelby’s magic shop? Why not the lodge?”


He didn’t answer, just pointed at a spot on the floor. Stay. Woof. Okay, I stayed. Jackson took a place in the circle.


“Master, we await you,” Jackson intoned. Yeah, intoned was the only way I could describe it.


A door back of the dais opened, and who emerged but Mr. Constantine Shelby himself, dressed in an old-fashioned tuxedo and tails, as if getting ready for a magic show. Is that what this was going to be? Somehow, I thought not.


“Don’t worry, dear,” my ghostly mother said from my elbow. I jerked my head toward her and she made a shushing motion and gestured me to look back at the waiting tableau. “Don’t mind me.”


“How can I not mind you when you scare the bejezus out of me like that?”


“Shh.”


Shelby cleared his throat. I expected some kind of stage patter, but instead, he stepped to the edge of the dais so he could peer down at the circle of lycanthropes, clasping his hands behind his back and scowling in evident disapproval. “You may proceed with my blessing,” he said, as if he were in charge.


Which I guess he was, come to find out.


The scene took on a sudden surreal feeling for me, and I seemed rooted to the spot. “Sierra Layton.” Jackson spoke with words that washed over me as if in a dream. “You have transgressed pack law for the third time, beyond our ability to tolerate. You attempted to do serious harm to another of us without leave or sufficient reason, and in so doing you injured a friendly mundane. Your actions risk our anonymity and bring discredit upon the master of this territory. Do you have anything to say in your defense?”


I realized now that this was a court, a hearing of some kind, and Sierra was on trial. Was Shelby the judge? Jackson had called him Master, which could be anything from an acknowledgement of status – Master used to be the title of those highly skilled in any art or craft, after all, like Stradivarius or Michelangelo – up to a declaration that he was some kind of big boss. And he wasn’t pack, I was sure. What was he?


Just then, I felt an overwhelming urge to sneeze. I stifled it, and Mom laid a diaphanous hand on my shoulder. The feeling subsided.


Sierra lifted her head, defiant, to stare at Shelby. I guessed that meant he was the one who’d decide her fate. “I only tried to do what should have been done at the outset. That bitch,” she pointed her whole arm at me without looking my way, “isn’t lycanthrope. She’s lupine, unnatural. For thousands of years we’ve been the keepers of the wolves. Our blood and our uniqueness are passed by birth or bite, while hers comes from some freakish accident of the hidden realms. Bringing her into our pack won’t cleanse her; it will corrupt us!”


Shelby lifted an eyebrow, and there was nothing of the vaudevillian or the entertainer in his demeanor. “This is not about the lupine. She is ours to decide her fate. This is about your disobedience to your alpha and your repeated disregard for pack law. Were this only one instance, you would be forgiven, but this is the third time you have inconvenienced one of us. Master Fontaine sent your pack here from his Montana demesne to assist me with mine, but also in hopes your troublesomeness could be curbed by a change of scenery and some hard work. Evidently this was a vain hope.”


“Wait. What the hell does that mean, she is ours to decide her fate? I’m not nobody’s to decide anything. Anybody’s, I mean,” I said.


“Be silent,” Shelby snapped, raising a hand. “You will be dealt with anon.”


Anon, huh? I felt some kind of inhibition fall on me then, but my mother’s steady hand seemed to dispel the charm. “Thanks, Mom,” I mouthed silently, and she squeezed my shoulder. I decided to deal with this Master Shelby later – anon? – after Sierra’s trial was decided, but I’d have to be careful. He obviously had power of some kind.


Shelby went on, “Therefore, for the safety of you as an individual and your pack as a whole, we banish you from the Knightsbridge Canyon territories. If you are wise, you will hurry back to Master Fontaine and beg his forgiveness.” The circle parted as he stepped off the dais, allowing him to mark Sierra’s brow with a transparent substance that blazed briefly on her forehead, and then faded to a dull glow.


I don’t know how I knew it, but somehow I realized that the symbol would be like a beacon to every supernatural creature that saw it, a Scarlet Letter, a Mark of Cain.


Shelby spoke. “With this spell of abjuration, I brand you. Your life is forfeit in the territory known as Knightsbridge Canyon. You have one hour to get beyond the markings.”


“How do I get beyond the markings when it’s on my head?”


I had to admit, she had a point.


“When you pass the border stones, the glow above your eyes will fade and you will know that you’ve departed my demesnes.”


Turning away from Master Shelby – apparently even she wasn’t ready to piss him off further – she stared at her pack. “You all suck, you know that? You’re fawning over the new bitch in town while turning your back on your own. And what about my stuff at the lodge?”


“Are you friggin’ kidding me?” I said, appalled at her narcissism and lack of remorse at hurting Will. Me, sure, whatever, but Will wasn’t supposed to be a part of all this, though I shared the blame. I should have kept him away from the construction site.


Jackson held out a hiker’s fanny pack. “Put your personal things in this. We’ll box up the rest and have it shipped.”


“And chances are, I’ll be waiting when you get there,” added Sully. “I’ll be carrying the report. If you ever want to be part of us again, you’ll shut up and go, before you say something that can’t be forgiven.”


At least they weren’t casting her out of their lives forever. They were just making her run home. Or hitchhike, whatever.


“She got off easy, don’t you think?” Mom whispered to me.


“Maybe so.” I muttered. “But if she’s anything like me, she’ll be stewing over the situation all the way back to Montana. Serves her right.”


“You know sometimes dear, your compassion for others amazes me.” I wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic or not. She kissed my cheek as she faded away.


I fought back sudden tears at her departure as Sully stepped through my vanishing mother and moved in front of me, placing his hands on my shoulders.


Looking up at him, I saw resignation in his face. “My daughter may have her issues, but she has a good heart,” Sully said. He dropped his hands and went over to Sierra.


“Wait. Daughter? What?”


“I was wondering when that was gonna come out,” Jackson deadpanned. “Reality bites when your intended mate turns into your stepdad.”


Yikes, no wonder she’s messed up. I said, “Sounds like one of those bad step-family erotica ebooks. Sorry to be so much trouble.”


“Not your fault. She has to realize she can’t avoid consequences forever.”


“She’s a pain in the butt, but I’m glad you left the door open for her,” I said with a sudden attack of sympathy.


“That’s better than she deserves from you.”


I shrugged. “Has she ever killed anyone?”


“Not that I know of.”


“Then I’m still worse than she is.”


Jackson’s eyes widened. “I’d like to hear that story sometime, if you’re up to telling it.”


“Maybe. Not now.”


He gave me a hug and walked away.


I was left to hug myself, until a voice behind me made me bristle.


 


“Nice to see you again, Miss Scott.” It was Master Shelby, of course, turning on the charm.


I rounded on him, jabbing my broken-nailed pointer finger into his face. “You need to leave me alone, you retro fruitcake. You may think you’re the big cheese around here, but you ain’t the boss of me. And stay away from Peg! Whatever your game is…”


Shelby smiled, seeming not in the least discomfited by my outburst. He backed away, bowed, and with a nod at Jackson left the room by the door he’d entered.


“Ashlee, what’s wrong?” Jackson placed his hands on my shoulders like Sully had done just moments before.


“That vampire is dating Will’s mother.”


“Oh, you figured it out?”


“Figured what out?”


“That Shelby’s a vampire.”


“No, I meant…Wait. What? I meant it as a figure of speech. He’s really a vampire?” I put two and three together, coming up with five. “The paleness. He really is sucking the life out of Peg! And, oh my God, Will too!”


“And that’s a problem?” Jackson bent down and peered into my eyes, which were trying not to look into his.


“With Will, of course it’s a problem. He’s mine, and he’s injured, and doesn’t a vampire taking blood from people turn them into his slaves or something?”


“No, that’s only if the blood exchange goes the other way.”


“Then it had better not.” I could hardly believe I was calmly discussing real actual no-shit yes-I-believe-in-them vampires. I guess once you take the first drink at the supernatural bar, the next few go down more easily.


“Also, don’t vampires sleep during the day?”


“More often than not, but they can stay up late just like anyone, if they need to.”


“And as for Peg,” I went on, “it’s a problem because she doesn’t know who he really is.” I was getting into full-on righteous indignation mode now.


“Being a vampire – or any kind of supernatural – isn’t something you tell someone right away.”


“Well, it should be.” I then had to eat my words.


“You haven’t told Will yet. How’s that any different?”


Ooh, and he was right. Cornered – just like I always felt with Adam and my Dad. I tell you, they used to run circles around me when we were having family debates. Always left me feeling like my logic was irrational and my critical thinking skills were at the mercy of my emotions. And maybe they were. But I was trying, dammit!


As for Amber, she mostly decided not to play, even though she seemed better at it than I was, but I wanted more from my family than conversations that could fill a greeting card. I wanted intimacy. As in, into-me-you-see. Get it? Sigh.


I called Will’s cell phone, which went to voicemail. Oh well. I knew where he could be found. Then I dialed Peg, who picked up on the second ring. “Hi Peg. Will still doing okay?”


“Samantha’s keeping him one more day at the hospital to run some tests, and I’ve got Sam’s daughter Siobhan for the evening.”


“You shouldn’t be alone. I’ll come over.”


“Oh, I won’t be alone. Con’s coming over later.”


Son of a biscuit eater. “I’ll be by before dark. See you.” I ended the call before I could hear any of her protestations.


“Ashlee, where are you going?” Jackson said as I passed him in the parking lot, on the way out to my borrowed truck.


I stopped under an old tree. Knightsbridge’s downtown was very old-towny, with shade and buildings dating back to the late 1800s. “Home, lunch, rest, visit Will, and then to Peg’s to keep my future mother-in-law from becoming a mortal blood slave, or whatever you call it.”


“They’re called intimates, and they have good, long lives with most masters.”


“Most?”


“Well, some are fiends, but only in parts of the world where they can get away with murder. In the realms covered by the Conventions, they’re circumspect, and Shelby isn’t a bad guy, given what he is.”


“Given what he is? I thought weres and the undead didn’t like each other.”


“You’ve been watching too many Underworld movies. We have a symbiotic relationship.”


“I don’t see him calling you Master or Alpha or any other title.”


Jackson bared his teeth. “We let him think he’s in charge. It lets us keep an eye on him, and he can do things we can’t. But lycanthropes outnumber vampires ten to one. If we wanted to, we could kill him and take over, and he knows it.”


“I still don’t like him.”


“I hear you don’t like magazine editors much, but you write for them.”


I sighed. “Okay, I get it. Everybody’s got a boss, unless you want to go pure freelance.”


“Well put. You must be a writer.”


I kicked him in the shin. “Bite me.”


“On the Blood Moon, bet on it.”


“Don’t push me, Jack.”


He held up his hands and backed off. “Sorry. I’ll catch up with you at the site.”


“The pool house?”


“Still work to be done.”


I turned my back on him and left without further words. The more I talked with him, the more I was inclined to agree with him, and I didn’t want anyone to pull my strings. Alphas have a way of making everything seem reasonable, that the only sensible thing is to go along with their schemes, to accept their viewpoints.


Not me. This wolf-girl thinks for herself.


 


I awoke from my nap around sundown, which meant after nine this time of year. “Dammit, slept through my alarm,” I mumbled, scrambling to throw on something decent and settling for putting the same clothes back on. I still had the keys to the truck with me, so I shrugged and went for it.


Jackson spotted me. “I’d better come with you.” He yelled something at Sully and climbed into the passenger seat as I started the engine. “Now, before you go off all Buffy on the man, you might want to give him a chance to talk. Vampires of the Conventions have strict protocols when it comes to dating humans.”


“Yes, well she hasn’t been looking very healthy lately, and pardon me for being concerned that she’s turning into a Scooby Snack!”


“He won’t take too much, and if she does become his intimate, he’ll feed a little of his back to her, which will extend her life, even restore some of her youth.”


“So of course she’ll do whatever he says. It’s a payoff.”


“No, it will be her choice.”


“Like she’s going to refuse.”


Jackson shrugged. “It’s a good deal for both of them.”


“Is it just you men that stick together, or does that go double for male supernatural types as well?” I swerved to avoid hitting a grocery truck that was in my way.


“All I’m saying is hear the guy out and think it over before kicking up a ruckus. It’s better to live in peace, and there are worse than Shelby around.”


“Sounds like you’re eating out of his hand.”


Jackson growled, clearly annoyed. “I’ve known him for the last year and a half, from even before he came here to set up shop. He was sent here by Fontaine, the master of the Montana Grade, to take over Knightsbridge. This is his first territory and I think he’d be damned before he messed things up. Besides, that’s what we wolves are here for: to report on him and make sure he stays in line.”


“Fine. I’ll defer judgment until the facts are all in.”


“Good girl,” He tried to pat my head.


So I bit him, drawing blood.


“Ow. Bitch.”


“Master of the obvious.”


He wrapped his hand in a bandana and followed me onto the porch.


I knocked and opened the door. “Peg, it’s me.” The French doors were closed and I could hear Siobhan’s voice in the kitchen.


The barrier slid open and Shelby stood in front of me. I bared my bloody teeth at him and the vampire smiled, his fangs suddenly clicking into place.


Shit.


“You two, knock it off,” Jackson said.


Shelby narrowed his eyes. “Who are you to command me?”


“I’m the guy who’s reporting to Fontaine,” Jackson said mildly. “And the guy who’s going to make sure you have wolves. Won’t be much of a demesne without them, will it?”


The vampire’s face smoothed. “Of course. My apologies. However, I’d appreciate it if you’d keep your bitches on a tighter leash.”


“Point taken. Ash, back off.” Jackson put his bitten hand against my chest, pushing me back with inexorable strength.


“I’m not one of your bitches.”


Shelby eyed Jackson’s hand. “What happened there?”


“Nothing I can’t handle.”


“Now, now. We’re all friends here. Let me help.”


Jackson shrugged, removed the bandanna and lifted his bleeding fingers. Shelby licked his thumb and slid it across Jackson’s wounds. They closed immediately.


“Ew, gross.” I turned to Shelby, glared and made the I’ve-got-my-eye-on-you sign with my pointer and middle finger. Then I went to the kitchen.


 


Peg was looking remarkably healthy for someone who had seemed so pale earlier on in the day, and though she seemed to be wearing a scarf tucked into her collar, I figured he’d probably licked away the evidence if he was feeding on her anyway.


I looked carefully at Siobhan. It’s one thing to do mutually consensual blood suckage on an adult, but I’ll be damned if he was going to be vamping out on a six year old. She seemed okay to me if a bit tired around the eyes, but how was I to know? I was getting that feeling that I was way out of my depth, and I was the only one who seemed uneasy with the situation.


“Siobhan honey, it’s past your bedtime.” Peg sent her off to brush her teeth.


I took her hand. “You were asking me before about how soon to expect a move from a guy. Do you still want to have that conversation?”


“No dear. It’s nothing. Although I might give your stepmother a call if you don’t mind.”


“Oh please don’t do that.” I told her. “She already has way too much ammu-…I mean, information.”


Shelby and Jackson entered the kitchen, both of them looking composed and pleasant. The vampire moved to Peg, took her right hand in his left and placed his other hand on her right cheek. “You look tired, my dear.” It wasn’t a question, it was a statement. “Why don’t you get yourself to bed. We’ll let ourselves out.”


“Actually, I’ll be crashing on the couch.” I made mine a statement as well. “Peg, we’ll go visit Will first thing in the morning.”


“Suit yourself.” Peg yawned and headed for her own evening routine.


Once she was out of earshot I aimed a finger at Shelby. “And leave Will alone. He’s mine.”


Shelby merely smiled with false pleasantness, bowed and stepped out on the front porch.


Moments later, I walked Jackson out the door and looked at the half moon hanging over us. I wouldn’t normally go outside alone at night in this neighborhood. It had gone to shit in the last ten years as the money fled to the new developments and seedier types moved in, but if I wasn’t safe with a vampire and an alpha lycanthrope by my side, I guess I wasn’t safe with anyone.


Safe from anyone else, that is.


We sat on the front stoop and I got comfortable. Down the block, salsa music competed with gangsta rap, and other front porches held men and women, sitting in chairs or on the stoops, drinking from bottles or cans, calling to one another.


“So, spill it.” I told the Con-Man. That’s how I was thinking of him right then. “And drop the glamor or whatever mojo you got going. I can feel it like sinus pressure right above my eyes. It makes me sneeze and it pisses me off.” I lit up a clove to keep my head clear.


“Interesting. I’ve never seen that particular manifestation of power before.”


“Yeah, well, there’s a lot you don’t know about me.”


Shelby cleared his throat, and the pressure seemed to diminish. Hopefully that meant he was backing off on his attempts to influence me. “Jackson’s told me about your concerns, and normally you would be right. I am feeding off of her, but she’s feeding off me as well.”


“You better not be turning her, and you’d better not even think of touching Siobhan.”


“I’d never harm a child, Miss Scott. As for Peg, I’m not turning her…yet. But if I do, it will be consensual.”


“Please tell me she knows you’re a vampire, or I just might have to stake you myself.”


“Ashlee, shush,” my mother’s voice admonished me. I wasn’t sure if mom was really there, or it was only my subconscious, but I throttled back. I could feel my PTSD like a chained dog barking to be let off the leash, and I worked hard to control it.


Eventually I spoke. “Guess I should shut up and let you get a word in edgewise. I’ll be quiet.”


“Thank you.” Shelby paused and took a breath. Do vampires breathe? I guess they have to, to speak. “Margaret has stage four breast cancer.”


“How the hell can you be…?” I put my hand over my mouth and mumbled, “Sorry.”


“She’s known for some time, and has been hiding it. But vampires can sense disease and decay.”


“Kind of like smelling the meat at a butcher shop,” Jackson added.


“Ew. Not helping.”


Shelby glanced archly at Jackson. “Please, Mr. Wolfe. I’m having a hard enough time as it is.” Turning back to me, he said, “So, I persuaded Margaret to tell me about it, and I’m doing what I can.”


“Which is?”


“Which is an exchange of blood. Her blood nourishes me, and the free-floating cancer cells are no threat to me. In the parlance of you younger people, I eat them for breakfast. I give her clean vampire vitae, which helps fight the cancer, improves her general health and appetite, and frankly, makes her feel better. I’m a walking dialysis machine.”


“Oh come on. You can’t mean to tell me that this is entirely altruistic on your part.”


“Not entirely, but the more ethical of my kind do our best to benefit the demesnes we supervise. Think of it as good business practice. I also wanted a reason to be close to you. As you are set to play a pivotal role in the affairs of the weres,” he nodded to Jackson, “it behooves me to ingratiate myself with you so that our future interaction is normalized in the community. Small towns and all that.”


“What, keep your friends close and your enemies closer?” I taunted. And yes, I do question my sanity in taunting a vampire, but he brought out the protective bitch in me.


“I might put it more delicately, but yes, I need you on my side. Alpha female and all.”


I rounded on Jackson. “Why does everyone keep saying that? Nothing’s decided yet. And just exactly what does Con-Man here know about your little proposal? I’m beginning to think that you’ve both been playing me from the very start.”


Jackson dropped his eyes. “Not playing you. I’ve told you nothing but the truth – just not the whole truth at once, which would have overwhelmed you. Ashlee, I had to tell Mr. Shelby about the possibilities. He’s the master of this territory and any lycanthrope alphas are his wolves to call.”


“And what, that makes us his slaves?”


“Subjects. Not the same thing. And no, not you. It just makes me subject to him...within certain specified limits. Just like my pack is subject to me, within pack law. Neither of us are tyrants.”


“So you say.”


Jackson sighed. “Everyone who chooses to live in a society submits to some authority. Cops and judges and mayors and governors, all the way up to Congress and the President. We have our hierarchy and our ways of doing things too.”


“You have. What about me? You seem to keep forgetting, I’m not a lycanthrope. I’m a lupine. I became this way because of some fluke of the supernatural, not because I was descended from or bitten by a were. By the way, what would happen if you bite me?”


The alpha held up his hand. “Pretty much the same. It hurts, then it heals.”


“Ouch. Sorry. What about if he bit me?” I pointed at Con.


Jackson sighed. “You know, we are doing this so far out of order. I wanted to tell you everything in a straightforward, reasonable manner, but it hasn’t worked out that way.”


“Bite? Me, him?”


“As a lupine, you are pretty much immune to vampire powers.”


“Plus, you had an abnormal physical response to my glamor,” Shelby said.


“What, like, my allergies are my bullshit detector?”


“So it seems.”


“So indeed.” I sat back against the porch column, watching a low-rider cruise slowly by. The gang bangers within eyed us balefully, but I got the feeling that was more about us being Caucasian in a heavily nonwhite neighborhood than anything.


If they only knew none of us three were even part of the human race, much less any other “race,” they’d probably shit bricks.


“Back to Peg,” I said. “Does she or doesn’t she know you’re a vampire?”


“She doesn’t.”


“And how is this okay? I mean, if it were my body and I was getting blood transfusions from a vampire, I’d want to know about it.”


Shelby examined his nails with mock modesty. “Would you really? Or would you just be grateful that for the first time in a long time, you felt better, you were happy, and there was hope on the horizon for continued health? Not to mention that a distinguished gentleman was interested in you for the first time in years.”


He had me there. “But what’s it doing to her in the long run? What happens when there’s more of her blood in you and more of your blood in her?”


“It doesn’t work like that, Ashlee,” Jackson interrupted.


“You know, I think you need to let me handle this, Mr. Wolfe. And as for turning her, young lady, she would have to be brought to the brink of death, drained almost entirely dry and then filled with a specific infusion. It’s not something we do accidentally, B-movies notwithstanding.”


“But you don’t have Peg’s consent for any of this.”


“If it’s a good thing, why should we even bother?” Jackson asked, and I turned to him.


“You really don’t get it, do you? You really don’t understand how once again you’re making decisions for the rest of us. ‘For our own good.’ Well maybe we want to have control of our own lives.”


“Oh dear,” my mother murmured in the background.


“Ashlee.”


“Jackson,” I mocked him. “I am so mad at you both I could just spit. And if it wasn’t for the fact that I already had my one allotted PTSD breakdown within the last 24 hours, I’d rip you a new asshole. I just don’t have the energy.”


“Miss Scott.” Shelby oozed warmth, and I felt a sneeze coming on. “I think you’re overreacting.”


Don’t ever tell a woman she is overreacting, because if there’s one thing I know, my internal senses are usually pretty reliable even if I can’t articulate what they’re telling me when I’m in the heat of the moment.


“You haven’t even seen me overreacting yet, Mr. Shelby.” I turned to Jackson. “I don’t like this. Not one bit. Not one bit at all. And I hate all of the secrets. What ever happened to honesty is the best policy? And why are you all right with a world where we have to violate basic morality to survive?” OMG, where did that come from?


Shelby remained patient. “If I didn’t give Margaret my blood, she couldn’t even move without incredible pain. She might have expired already. Is her free will important enough to die for?”


“Yes! But that’s a false choice anyway. You can tell her any time and let her decide.”


“And when she decides she’d rather not expire in horrible pain? Which is what any rational person would do.”


I felt helpless in the face of the obvious. Of course Peg would choose to live, even if she had to be a vampire’s kept woman to do it. And who was I to complain? But the obvious wasn’t always right. Maybe I couldn’t explain it very well, but I knew in my gut that something was wrong here.


“Maybe I should be thankful about this, Mr. Shelby, but I’m not. Although the end may justify the means, I find the very nature of what you’re doing repugnant.”


“Real medical practice is rarely pretty. Do you really want to watch a surgeon at work? Not everyone can handle all aspects of the truth. Not about who we are. Not about how we live.”


“But you’re not even giving her the chance to find out.”


“Have you told Will who you are?”


I ground my teeth. “Not yet. The time hasn’t been right.”


Shelby cocked his head in evident skepticism. “Hello, pot. Call me kettle.”


“The difference is, I hate lying to Will about who I am. I hate that you’re lying to Peg, but you’re comfortable with it. And I really, really hate that you’ve put me in this untenable position. And I still think you’re hiding a lot of shit from me. So, let me have it. What kind of thrall is she under, exactly?”


“I would never hurt her.”


“That doesn’t answer my question.”


“I influence her decisions, I put her to sleep, I make the pain recede into the background and my blood effectively halts the progress of the spread of disease, but she still has some resistance and I can’t make her do anything she wouldn’t normally do on her own.”


“So, how do you fuel up?”


“I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” he said, but I knew he was being intentionally obtuse.


“You know, fuel up, tank up, fill up. Nobody gets something for nothing. You can’t get enough nourishment from a sick woman.”


“I have a few intimates. These are humans who have entered into binding contracts and receive benefits from the relationship. It is a reciprocal transaction, a mutually consensual informed arrangement.”


“Consensual and informed. But not with Peg.”


“Unfortunately I jumped the gun when it came to Peg, and here we are. I take your meaning, and I take responsibility. But that doesn’t change the facts.”


“You still need to tell her. Immediately.”


“When you let me decide when you tell Will, I’ll let you decide when to tell Peg.”


Before I could think too deeply about that, Jackson interrupted in a funny wise guy accent. “How about we tell Will and Peg at the same time, see, and it might make you being a werewolf not such a big thing if it came as a package deal, see?”


Wise guy, my ass.


For some reason this was the last straw. I’d had it with them and their reasonableness and their platitudes and their we-got-it-all-under-control cocky superiority. I jumped up, growled, pulled out the keys and stalked over to the truck.


Jackson followed me. “Give me a ride back to the lodge?”


“Why should I?”


“Because I’d rather hang out with you than him.”


Grr. “All right. Get in.”


“It’s my truck.”


“And I’m driving.”


Jackson got into the passenger side. “Between you and Sully, I might as well give up my alpha status.”


“Is Sully’s wolf straight?”


“Yes. Most are.”


“Maybe I should mate with him.”


“Ouch.”


“Whatever.” I slid behind the wheel and started the truck.


I didn’t talk as we drove. Now, I’m not usually one to use the silent treatment because I know how painful it is, being on the receiving end of it from my twin. But this time, I did. Silent and stuck with a werewolf made me feel like a pissed-off Helen Keller. Well, one that could see to drive, anyway.


“Turn here,” Jackson said as we navigated the country roads on the way to the lake lodge.


Rather than break my self-imposed silence by asking why, I grunted and complied. It was hard to stay mad at the man. Hell, it was hard for me to stay mad at anyone, really. My anger often blew through me like desert rainstorms, impossible to sustain.


Fifteen minutes later, we pulled up in front of a dimly lit Victorian Gothic next to a small, neat cemetery. The ruin of a small stone chapel brooded nearby. “This is his abode.”


“Con’s?”


“Yep.”


“A cemetery? Really? Are they always so cliché’?” I realized I had broken my silence without even thinking about it. Desert rain.


“We are what we are.”


“Then why are you men assholes?”


“Why are you women bitches?”


I didn’t really have a good answer for that, but I ground doggedly onward. “Do you consciously go out of your way to infuriate us, or is it something that just comes naturally?”


“You got me there.”


“People are not a means to an end, you know. People are an end in themselves.”


“I don’t know what that means.”


“It means that we’re not just resources and pawns for you and Con to push around, trying to get what you want. I’m beginning to understand what Sierra might have felt like. First you build her up with fairy tales about how she’s going to become werewolf royalty, and then you turn out to be gay. Well, at least she gets to do the deed with your straight wolf once a month…only he’s hot for a lupine, and not even because of love or lust or inflation. It’s a fucking breeding plan. You wanted her to go out meekly in the night and accept her fate like a good little girl, and she didn’t.”


“We never meant it to go down that way,” Jackson said.


“Yeah, well as my dad always said, ‘hindsight is better than foresight’ and to quote my brother, ‘payback’s a bitch.’”


“I thought writers tried to avoid clichés.”


“Only in a paying piece, but this piece ain’t playing.”


“What does that mean?”


I pulled up to the lodge. “It means I’ve made my decision.”


Jackson got out of the truck, shut the door and leaned back into the open window. “And?”


“Finish the pool house and go back to Montana. I’m nobody’s bitch but my own, and I’m headed for Yosemite.” I put my foot down, spraying him with gravel from the tires of his own truck.


 


After dropping Jackson off, I enjoyed the solitary drive home – sort of home, I guess. Amber’s guest room, anyway. Ever since leaving Knightsbridge almost a decade ago, I hadn’t had a home. Just a place to put my shit, as George Carlin would say. I’d spent more time in luxury hotel rooms than in my San Francisco loft. In fact, I could hardly justify paying for it. At least I ought to move farther out, where the rent was lower.


Or just give up the loft completely, bring all my stuff to the pool house once it was finished and live here permanently until Will and I…assuming we did…eh, you know. I could pay Amber rent to cover the inconvenience. She didn’t seem to mind too much, and it would only be temporary. I mean, I wasn’t going to give up traveling and writing or anything. Just changing my base of operations.


A sudden attack of sneezing made me wonder about Shelby again. He said he was going home, but he’d had no ride from Peg’s. Did he lie, or was he traveling in some special vampirish way? Could he shift into a bat, like in the movies? If so, was he flying above me right now, watching me, trying to affect my mind?


Sigh. The more I learned, the less I knew.


I stuck my hand out the open window and flipped the warm night a big fat bird.


When I opened the door to Amber’s, I dropped to my knees and Spanky jumped into my arms in the uninhibited, uncritical and unconditional love of a dog. I began to sob, and he licked the tears from my face. You know, I try so hard to be good. I don’t walk through the world bitching and bemoaning my existence and I try to give people the benefit of the doubt. But today had been too much.







Chapter 7




Early the next morning I packed up a couple of suitcases of clothes, loaded them and Spanky into Amber’s white Lexus, and drove away before the pack arrived at the pool house to begin the day’s work. I left them a note so they’d know I wasn’t in any trouble, but I absolutely did not want to deal with any more supernatural bullshit or anyone’s expectations for me.


Yes, the irony of heading straight for my family vacation in the mountains did smack of frying pans and fires, but unless I wanted to blow them off entirely, call up one of the magazines I wrote for and ask for an assignment, they were pretty much my only choice. That or drive to the City and lock myself in my loft.


At least my family loved me as they drove me crazy. Pack instinct or no, Jackson and his people didn’t, and Shelby’s charm was a mile wide but only an inch deep.


I called Will on the way out of town to let him know where I was going. He was back at home and resting. Suppressing the guilt I felt at leaving him to Con’s mercy, I asked him to drop by Amber’s every now and then to let me know if he saw Whelan hanging around, which reminded me: I needed to talk to my sister about him when I saw her.


Maybe I should have dragged Will with me, but that wouldn’t get Peg, Sam and Siobhan away from Con. I’d warned the vampire about screwing with Will and his niece, and short of a stake, I couldn’t really protect them. No, their family was better off all together.


I decided to skip the trip into Yosemite National Park and beat the folks to the cabin up at Bumblebee. They weren’t due to leave the Ahwahnee for a couple more days, so this would give me some time alone. I needed the time to think things through, and to meditate.


Mine is a very active form of Zen meditation. Okay, I wasn’t always meditating, but it amounted to the same thing. I turned off my cell phone, paddle-boated around Pinecrest Lake, took long naps, and hiked up to Flat Rocks where I could still see holes in the granite where the Washo tribe ground their acorns, retracing the steps of hikes we’d taken when I was a kid.


Being up there, it was one of the few times I felt connected to my patriarchal line’s distant tribal heritage. Dad’s grandmother had been full-blooded Cherokee, he’d always told us. We’d never pursued that side of our ancestry, but at times like these, my heart knew where it belonged: out in the open, out in the wild.


At night, under the waxing moon, I forced the shift, now that I knew I could. With the blazing stars of the mile-high mountains above me I prowled the darkness, howling my anger and frustration at the moon until finally I slept on those pockmarked boulders and dreamed of squaws grinding acorns into flour in the shallow indentations.


For once, Ghost Mom left me alone. I figured she was tied to Knightsbridge by her early death and seldom manifested elsewhere. Today, tonight, that was fine with me.


When I awoke in the deeping hours, the moon had set and I found myself naked beneath the Milky Way. Standing there, I raised my hands to the heavens and called out to the multitude of witnesses I knew were there: to the God of my upbringing, to the Goddess of my Celtic foremothers, to the spirits of my aboriginal ancestors.


This was prayer as it was meant to be. Not the rote blessing before a meal, not the dancing around the fire asking for needed rain, not even the desperate pleading of a daughter at the bedside of her dying mother. “Take this shit away from me,” I screamed, and left it in the hands of the gods.


It didn’t matter if anything listened. It was a catharsis.


 


By the time the family was due to arrive, I’d worked through it, made some decisions. And, though I didn’t like the way Con and Jackson forced my hand, I had never liked lying to Will anyway and it was either “fess up or break up.”


Hope the one didn’t cause the other.


They got in the next night really late. “A rockslide closed 108 for seven hours,” Dad said after perfunctory hugs and greetings. “We sat all day in Cold Springs waiting for them to clear the road. We’re going to bed.”


“Sorry,” I replied. “Tell me all about it tomorrow.” He and Rhonda retired to the master bedroom, which meant the only one on the ground floor, while Amber put JR to bed upstairs.


I went to sit out on the verandah with a cup of hot chocolate, curled up in a onesie and looking up at the moon when Amber joined me. Spanky followed, jumping into her lap.


Traitor.


“I can’t believe you drove the Lexus.”


Yep, that was the first thing my sister started with. I was in the shit with her, but you know, I really didn’t care. I had way bigger concerns than that. “I texted you,” I told her.


“Yes, how convenient that cell reception is crappy in Yosemite.”


“Must be the UFOs.”


“I thought Will was going to bring you up.”


“Will was busy.” See? I can be the bigger woman, not throwing Will’s broken leg in her face.


“You better not have scratched the paint or spilled soda on the leather.”


Maybe I should have after all, but the perfect moment for that riposte had passed. “Damn, Amber.” Sometimes it felt like the girl cared more about her things than she did her own sister.


“Oh, don’t give me that look. You know I care about you.”


“Stop reading my mind.”


“I’m not reading your mind. I’m reading your face and believe me, Ash, you may not know it, but your face speaks volumes.”


“Well that makes one of us.”


“What do you mean?”


“You know, the truth is, I can’t read you very well anymore.”


She looked ill for a moment, and then blanked her face.


“See? You just proved my point.”


“What point?”


“It’s like those neural pathways that used to be alive when we were kids. The way I used to know things.”


“The way we used to finish each other’s sentences.”


“They don’t work the same anymore. At least not for me. Why do you think that is?”


Amber shrugged, but it was half-hearted. Like she knew something but she didn’t want to say it.


“Spill it, girl.”


“What’s there to spill?”


“I don’t know.”


“Me neither.”


We sat there in silence for a while, until I broke. I always broke first. I can’t stand the silence. “Adam says it’s because you have all moved on and I haven’t.”


She blew out a breath. “That is so not it.”


“Well, then tell me.”


She sunk down in her seat, and Spanky hopped off to sit on the deck at her feet. “I just couldn’t do it anymore.”


“Couldn’t do what?”


“Couldn’t let you see me that clearly, and vice versa. You have your secrets, I have mine. To keep them, I had to shut you out.”


“You stopped talking to me. It was like the only time we ever communicated was during a quarrel, like when you were trying to tell me what to do.”


“It was just easier.”


“Easier?”


“You know, before you turned the first time, I was terrified something bad was going to happen to us. I had visions of blood and death. After Shane died, the bad stuff seemed to be happening to just you. I couldn’t watch it, couldn’t deal with it. Couldn’t save you from it. Didn’t want it for myself.”


I growled, “I wasn’t your responsibility. I didn’t want you to save me from anything. I just wanted my twin with me, my best and closest friend. To share stuff.”


Amber picked at her perfect nails. “Well, I shut it down. The bond between us. I deactivated the twin switch inside. It was the only way I could have a life without you and your problems.”


“Now that’s fucked up.”


“What is?”


“In your attempt to separate your life from mine, you made me feel like the failures in our relationship were my fault. Do you remember how many times I came to you like a puppy dog trying to fix things? And every time, you pushed me away.”


Amber dabbed at the corner of her eye with her knuckle. “Yes, I remember how needy you were, how suffocating. I couldn’t handle it. You make it sound as if it was some kind of choice, but if I’d let your darkness in, I might have drowned in it.”


“Well, how’d that work out for you? ’Cause it sure made me feel insane.”


“You separated too. You ran away. From all of us. Then Adam moved away, Dad and Rhonda moved away, everybody moved away, leaving me with Mervin, who turned out to be a son of a bitch. Do you know how much shit I went through with him? And where were you every time? Lounging in some spa in the mountains.”


“I don’t recall you phoning me once to talk about your divorce.”


“Why should I burden you with that?”


I put both hands to my forehead. “That’s my point, Amber! I wanted to share the burdens with you. I wanted to see that you weren’t just the perfect construct you show the world. I wanted the connection again!”


“We’re back in each other’s lives again now.”


“Yeah, and don’t you absolutely hate it?”


“I love it and hate it. But…as you said to me once, we’re pack. I just had to be my own kind of alpha. Guess you’ve got to figure out what that looks like for you.”


I crossed my arms, grumpy. “I didn’t hurt your stupid Lexus.”


“I know.” I could have sworn she was channeling Ghost Mom, because she kissed me on the cheek and left me alone with my thoughts.


Grr…


When I went inside the cabin the rest of the family had gone to bed, except for Adam.


“Want some hot chocolate?” He took a kettle off the wood burning stove and poured the water into two cups.


“Sure.” I watched him throw in some powder and marshmallows, and then stir the resulting mess with a spoon, which he kindly left in mine as he handed it to me.


I used it to eat the marshmallows.


“So catch me up.” Sitting across from me over the red and white checkered tablecloth with his hands folded, it felt like some kind of interview.


“I’m not doing it.” I said, cutting to the chase. “You can find yourself another lupine to save the planet.”


“Hmm. Okay.” He looked at me and cocked his head unnaturally. For a moment I could see him as an alien or an android. Adam the Android. Ha.


“There’s too many complications, Adam.” I launched into a full bitch session about the circumstances, and ended with “…and that’s not to mention that Whelan’s back in town and I forgot to tell Amber.”


The room got deadly quiet. Not even a hoot owl or Spanky murmured. Adam raised an eyebrow. How did he do that? I never could. “Whelan’s back in Knightsbridge,” he said flatly.


“Yeah. He stopped at the house last week. Said he was clean and sober, and he looked it, far as it went. Just came by to say hi, like we were kids again and he hadn’t been a creepizoid, trying to watch us through the bathroom keyhole. It was freaky weird, because he seemed kinda normal, very subdued for Whelan, like someone hit the right combination of meds for once.”


Adam rose menacingly and I shrunk back a little. Sometimes my brother could be seriously scary. “You haven’t told anyone else, have you? Never mind. Doesn’t matter. Get your beauty sleep. You’ll need it.”


“Um, okay. Normally I’d say ‘don’t tell me what to do,’ but I figure there must be a reason you’re going all alpha on me.”


“Yeah, there is. You and me, we’re going back to Knightsbridge in the morning.”


“What happened between you two anyway? I mean, Amber said that whenever he comes around he’s always asking for money. But he didn’t this time. Said he had a job and everything. The worst thing he did was check out my ass.”


Something buzzed. My brother lifted his pointer finger as if to say hold that thought and went out on the verandah with his cell phone to his ear. I utilized my extra-sensitive hearing and listened in.


“Adam?” I heard Jackson say. Werewolf ears, yay.


“Yeah,” my brother said.


“Is Ashlee all right? She hasn’t been returning my voice mails.”


“Yeah, I don’t blame her. But we’ll talk about that later. There’s something else on my mind right now.”


“Whatcha need?”


Adam asked him about Whelan.


“Ashlee never said anything to me. There was a strange scent around the perimeter of the property this morning when the pack got to work. I can check the main house if you want and one of us can sleep on site while you’re all gone.”


“We’ll be back tomorrow by noon.”


“Who’s going back by tomorrow at noon?” Amber asked, yawning into the conversation as Adam disconnected with Jackson. I guess we hadn’t been as quiet as we thought.


“Oh, the construction crew hit a sewer line. Don’t worry, it was in the pool house basement.” Adam cut Amber’s protest off, jumping to the conclusions he knew she’d be calculating. “I’m gonna oversee the rest of the project.”


“And I’m going to help with cleanup. It is my place after all, kinda. Trying to be responsible.” I gave her a dramatic sigh.


Fortunately, she bought it. “It better be cleaned up by next week. Elle says we’re going to have to cut our time here short anyway. Some case the mayor wants her back for. So, I guess it’s barbecue and wimpy California fireworks at Knightsbridge Canyon Reservoir for the Fourth.”


“Shit.” I muttered under my breath.


She gave me a sleepy stare and turned to go back to bed.


“Oh, Amber, while you’re up, I’ve got something to tell…” My sentence trailed off as Adam gave me a look and shook his head. Oh right, I thought. So, I switched gears as Amber turned back to me impatiently.


“Um, well, just thought I’d tell you that I’ve decided not to have the gay guy’s puppies.”


Amber seemed to relax at that and her eyes shone with kindness. “Now, that’s a wise decision.” My Mom’s voice seemed to come out of Amber’s mouth for a second there…weird. “Gay guys are entirely too obsessed with sex anyway.”


“Go political correctness,” Adam said.


“Straight men aren’t any different. They just hide it better.” Amber stuck her tongue out at Adam and gave us air kisses on the way out of the room.


 


“So, why are we really headed home in such a hurry?” I asked Adam as he drove the Lexus down out of the foothills.


Instead of answering me, he punched a number on his phone and stuck his Bluetooth into his ear. “Yeah, Cal, I need you to do your P.I. thing for me. I need information on the whereabouts of a Whelan Evanston, Whiskey Hotel Echo Lima Alfa November. Evanston, yeah.”


 


Whelan never used the Scott name. Said if he was going to be the only odd man out, a single W in the midst of 3 A’s, he’d at least keep his birth mother’s last name.


Adam hung up and called someone else. “Russ? It’s Adam. Yeah, I know it’s probably premature, but I need a standing federal warrant for one Whelan Evanston. Not sure. Just a precaution right now. Thanks man. I owe you one.”


My brother drove like a fiend and surprisingly enough, the portable radar detector he threw onto the dash kept him from getting tickets on the way – took a three hour car ride and turned it into two. He had mad skills when it came to driving. Something about Antiterrorist Evasive Driving courses. I had to close my eyes and hang onto the oh-shit handle.


I never seemed to get carsick when I drove, but now...


“A warrant? An APB?” I mumbled. “Why are you so upset? What’s going on? Where are we?” I must have been in an anti-nausea fugue for a while, because we just whizzed by the city limits sign of Knightsbridge.


“Jackson’s making sure everything’s all right back at the house. There hasn’t been anything going on that I should know about, is there?”


“Like what?” I rubbed the side of my head to wake up my brain.


“I don’t know. You didn’t tell me about the sabotage behind the pool house that got Will hurt. I had to learn about it from Jackson.”


“Funny which issue seems more important to you.” I made either-or motions with my hands. “Will, sabotage. Will, sabotage. And don’t try to distract me. What aren’t you telling me about Whelan?”


“You probably should ask Amber.”


“No, I’m asking you. Whenever Whelan’s name is mentioned, your face freezes and I think I’m going to see steam shooting out of your ears.”


“How can steam shoot out of my ears if my face freezes?”


“Gah! You sound like my editors. Now cough it up. What don’t I know?”


“Look, all I can tell you is that Amber has a restraining order against Whelan. He isn’t supposed to be able to come within 500 feet of Amber, Elle, John Robert or the property. Just the fact that he came to the door was a violation of the court order.”


“Why? I mean, I know he’s a drug addict, former maybe, and a douchebag. There’s more?”


“And he almost cost me my job.”


“How’d he do that?”


Adam sighed. “When I left the military and applied for my current position, they did a thorough background check, as usual.”


“Yeah, I remember the questionnaire I had to fill out and the interview with that Man in Black they sent. What a pain in the ass.”


“Yes, well, they interviewed Whelan too.”


“Oh no, seriously?”


“He made up all sorts of shit about our childhood. Things that never happened, or not the way he said. His lies turned the whole process from routine to a two-year wait. It was a huge debacle. Took me forever to refute everything.”


“But that doesn’t explain the restraining order. And I have to tell you Adam, when I saw him, he looked pretty good. Lucid, he wasn’t lying about being clean and sober. Wolf’s honor. My nose doesn’t make these kind of mistakes.”


“Take it from me, the restraining order is necessary. You want more information, you’ll have to ask Amber.”


“This is such bullshit.”


“I’m sorry. But that story’s not mine to tell.”


“Our family has way too many secrets.”


“You’re telling me,” Adam snorted as he dropped me off at the house. Maybe that’s who I got it from…the snorting, I mean.


Jackson was waiting on the porch.


“What’s he doing here?” I snapped.


“I have to go arrange some things. He’s your security.”


“You’re still trying to get me to agree.”


Adam sighed. “Am not. That’s up to you. But he’s the best option, and I trust him with my life.”


“Okay.” I hugged him and got out.







Chapter 8




When Jackson and I walked through the front door into the quiet house, it occurred to me we’d left Spanky up at the cabin. Probably better that way. I sighed, turned off the alarm at the beeping number pad and headed into the bathroom to relieve my bladder.


When I finished, Jackson proclaimed the main house and the rest of the property all clear. He settled into the cushy davenport and made himself comfortable to play guard dog. His words, not mine. I decided not to go another round with him about the situation, so I more or less ignored him. I mean, he could have assigned another of his pack, right? I’d have been more comfortable with, hell, anyone else.


None of them would be boning my wolf, after all.


Anyway, it looked like the pool house was still standing and surprisingly enough, they’d cleaned up after themselves in here, even stocked Amber’s refrigerator. I decided to survey their handiwork, heading out the back door and around the pool.


The first thing I noticed was that the place was immaculate. The pack had done a great cleanup job. The second thing I realized was the new bedroom furniture and a big bow in the middle and one of those oversized greeting cards. I opened the card and almost cried.


No more geographicals for you – Love, Dad and Rhonda, Adam, Amber, Elle, John Robert and Spanky. Geographicals… I was surprised they even knew the urban term, meaning to relocate in order to run away from problems.


The wood paneling was sanded down to the grain and smelled of oils and varnish and I saw my stepmother’s touch in the Arizonan pottery on the tiled counter that separated the kitchen from the dining nook, and the dreamcatcher in the window where Ghost Mom hovered.


I teared up.


“Oh dear,” said Mom. “Our family may be dysfunctional, but they really do love you, you know.”


I sat down on the Persian rug and bawled. Chalk it up to stress, but sometimes what a girl needs is a good cry, and then a good nap.


 


I woke up in a puppy pile with Luken and Elka. My mother’s scent lingered faintly around me. “Now, how did you guys get in here?”


Luken cocked his head at me and let his tongue hang out in a wolfish grin. Elka popped to her feet and led Luken and me the open cellar door, and then down the stairs.


The basement had been fully finished and the kennel in the corner had concrete-set rings for shackles to hold a werewolf. It was ugly, but I supposed I could throw something over it most of the time. Make it into a table or something.


A new washer and dryer stood in the other corner, a bow stuck on the top of the dryer. The card on this one said, No matter what you decide, you’ll always be part of my pack. Jackson. I wasn’t sure if I was irritated or touched that he didn’t seem pissed off at my refusal to go along with his plan. I bit back a tear. That gave me the answer: touched, I guess. Still not gonna open up the waterworks again.


Elka nipped at my fingers, and then she led me out of the basement through a concealed door that slid open when she nosed a specific tile on the wall next to it. The tunnel branched out and up a ways, terminating at a camouflaged duck blind. At least, if anyone stumbled across it, that’s what it looked like.


I crept outside after the wolves. I knelt down as they thought at me, showing me their departure. They licked my face and ears playfully for a moment before they loped away.


I sat back and watched them disappear into the slowly fading sunset as the colors bled out of the sky. Jackson must have called them during my nap and given them instructions. He was still trying to rope me into his world. Was I really going to give up the chance to do something good in the world? Just because I didn’t like the way it had been handled? Hmm. I wonder if there’s such a thing as a paranormal prenup?


With that thought in mind, I went to enjoy my very own place for the very first time.


 


“No sign of Whelan anywhere,” Adam said as we sat down for donuts at Crave the next morning. That was after I gave him a big Ashlee hug and thanked him for what he’d done for me. The basement, tunnel and duck blind was going to be a godsend during MoonFall and the family had come through for me in a way that I never expected.


Adam was having a bear claw with sprinkles on the toes, while I was indulging in my favorite, the Bavarian crème-filled chocolate. “None of my local sources came up with anything. At least not in Knightsbridge. You said he had a job?”


“He said that.”


“I wonder if it’s over or under the table. Guys with his background often have to find cash work because a lot of people are afraid to hire anyone with drug convictions. But I’m not coming up with anything connected to his social security number. Maybe he’s using a fake.”


“Or maybe he took off. Wouldn’t be the first time he fell off the wagon.”


“Yes, well, I wish we had something with his recent scent on it. The pack could try to track him.”


I kept chewing. What was I supposed to say? Obviously I didn’t have all the information. From what I last saw of Whelan, he didn’t seem so terrible. Not a murderer, just a creep. Plenty of meth heads in the area. I wouldn’t trust him with my kids, but I could be civil.


Now, why did I think that? Did my subconscious know something I didn't. Mom says I really should listen to my intuition more.


Adam snapped, “Hey, nimrod. Earth to Amber.”


“Sorry.”


“You apologize way too much.”


“Sorr…um, okay.”


“Like I was saying…I’ve asked the pack to stay through the summer or until we’ve found Whelan and ruled him out as a threat to the family, whichever comes first.”


“Really?”


I must have seemed please, because he looked at me funny. “I thought you didn’t like them after all.”


“I never said I didn’t like the pack. I don’t like their expectations that I’m the Mary to their messiahs, without even a virgin birth. I can’t be a part of them if they put me on a pedestal.”


“But now you’re having second thoughts.”


“Third thoughts, I’d call them. Back around to the first thoughts”


Adam waved at my thoughts like imaginary flies. “Whatever. I mean, even though you said no, you’re actually still on the fence.”


“Well…”


“Man up, Ashlee. Make a decision.”


I punched my brother in the arm across the table as he laughed at me. “Underneath all your reasonableness, you’re still a sexist pig, and wolves eat pigs for breakfast.”


“Then you’ve never seen a wild boar with six-inch tusks.” He grunted like a pig, drawing looks from nearby tables.


That sparked a thought. “You’re not, like…a porcine, are you?”


“A what?”


I lowered my voice. “Well, if a supernatural werewolf is a lupine, a supernatural were-pig would be a porcine.”


Adam choked with laughter. “No, Ash. As far as I know, you’re the only were in this family.”


I thought I was onto something, though. “Dad’s a savant with math puzzles. Mom’s a ghost. Amber gets visions. I’m…you know. What do you have?”


“Have?”


“What’s your superpower?”


“I rock a mean tuxedo.” He tugged at an imaginary bowtie. “Scott. Adam Scott. Dry Martini. Shaken, not stirred.”


“Fine. Keep your secrets.”


“Confidences.”


“Whatever.”


 


Now that I knew the pack was going to be around and I had time to consider, I felt less pressured about becoming alpha mom to a litter of wolf puppies. Also, without Sierra in the way, there wasn’t any sociopathic element to distract me or confuse my emotions. I hadn’t been shot at lately either.


Amber and the family came back and I thanked Sully for organizing a clean sweep of the property inside and out, bringing the place back up to Amber’s standards and saving me from an onslaught of sibling disappointment coming in my direction.


My twin still looked at me funny as she wandered through the hallways and sniffed a lot. I followed her around, just daring her to make a comment. Then she smiled at me and went back to the garage where Elle and JR were still unpacking the truck.


“You knew we cleaned up,” I said.


“Psychic.” She tapped her forehead as she marched past me back through the laundry room.


“And security cameras.” Elle said, cocking her head at me as she followed Amber into their bedroom. “Hey, Amb. Whatcha think about us getting another dog?”


“Yeah, can we Mom? Please?” JR raced past me as I looked at them with envy and irritation.


“Another dog?”


Maybe I should volunteer to help out with choosing a good match for Spanky…although I think Elle had her heart set on a standard poodle.


Oy vey.


 


We had a nice group Fourth at the lodge: grilled meat and fireworks brought out my nostalgia. Dad and Will seemed oblivious to any oddities with the pack, though Rhonda’s nose kept twitching at Jackson and Sully’s easy intimacy like she expected them to begin having sex on the dining room table at any minute.


That made me remember what one of my gay friends told me when I was younger and dared to ask for details – for research, you understand. He’d said, “OMG, you straights are more obsessed with our sex lives than we are.” Probably a lot of truth in that.


Jackson spent the next few weeks educating me about wolf and canine pack behavior and I began thinking about how I was going to tell Will about my nocturnal adventuring. We hadn’t seen or smelled hide or hair of Whelan.


I was still stewing about the Con-Peg thing, but like most people I tend to procrastinate when it’s something I don’t want to do. And this conversation, I truly dreaded. Was it my business anyway? Con had me when he’d said he’d tell Peg when I told Will. I was procrastinating about that too.


The pack stayed as well, of course, picking up some construction jobs, but they remained invisible most of the time. I worked on a novel I’d been tinkering with for years and wrote up a fluff piece on Laguna Del Sol Life for some quick cash. Travel magazines are suckers for stories about naturist resorts, if carefully composed so as not to offend the masses – and life became a routine of bills, jobs, and as the Buddhists say “chopping wood and carrying water.”


Kind of peaceful, until I opened my mouth and said the wrong thing.


 


“So, why do you have a restraining order against Whelan?” Amber and I sat side by side on the edge of the pool and dangled our feet into the water while Spanky rested his head between us.


“You know Ashlee, I really wish you would let it go.”


“I just want to understand?”


“All you seem to want to do is dredge up the past.”


“He didn’t try to rape you, did he?” I asked, jumping to the worst conclusion I could think of.


“No, he didn’t rape me, or even try. Not hard, anyway.”


I held my breath until she continued speaking. Okay, not really. But I did sit on my hands and grind my teeth until she sighed.


“Whelan got me hooked on Ritalin…to start with. Then some other stuff.”


“Ritalin? Like they give ADHD kids? That’s an amphetamine, right?”


“Ashlee, you don’t know what it was like after Mom died. Trying to take care of you and Dad and Adam and keep up with my grades and all the school activities? It was way too much work for a kid my age and you always sucked at being domestic. Hell, it was too much for Mom when she was alive and it was way too much for me.”


“Is that why when I came home for spring break my junior year I’d wake up in the middle of the night to the sound of the vacuum? Lucky Adam was already in college and Dad slept like the dead.”


“Hey, I needed the energy and the concentration, but I couldn’t sleep until they wore off, and my OCD would kick in and I couldn’t stand the way the carpet looked. Besides, with you off at reform school after Shane died, I was the only estrogen in the house. I did what I had to do.”


“So Whelan was your supplier?”


“Yeah.”


“How did you pay him?”


Amber licked her lips. “You don’t want to know.”


“Oh my God.” I practically shrieked it.


“It wasn’t like that.”


“He traded drugs for sex and you’re defending him?”


“No, I mean…he only touched me some. Made me stick my hand down his pants. Stuff like that.”


“Gross. No wonder you became a lesbian.”


Amber rolled her eyes. “You don’t become a lesbian. You just are. Besides, I’m not, totally. I like guys too, sometimes. I just happened to fall in love with Elle.”


“Well, no matter what you call it, that was some fucked up shit.”


“Tell me about it. But once I turned sixteen and could drive to do the grocery shopping, I’d get cash back off Dad’s ATM card and use the money to pay him instead.”


“Yeah, that’s Whelan. Always needs money. God, what a creep!”


“Sometimes the pills were counterfeit, I’m sure. Now and then I had some weird reactions…and then I started having the visions. For a long time I thought it was the drugs.”


“But you’re done with all that now…” I trailed off with an implied question in my voice.


“Yeah, I eventually kicked it, for the pregnancy. And when Whelan started coming around after his first stint in rehab, I thought he’d changed. I made the mistake of going to Piccadilly Park with him, Mervin and John Robert. Well, before you know it, we’re surrounded by people Whelan owes money to and they’re threatening to take it out on all of us. Whelan grabbed a bottle and shattered it against a building to scare off the attackers, but a shard cut John Robert in the eye. We’re lucky he’s not blind today. After that I warned him off. Whelan, I mean.”


It bothered me that even a town like Knightsbridge, a place I liked to think of as safe enough for a woman to walk around alone at night and the neighborhood kids to play hide and seek past midnight in the summer, had its criminal underbelly. I’d had hints of it growing up – there were a few bad areas, of course – but I’d never thought much about it.


“Why didn’t you ever tell me this?”


“You were having your own problems. Even before you turned for the first time, you did your own thing. Then, when you left for a year, we coped. By the time you came back, we’d handled it. Or we thought we did. The restraining order was Elle’s idea. That’s how I met her originally, though nothing happened between us for a while.”


“Yeah, you told me it was a court case, but I thought it was from the time when you were a working for the city.”


“Hey, I was still married to Mervin. I wasn’t about to tell you or anyone I had thoughts of batting for the other team.”


“You know, I still get pissed when I think about not going to your wedding.”


Amber glared. “You were invited. You just didn’t come.”


“I didn’t come because I was flat broke and living off unemployment at the time. Hell, Amber, you paid for your maid of honor to go and nobody in the family helped me out. Do you know how hurt I was?”


“I can’t believe that you’re still holding onto that. We weren’t exactly getting along right then. Why should I fork out a thousand bucks to include someone who was obviously going to make me less happy, not more?”


“Hey, I’m not the one who decided they wanted the fantasy wedding in the Grotto in Hawaii. You could have had it in town.”


Amber’s voice rose. “You have no idea what my life was like back then.”


“Then tell me! For God’s sakes, Amber, tell me.”


“You think telling you will fix everything?”


“You were mad when I didn’t tell you about my, uh, difference.”


She sighed. “Fair enough. But just remember, you asked. It ain’t pretty.”


“I don’t care. I need to know.”


“All right. The honeymoon was paid for and all of the flights had been arranged. I deliberately planned it over the full moon.”


“Really? You knew about me back then?”


“I knew something was weird about it. You always made some excuse and ran off every full moon – camping, some spa far away, whatever. I wondered if it was some kind of kinky sex cult you were into. Anyway, I figured that even if you could scrape up the money, you wouldn’t come.”


“Ouch.”


“Ash, I’m sorry now…but at the time, it was the culmination of years of planning and a hope chest full of programming. And I was terrified.”


“What was there to be terrified about?” I know, Miss I-can’t-help-but-interruptus.


“Who’s telling this story? Me or you?”


“Sor – er, go on.”


“I know everyone thinks I was the slutty one growing up, but the truth is, I was a virgin on my wedding night. With a guy anyway.”


“I never understood why you married Mervin.”


“I did what everybody expected me to.”


“Really? I never expected you to play house with a guy who looks like he could be our brother.”


“Mervin does not look like Adam.” She gave me this appalled look.


“Hell, yes he does. They’re both built like brick shithouses, but Adam moves like a gazelle and Mervin just lumbers along. You just can’t see it, ’cause then it would be…”


“Ew!” 


We both laughed.


“Okay, I guess I can see it.”


“If it’s any consolation, they say you always marry someone with a combination of family characteristics.”


“What ‘they’?”


“Psychologists. Self-help gurus. People like that.”


“Never read them.”


No shit, I thought, but resisted the urge to say it. “Why didn’t you have a vision or premonition or something about how bad it would turn out?”


“It doesn’t work that way. We’re always too close to our own problems to see the solutions clearly. Especially when you’re lying to yourself about who you are. And since I’d shut down the twin bond, I’d locked myself up so tight so that I couldn’t smell my own bullshit. I can’t lie to myself anymore, and I can’t lie to you. So, I just try to stay away from subjects where the truth is going to hurt more than help. Why talk about the things I don’t like, but can’t control? I’m not a venter like you, Ash. Besides, you don’t tell me everything about your nocturnal habits and frankly, I probably wouldn’t want to know all the gory details.”


“Yeah. It’s not much fun waking up in a pool of blood and hoping it was just a rabbit.”


“Ew. And not funny. Anyway, I worry about you too much already. The whole family does.”


“Really? They do?” That made me feel good inside.


“Of course we do. We love you…. We just want you to be more stable than you are now.”


“God, you sound just like Rhonda.”


Amber made a sour face. “Bite me.”


“Yeah, I’ll get right on that, Roz.”


“We used to love that movie.”


“Still do. It’s a classic.”


“Anyway, it’s all better now.”


“You and Elle. Nice and stable.”


“Shut up.”


“She’s totally great, by the way.”


“Yeah, she is.”


“Um, backtracking a moment. You said you shut down the twin bond between us. What does that mean?”


“It means I don’t pick up your random thoughts anymore. About the only time my sixth sense twitches your direction is when you’re in deadly peril. Then I crave a cigarette and a glass of wine.”


“But you don’t smoke.”


“Used to.”


I waved my hands in the air. “Yet another thing I didn’t know.”


“I hid it from everyone.”


I snorted. “Funny how it’s more acceptable to smoke dope than tobacco nowadays, almost.”


“Speaking of which, you should really get a vaporizer. One of those pen things.”


“I tried that once, but the rednecks around here kept looking at me like I was smoking a doobie.”


Amber laughed. “Yeah, this is Knightsbridge.”


And then I did something I rarely did. I hugged her. That seemed to end the conversation, which was fine. I was emotionally exhausted from all this sharing anyway. In the back of my mind I knew I still didn’t know the whole story. Maybe I never would.


I left with the excuse of making a phone call.







Chapter 9




“So, how’s your mom?” I asked Will when I finally got a chance to see him after working my ass off to make my latest article deadline. It had been hard, because though I had good notes on the resort I was reviewing, the impressions weren’t really fresh in my mind. I erred on the side of praise, which is always good practice in the industry – nobody invites a travel writer who hurts business – and managed to bang out the draft. Only had to do a bit of cleanup and I could send it in.


“She seems to be doing really well,” Will said as he sipped iced tea in the poolhouse kitchenette with me. “Doc says she’s in some kind of weird remission and Sam’s keeping tabs on her.”


“Glad to hear it.” And I was.


“But what about me?” He smiled.


“What about you?”


“I was down with the flu the last few days.”


“Really? Why didn’t you call me?”


“What could you have done? You were busy. You’re always busy.” He said it pleasantly, but I caught an undercurrent of disappointment.


“Not always…just lately. I have to make a living.”


“And hang out with Jackson’s crew.”


“That’s different. Just a few runs in the hills to keep in shape.”


“At night?”


“A lot cooler then.”


“Whoever heard of construction workers that do cross country?”


“They’re not just construction workers. They’re a specialized renovation crew. Very high end.”


“Yeah, and I never asked you how the pool house got paid for. Amber sure wouldn’t have sprung for it.”


“Adam and Amber worked something out. I didn’t ask. I can barely keep my checking account straight. And why do I feel like I’m being interrogated?”


Will shrugged. “Sorry. I miss you, Ash. For a while, we were together every day. Since the crew showed up…”


“We were together every day because I was taking vacation. Now I have to work. Isn’t it better that I’m working from here? And besides, I’ll have to travel sometimes. I’m running out of bullshit to fill in my old notes with. Then I won’t even be in town.”


“Well, we haven’t been on a date in like, forever. And I was wondering if…”


“Totally,” I interrupted. “We so need a date night.”


“Well, I was thinking…”


“Tell you what. It’s Friday and I’m burnt out, so give me tomorrow morning to sleep in and then it will be you and me tomorrow. I’ll take care of everything. You just make sure you’re good and rested in case I decide to keep you up all night.”


“You want me to take a bar nap?” He was referring to the college-student habit of going down for three hours on Saturday afternoon so you could stay out till three in the morning. “And I kinda had my own ideas.”


“Oh, right.” I bit my lip. I was totally alpha-ing the guy. “Okay, you plan the date, I’ll take care of the boudoir. You haven’t really gotten a good look at the place since they finished.”


“Of course I did.” He laughed. “Who do you think helped get the washer and dryer in the basement?”


I stared pointedly at the cast on his leg.


“Okay, I supervised. But what’s with the kennel? You planning on getting a dog?”


I cringed. Really, was I going to do this now? Well, he asked. Was I going to lie to him? I could put it off until the date tomorrow, but that might ruin everything. Better to give him some time to process it.


Or to decide I was batshit crazy.


Okay, here goes nothing.


“Um, the kennel. Yeah. Um, well. Uh. I don’t know how to tell you this, Will. But, um. I’m kind of a werewolf.” And it just began to pour out. “Well, not really a werewolf. I’m a lupine. A shifter. I don’t have a half form like a hybrid, I just wolf out every full moon, and…”


I don’t know why he did it, but Will started laughing. Not the reaction I was expecting.


“God, I love you.” He leaned over and kissed me. “You and your freakin’ imagination. Maybe you should write fiction instead of travel pieces. Anyway, Jackson told me you were thinking of getting a pet, but with the size of that cage….”


So, I went with it. “I haven’t decided. Better to be too big than too small.”


Hey, at least I’d tried to tell him.


 


“Mother!” I called into the ether after Will had gone. No answer. See, where was a ghost when you really needed her?


So, I did the next best thing a straight girl can do when Ghost Mom’s not around and there are no other girls to talk to. I called my gay guy friend.


When I told Jackson about it, he laughed.


“Don’t laugh. Now I actually have to think about getting a pet.”


“Why don’t you just adopt one of Luken and Elka’s litter? That way when you decide to have my puppies, they’ll feel more bonded to you.”


“I think there are laws against keeping full-blooded wolves as pets. And I still haven’t decided about becoming your brood mare, er, wolf, or whatever.”


“You know a lot of these complications will go away once we sit down with Will and Peg and lay it all out for them.”


“Yeah, compared to the rest of my dicked-up existence, being a werewolf is just a side note.”


“You can’t keep putting this off, you know. According to Con, if he doesn’t continue the transfusions, the cancer will come back.”


“He’s going to keep doing it no matter what I say and no matter how wrong that is.”


Jackson shrugged. “You demanded something of him you won’t take responsibility for, and you won’t tell Will. So you’re both wrong.”


“I did tell Will.”


“You know what I mean.”


“I know. Let me think about it.”


“One more run with the pack help? Well, just this wolf actually. The others are off on an overnight job near Reno.”


I eyed him. “Just you and me?”


“Hey, if you’d rather not…”


“No, it’s okay.” I wasn’t scared of being alone with him. In wolf form. Out there under the moonlight.


Really.


“It’s MoonFall tonight,” he said.


“Not a blood moon is it?”


“You know it’s not.”


“Good. Because I put my date with Will off until tomorrow. I’ll try to tell him again then. Maybe I’ll have a better head on my shoulders after the run.”


Jackson laughed. “Like Anubis? I’m thinkin’ it would not be pretty.”


I growled at him. “Bite me.”


Funny how your brain is more honest than your mind sometimes. It knows what it likes, and it lets you know. Bored? It puts you to sleep. Bone tired but faced with the opportunity to do something fun? No problem.


And a run did sound fun.


“I’ll meet you at the blind, already shifted,” I said.


 


We rendezvoused at moonrise. Knightsbridge lay beneath us, slowly growing drowsy in its small-town bed of night. Luna was reaching near full above the horizon, and to my senses the landscape seemed more than brightly twilit. I could see as well as day, though the washed-out silvery tones imparted an otherworldly essence. And the smells! Glorious.


I may have said this before, but being in wolf form is like being slightly drunk, slightly stoned and more than slightly cranked – and on vacation. I’m no druggie, but I’ve tried out the usual stuff, in moderation. This is far better. I’m only trying to express the feeling, but I really can’t. The best I can say is, I felt far more alive, far more in touch with myself. I think if I could, I’d live this way and only take human form when necessary.


Jackson was a beautiful specimen. Although a gray wolf like myself, he had at least a hundred pounds on me. He was a classic alpha male, bred by nature to dominate the pack, lead at the kill of moose or elk, and face down bears and puma. I sure wouldn’t have wanted to do all that. Far too exhausting, to be the boss all the time.


For the next few hours we hunted and we ran. During that time, I found myself growing more and more comfortable with him, and the distance I’d kept from him faded. After feeding on a raccoon or two – annoying creatures – my wolf pushed herself up against Jackson playfully, nipping at his heels and pawing at his back and head. And as she did so, I felt a warmth in my loins that traveled along my spine and exploded in the back of my skull.


OMG. I was in so much trouble. I think my wolf was going into heat. I’d read about the experience, but this was my first encounter with it. I soon found myself in what I can only call sparring, both of us on our hind legs pawing at the air, doing a dance of seduction.


Had Jackson known? Had he set me up? Was I really going to do this? It wasn’t a blood moon, so according to Jackson I wouldn’t get pregnant. But to my wolf that didn’t seem to matter. Apparently, a lupine wasn’t bound by normal wolf mating habits, going into heat in winter so she could give birth by spring. It appeared that all she had to do was make a decision and my body wasn’t my own. I’d been so used to letting her have her way during my shifts, only stepping in when my human brain sensed some danger she didn’t, that this time was no different – until an alpha male came courting.


But Will was my mate, not Jackson, I screamed inside my head. The little voice that whispered back held nothing of virtue in it: go on, do it. It’s not cheating in wolf form. Blame biology.


There’s no betrayal, because he’s gay anyway. It’s just meaningless sex.


What would I say if Will handed me a line like that?


What would Will say if he knew?


Jackson approached me with his tongue lolling out of his mouth and circled me, sniffing my hindquarters. I turned a nip toward his nose and he mouthed my muzzle, sending tingling all up and down my body. I rolled over onto my back as Jackson nosed my fur, grooming me, and then lay his legs over my neck in what I instinctively knew was flirtation.


And my wolf? The minx, she just let him do it, albeit with a few growls and snaps of her jaws.


Then she jumped up, whipped her tail into his face and ran off as Jackson gave chase.


He caught me half a mile later, in a ledge high on the Canyon’s ridge, and this time I knew it would be for real. Who was in charge? Me or the wolf, or was the wolf me? Where did human morality end in the face of instinct?


What must Jackson be feeling? Anything more than lust? Friendship? And what about Sully?


My wolf froze and crouched, hindquarters in the air, and I realized she was presenting, burning with desire, ready to be mounted like an animal.


She was an animal.


Was I?


But I’d pretty much done the same to Will – mounted him like an animal…and he’d liked it. My wolf was going to like it, too. Would the human part of me like it?


Jackson’s wolf approached and circled once, then reared up, placing his forepaws on my back. I felt his weight and it was good, so good. Yes! Yes! Do it, my wolf screamed.


No, wait, not yet!


That was the rest of me.


Who was I, anyway?


Then the weight came off me as I heard the gunshot ring out.







Chapter 10




I felt myself tumble down the hill as Jackson howled in pain and I scrabbled for purchase on the undergrowth. Not again! My mind raged at the injustice of it all. Never knowing a single moment’s wolfish bliss without some stupid shit happening.


It must be Sierra, I thought. Who else could track us or figure out where we were, out here in the wilds of the Canyon?


Jackson began to shift and he growled, “Stay down.” He staggered a bit after he had shifted to hybrid form – wolf-man, Hollywood would call it – I checked myself for wounds, finding the wound on my hindquarters I’d fully expected. Something about that spot seemed to attract damage.


I could walk, though, so I took off after him. Hell, I wasn’t going to just sit there licking my ass. A moment later, I heard the sound of an off-road vehicle driving away as fast as it could.


I found Jackson standing on a logging road, gasping and bleeding from his side. He’d once told me a lycanthrope can heal his body just by transforming; something in the DNA remembers its perfect form, lucky him. But doing so wounded would wipe him out without the pack magic support, so I guess he’d decided not to, in favor of trying to chase down our assailant.


Who? I thought at him.


“Can’t tell,” he growled in a throat almost human. “Something’s blocking me.”


I tried, sniffing the ground in widening circles, trying to catch some scent, but this time my senses failed me. Oh, I could tell it was human, but I felt like there was a short-circuit in my brain.


And then I sneezed.


Con, I thought.


Jackson said, “No. Makes no sense. Not his style, and what’s the motive?


But I sneezed.


“That just means you’re reacting to something mystical. A spell of concealment, possibly.”


Who casts spells?


“Vampires, warlocks, witches, some of the Fae, priests…” He clutched at his side in pain.


Let’s go home. Can you walk?


“I’ll manage. Lead the way.”


I turned and found my way unerringly back down the canyon toward the edge of Knightsbridge and my abode. Fortunately, most everything was downhill. Jackson limped grimly after me, grunting faintly every other step. I wanted to heal him, but I had no idea how. Our bodies might mesh in wolf form, but metaphysically, we were little alike. While it appeared I could benefit from pack magic, I couldn’t do much of anything to help him in this situation.


Now I regretted not putting on my harness, with its pouches for things like phones. Mental note: first-aid kit. Or maybe I should just get Kevlar ass-armor. I bet Adam could hook me up with that.


The blind was a welcome sight, and once through the tunnel and in my basement, Jackson grabbed his phone and called Sully.


Me, I shifted in the shower, which would have been a pleasant experience except for the blood and pain. The wound seemed superficial, from either a ricochet or a bullet that had passed through Jackson first, resembling what you’d get if you stuck a leather punch an inch into your thigh.


Ouch.


I dried off, slapped a big band-aid on it and dressed in thirty seconds flat. I found Jackson lying on the floor of the basement, staining the tile red. Grabbing a washcloth, I made a compress and applied it to the hole in his gut.


“How bad is it?” he rasped, still in wolf-man form. I imagine he had no strength left for another shift.


“How should I know? Sam’s the nurse, not me.”


“Geoff will fix me.”


I guffawed. “You sure you want to use that word?”


“Oh, please, don’t make me laugh. It hurts.”


“How long until they get here?”


“Three, four hours, maybe.”


“What about Con?”


Jackson closed his eyes. “I don’t want to owe him anything else.”


“Else?”


He didn’t say anything for a minute, but eventually he said, “You.”


“Me?”


“I owe him for you. To leave you alone. You’re a prize, Ashlee. Lupines are rare, and potentially far more powerful than lycanthropes. You’d be a plum intimate for any vampire. And others…”


“Others?”


His trailing off hadn’t been rhetorical. He’d fallen unconscious. Great. Every time I start to learn something important, the wellspring of information runs dry.


I was no nurse, but I’d taken my share of first-aid courses. When I took his pulse, it seemed thready and uneven. I wasn’t at all sure he would make it three or four hours. Racking my brain for an alternative, I slapped my forehead and reached for my phone.


“Adam, it’s Ash. Jackson’s been shot.”


“I’ll meet you at the ER.”


“Uh…”


“What!”


“He looks like a Warren Zevon song right now.”


“Can you be more obscure?”


“He’s unconscious here in my basement and stuck in hybrid form. Wolf-man. The pack’s three or four hours out, I have no medical training and I was thinking about calling Shelby, but he said not to. You were in Afghanistan together. Can’t you do some cool special ops shit?”


“We’ll be right over.” The call ended.


“We?” Dammit. What we, Kemo Sabe?


Ten minutes later he was knocking at my door. When I opened it, Con Shelby stood next to him.


“This is your solution? After I told you no?” I snarled.


“He’s here to help,” Adam replied, pushing past me. “Wait there!” He hurried down the basement stairs.


“Don’t you tell me what to do in my own home!” I yelled after him.


“Not you. The fang.”


Con smiled at me, showing his canines already extended and sharp.


“Is that some kind of slur?” I asked.


He shrugged theatrically. “I’m used to it, especially where Knights are concerned. So righteous, so insensitive.”


“Knights?”


“Knights Templar. May I come in?” He gestured at the threshold.


“Oh, hell no.”


Adam’s voice floated up the stairs. “Let him in, Ash. Jackson needs him.”


“Shit.” I recited the other six of George Carlin’s Seven Words You Can Never Say on Network Television, and then stood aside.


Shelby swept in and set aside the cashmere overcoat he wore like a cape, took off his top hat – I shit you not – and handed them both to me along with his silver-topped walking stick. “Be a good girl and find a place for these, would you?”


I tossed them on the sofa and glared.


“Temper, temper.” He glided across the floor and descended the stairs, me at his heels. On the lower level, the vampire tsk-tsked at the sight of Jackson on the floor. “He’s lost a lot of blood.”


“Too much?” Adam asked.


“Possibly. If you want to be sure of saving him, he’ll need some of mine, but I’m not exactly brimming right now.” He made a motion toward me with his eyes.


“Oh, no you don’t!” I said. I would have said, “bite me,” but that’s exactly what I was refusing. “I got shot a little too, and I only weigh one-twenty. Okay, maybe one-thirty lately. Take some from Adam.”


Shelby sighed and took off his tight kid gloves, one finger at a time. “Would that I could, but I can’t.”


“Why not?”


“Because battery acid would probably be less harmful to me.”


I looked at Adam, who shrugged apologetically. “It’s true.”


I snorted. “True blood. Lame.”


“I’m not joking.”


“Then suck on someone else!”


It was Shelby’s turn to snort at me. “You want me to go find the nearest mortal, coax him or her into inviting me in after midnight, and without their consent do unto them what you were yesterday calling despicable? Apparently your righteous outrage flies out the window in the face of necessity.”


“Something else is going to fly out the window if you don’t figure out a way to help him!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.


“I know how to help him, and it will require you to give up some of your vitae.”


“Can’t you just close his wounds?”


Shelby shrugged. “If that’s what you want. That won’t stop the internal bleeding. He has a perforated intestine. I can smell it. In hybrid form, he’s quite resilient, but silver bullets and lycanthropes are as bad a combination as the Fae and cold-worked iron. He won’t heal without help.”


“Silver bullets?”


He nodded.


“Then this wasn’t just some overzealous rancher on a wolf hunt.”


“Did you ever really think that?”


I shook my head. “I guess not.”


“Someone’s poaching on my demesne, Miss Scott, and I intend to find out who.” He ostentatiously checked his pocket watch. “Please decide. I have much to do.”


“Adam?”


Adam lowered his head, his hands on the improvised pressure bandages. “I can’t decide for you, Ash, but…”


“But?”


“But taking a little shouldn’t harm you.”


Ghost Mom abruptly fluttered down the stairs. One foot seemed to catch, and her leg stretched out impossibly as she floated forward. “Oh, dear. Oh, dear.”


“What should I do, Mom?”


“To whom are you speaking?” Shelby asked.


“Shut up, fang,” I replied.


“Wonderful, Mister Scott. You’ve taught her a vampophobic term.”


“Ashlee,” my mother said, “it’s all right.”


“You’re saying do it?”


“I’m saying there’s nothing to fear.”


My mother wasn’t really the best judge of such things, especially in her present state. I trusted her intentions, but not her reasoning. Still, what could I do? If Jackson died, I’d never forgive myself.


“All right, Mister Con-Man. Bite me.” I held out an arm. No way he was nuzzling my neck. “And if I see that smug smile, I swear I’ll bite you back.”


Shelby held up a forefending hand, and then reached for my wrist.


I have no idea what I expected, but hot surging pleasure wasn’t it. After the initial sting, my arm felt like it was getting laid by four wasps and loving it. I can’t really describe it better than that.


Holy shit-snacks, Archer! No wonder vampires got the girls so easily. Or guys, whatever. I wanted it to go on forever, and I tell you, for a solid minute I forgot all about Jackson. When he withdrew his mouth and licked my wrist, over and under, I just swayed there on my feet, stunned. Then I sneezed, which felt like an orgasm in my head.


At that point he did smile, but I was in no mood to complain. In fact, if he’d asked me, I’d probably have let him have some neck action. That must feel even better…


Shelby crouched by Jackson, bit his own left wrist, and drizzled blood into the wolf-man’s open mouth. I watched in fascination, waiting for some magical transformation, but it didn’t come by the time he’d finished.


Adam stood, though, and firmly grabbed my throbbing arm. Immediately all the weirdity went bye-bye, replaced by a tired and unpleasant clarity.


“Go get some juice, Ash, and take a couple vitamins with iron.”


“Did you have to do that?”


“Quit your bitching and go. You did good.”


I went upstairs to the kitchenette and did as Adam had commanded. Vegetable juice with a shot of Worcestershire seemed the thing, going down smooth like a room-temperature version of the blood Con had drunk. I drank the whole two-quart bottle in one long pull, ending up feeling like I had a lake in my guts, but still thirsty. Ignoring the sensation, I descended again.


“Where’s Con?” I asked.


“Out your bolt-hole. He said he’d backtrack the blood trail and see what he could.”


“We couldn’t scent who it was. Jackson said there was a spell of concealment.”


“A spell.” Adam’s brow furrowed. “I may have to talk to some witches today.”


“Witches? In Knightsbridge?”


“Of course. You know them. They meet at the White Rabbit twice a week for lunch.”


I held a hand to my mouth. “OMG. I thought they were just Wiccans. Pagans and stuff.”


“They are, but they’re more than that.”


“You think it was them?”


“Not really, but they know things.”


“Why should they tell you? And what was all that about your blood being worse than acid?”


Adam embraced me in a brotherly hug. I wished it was Will, but this wasn’t bad. My head fit nicely into his deep, muscular chest, making me feel safe. “Each of our family has powers, Ash. Mine are the kind that keep the rest of you honest.”


“What the hell does that mean?”


He stroked my hair for a moment, and then held me at arms’ length to look in my eyes. “I’ve already said more than my oaths allow.”


“Bastard.” I said it kindly, though. I couldn’t be mad at my big brother for long. He’d always been our protector, sometimes our referee when things got out of hand…when he wasn’t off saving the world somewhere else, which was most of the time.


“Language!” Mom said from behind Adam.


I stuck my tongue out at her impishly and Adam followed my gaze over his shoulder with a questioning look. I smiled a secret smile of my own, singsonging, “Nothing!”


Even he didn’t know everything.


“How’s Jackson?”


Adam let me go. “He’ll make it now, I think. Are you okay with what happened?”


“What else could I do?”


“That doesn’t answer my question.”


I crossed my arms and rubbed them. “I guess so. It wasn’t a big deal,” I lied.


“Let’s hope not.” He sat down on the downstairs day bed and stretched out, kicking off his shoes. “Wake me up when they get here.”


“Right.”


“Oh, and one more thing. You need to revoke Shelby’s invitation.”


“What?”


“Just say, ‘Constantine Andronicus Shelby, I revoke your invitation.’”


“Andronicus?”


“Say it.”


I said it.


“Now he can’t enter your abode again unless you let him.”


“Is there a manual for all this stuff? Some kind of wiki-app to the supernatural?”


“You’re the writer. Write one.”


Sigh.


The pack arrived just as I was hitting that good, deep REM sleep we all know and love, and I stayed groggy as I let them in to collect Jackson. They did some howling and chanting that Adam slept through while I went back to bed, telling them to let themselves out.







Chapter 11




The next day we were invited for a come-to-Jesus meeting at the rectory where Shelby lived; appointment: sundown. It appeared the vampire was going to force a decision on me, at least where Will and Peg were concerned. Add in Jackson, Sully and me…and my wolf, of course, who was actually pacing in my brain giving Dolby-enhanced visuals to my internal anxiety. I told her to lie down and she did, but I could feel her whine at the back of my throat.


I told Adam about it, even though he wasn’t invited. It appeared he was the only one who would really stand up to Shelby, so I considered him my insurance.


“What’s this all about?” Will asked as we drove there.


I kept silent. What could I say?


Peg answered for me. “Constantine asked us over for drinks. I’m so excited! It’s the first time I’ve been there. Usually we spend time in our house.”


In my house, you mean, I snarled in my head. Okay, Will’s house, technically, but I’d grown up there. It felt like an invasion.


“I think he might have something to announce,” Peg went on, oblivious. God, sometimes the woman was like a child!


“So are you, dear,” Ghost Mom said from the truck bed behind me. Her head floated by my shoulder, sticking through the open back window. “The difference is, Peg is childlike, while you are merely being childish. Why can’t you be happy for her?”


“Happy?” I hissed.


“What?” asked Will.


“Ah, I’m happy for you, Peg, if you’re right,” I said more loudly, and waved my hand through Mom’s head as if to disperse a cloud.


“Right about what?” said Will.


There’s a downside to being the smart one in any relationship. Okay, emotionally hyper-aware. Will wasn’t really dumb, just not in tune with the ebb and flow of people’s lives.


“Sometimes that makes him the smart one,” Mother whispered. “He doesn’t get caught up in all the drama.”


I hate it when she’s right.


When we arrived, I stepped reluctantly out of Will’s truck and followed Peg past the cemetery up to the door of the rectory. A familiar odor hung around the gardens, but my sinuses immediately began reacting, which meant that whatever it was, there was magic or glamor about and I was going to need to be on my guard. I throttled a sneeze and my wolf covered its muzzle with its paws and whimpered.


I wished I could do the same, because my eyes were watering as we entered the vampire’s abode. When we stepped into the building, my sinuses cleared as if all magic had been swept away. All that remained were the smells of vampire and humanity.


Stolid intimates in formal servants’ dress seated us on a dais looking out over an expansive living room that held beautiful reproductions of turn of the century – twentieth century, that is – furniture, mostly aimed at a massive stone hearth. I couldn’t figure out where he was getting the space. Just like in the magic shop, this place hadn’t looked this big from the outside.


Amazing smells wafted from what must be the kitchen, and my wolf pricked up her ears and her nose.


“Rabbit stew,” I said to no one in particular.


Shelby smiled that gleaming white vampire grin and my sinus headache started to creep back. I growled at him under my breath until the glamor faded and I was pretty sure he was acting human. As human as he could be anyway.


He picked up a remote and poked it at the flat screen mounted on the wall behind us, and a head shot of Will’s sister Samantha appeared.


Peg looked at Shelby with a question in her eyes.


“Don’t worry, my dear. All will be revealed.” He turned to us and took center stage as if he were on TedTalks and we, his audience. “I’ve called you all here to invite you into the inner sanctum of power in Knightsbridge.”


Jackson stood as if concerned, but Shelby waived him down. “Oh relax. I just had to have my Joan Collins moment. Peg. The first thing that I need to do is to apologize to you. I’ve done things, involved you in my world and without your consent. I may have made some poor choices, but at the time I believed the end justified the means.”


Peg looked at him. “I’m sorry, Con. I don’t understand.”


“It’s true, Mom,” Sam’s gigantic face said from the screen. “The truth is, Con is keeping you alive.”


That made me realize the screen wasn’t merely a television, but a giant video chat setup.


“But…I’m sorry I don’t understand.”


“You’re dying Mom. The cancer’s not really in remission. Not on its own, anyway. Con is a vampire and it’s his blood that is staving it off. And it was my idea.”


“Sam? What the hell? This is a really stupid joke, and it’s nowhere near Halloween. Sorry, Mom, Ash. Let’s go.” Will stood up, clearly angry.


“Please, Will, hang on and listen,” I said.


Sam continued, “You can’t work the night shift at Knightsbridge General and not figure out there are things that go on in the dark that never see the light of day.”


Will stopped behind Peg and put his hands on her shoulders. “You’re trying to tell me Shelby’s really a vampire? Like, for real? That’s insane. There ain’t no such thing.”


“There is, there are, and he’s one.”


“A vampire?” Peg mulled this over.


I bottom-lined it. “Con is playing walking dialysis machine for you, Peg. He’s been draining you of diseased blood and feeding his own back to you.” Yeah, that’s me. Not much for beating around the bush.


“That’s sick!” Will said, staring at me. “You knew about this?”


“Only found out recently,” I replied, hunching my shoulders against the force of his ire.


“My dear.” Con knelt before Peg and took her hand, ignoring Will. “Those dreams you’ve been having?”


A rush of scarlet slid up Peg’s body. “You mean the ones where you…where we…like in a romance novel?”


“Mother!”


“Yes, Margaret. Those were visions I induced for us, because you weren’t strong enough for the real thing. I wanted you to be happy.”


“No wonder you’ve never made a big move on me.” Peg choked back a horrified laugh, her other hand to her mouth. “Why bother with the real thing when dreams will do?”


“I can only imagine how you might feel. And I want to make this right.” He pulled a jewel box out of his tailored jacket and I got a twinkle of a diamond in the corner of my eye. “I love you, Margaret. Marry me and let me take care of you.”


“As long as we both shall live? But how long will that be?”


“You’ve got to be joking,” I said, and sneezed.


Peg said, “This is incredibly flattering Con, but...”


“But it’s overwhelming. I understand.” Shelby stood, snapping the ring box shut before any of us could get a good look at it. He kissed her hand, and then sat down at the head of the table, giving me a look as if to say, I tried.


And to be fair, he did. I almost felt sympathetic to the bloodsucker right then.


Will broke the lingering silence. “So, I suppose if vampires are real, then werewolves are too?” Will turned to Jackson and me, accusation in his eyes.


What could we say to that one? Guilty as charged.


“This is too much, Ashlee. I can’t do this! I imagined you and me with a simple life in a simple town where I could do an honest day’s work and come home to a wife and a family who made it seem all worthwhile. But this? This is…” his voice trailed off.


“Will,” I began.


“Argh!” He shoved himself back from Peg’s high-backed chair and stomped out the front door.


I started to follow, but Peg stopped me. “Let him go Ashlee. Give him some room.”


The next thing we heard was him yelling, accompanied by the loud sound of wood on stone. I ran to the nearest window to see Will with a tree branch, beating the shit out of one of the moss-covered crypts.


My heart squirmed inside. He was using a modification of a coping mechanism I’d learned from my mom. I usually did it by taking a tennis racket to a mattress or a stack of pillows. “When you feel the rage coming on,” she’d say, “don’t give it power by making someone else the enemy; instead, let it rise up in a safe place where you can let it pass through you.”


I hadn’t used the technique in quite a while, even though I had plenty of reason to. It looked like Will was processing some serious anger.


“It’s okay,” I said. “He’ll be fine.”


The wails of anguish and the noise of branches smacking on stone stopped, replaced by something sharper. He must have found a rake or shovel to continue with.


“I knew we shouldn’t have designated the cemetery a local landmark,” Con said with a sigh. “Jackson, I suppose I’ll have some work for your crew.”


“We’ll make sure he doesn’t get too hurt.” Jackson and Sully walked out the door, letting the echoes of Will’s anguish bounce among the rafters.


I wanted to go to him, but there wasn’t anything I could do about this. And it hurt like hell. Sometimes love is pain. I put my hands over my ears and my head between my knees as my stomach threatened to spill its contents.


I don’t know how much time passed, but the next thing I knew Jackson and Sully were leading a staggering Will inside. They led him to his seat at the table. I smelled the blood.


Shelby walked over to Will. “May I?” he asked, reaching for Will’s blistered and bleeding hands, turning them palms up. When Will didn’t object, the vampire knelt and put his mouth to the skin.


Will tried to jerk away, but Shelby held him with irresistible strength, staring into his eyes.


“Hey!” I said, feeling a sneeze coming on again.


Will relaxed as if mesmerized – which I guess he was – while Shelby ran his lips and tongue over the mass of hamburgered flesh. In other circumstances it might have been weird, but right now I could only think of a wolf licking a paw.


And I just sat there. What was I supposed to do? I guess I’d just given my boyfriend his first taste of PTSD.


Jackson drove us back to town in Will’s truck, with Sully following in a work vehicle. Will stared out the window the whole way, not looking at me or saying anything until we pulled up in front of his house.


“Bye, Ash,” he mumbled before getting out.


I made as if to go with him, but Jackson grabbed my shoulder. “Leave him alone. Let him process it on his own.”


“That’s stupid,” I replied, jerking myself free of his grip. “He needs me.”


“Right now, you’re part of what’s freaking him out.”


Reluctantly I sat back down and watched Will trudge up the front walk as if carrying a heavy load…which I suppose he was. When the door closed behind him, Jackson drove me home.







Chapter 12




“What’s up with the kennel in the basement?” Amber’s voice startled me out of my woolgathering as I cleaned the leaves out of the pool, letting my mind wander. “You’ve managed all your MoonFalls so far without any killings.”


“Except for Shane,” I muttered.


“Except for Shane,” she echoed, grabbing the telescopic pole and skimmer net from me. “I wouldn’t think you’d need to…” The pool equipment slipped out of her hands and her voice trailed off as her eyes rolled back in their sockets for a moment. I grabbed her to keep her from falling in, and then laid her onto a nearby chaise chair.


“No, no, no, no, no,” she murmured, her head snapping back and forth, face screwed shut.


“What is it?”


Her eyes snapped open. “I thought you were going to give up on saving the wolves in our back yard.”


“I haven’t made my decision yet.”


“Not from what I saw.”


“What did you see?” I asked.


Her mouth clapped shut and her face took on a mulish look I knew well.


“Amber, what did you see?” I yelled at her, but she marched back into the house, closed herself inside her room and didn’t come out until dinner.


“Lord, now what?” I looked up at the sky and waited for the thunderbolt.


 


One of the sad things about having secrets is that you can’t tell the rest of the world what isolates you. Even about people who love you, you wonder. If they really knew you, would they run screaming from your presence with fear and loathing?


As it was, I suddenly realized how most of my friends were men and since I was pretty pissed off at all of them right now – damned alien species – and since Peg and Samantha had their own problems, there weren’t many people I could talk to. Amber was keeping her psychic shields up and whenever I talked to Elle, it was like she was the consummate adult, straddling the line between defending her wife and offending me, being completely noncommittal and non-judgmental – which meant useless as a sounding board. But she made my sister happy. Who was I to judge? Sigh. Damn left hemisphere.


 


“I need to get out and do something,” I said as I joined Amber, Elle, Adam and JR at the kitchen bar for breakfast. “I’m sick of sitting in front of my laptop. Anybody got any ideas?”


“How about a hike up to Rettig Falls?” Adam replied.


“Good idea. Anyone want to come along?” I didn’t actually want company, but it seemed polite to ask.


“What about Will?” Elle said.


“He’s…busy,” In fact, he hadn’t been answering my texts or attempts to call. I was giving him his space. Right.


Amber looked at me. “Why do you do that?”


“What?” I gave her my best blank return stare.


“Never mind.”


“I’ll go, Aunt Ash.” Which sounded a little like Aunt Ass, but I think that was JR’s way of getting away with saying a dirty word in front of his mom, whose eyes narrowed at the two of us.


“Really, squirt?” I asked JR.


Amber looked like she was going to object, but instead, she did that eye-twitching thing and grabbed her head as if it was going to split open. “Damn you, Adam.”


“What did I do?”


Elle put her hand on Amber’s arm to comfort her. You may think I should have been more sympathetic to my sister’s pains, but she didn’t like calling attention to her gift, so I ignored her distress. She headed for the medicine cabinet.


Adam said, “Maybe it’s better that JR not go.”


“Why not? I never get to do anything fun!”


“Oh, kid, that is so not true.”


“I’ll take him along,” I said. “It will be a fun aunt-nephew thing.”


Adam looked caught. Later I had cause to remember his attempt to put the kibosh on JR being there, but right then, I was oblivious and caught up in reflexive sibling rivalry. If he didn’t want JR to come along, then I did.


I could see JR’s pleading was working, though, as he said with the disarming directness of a child, “Come on! I’ve been wanting to go up to the falls again for a while.”


“I’ll go along,” Elle said, nodding firmly at Adam, and that settled it, stepmom-fashion. “Amber?”


“The maids are coming by in an hour.” Amber made it sound like an excuse, not a reason.


“So cancel them,” said Elle, and then chuckled at the look on Amber’s face. “Never mind. We’ll be fine.”


I grinned, triumphant, as Adam sat back, his face unhappy. “Cool. We’ll leave in an hour.”


I could have been insulted by the implication that we needed Elle’s supervision, but I decided to let it go. Since she’d prepped an insulated backpack with sandwiches and drinks, and drove us to the trailhead in the 49er-mobile, who was I to complain? The more the merrier.


We reached the falls just as the sun was coming off its hottest, but up here, in the shade of the rock walls, with the cool spray misting us, it was perfect. Today, I told myself, I was going to put aside all the crap going on in my head and try to relax, be normal.


I know, right? But I tried.


We set our picnic up as close as we could without getting soaked. The majesty of crashing water surrounded me and underneath it all I noticed…singing.


“Do you hear that?” I asked the two of them.


“Hear what?” JR asked. He listened for a moment.


“Don’t look at me,” Elle said. “I’m not the one with the ears.”


JR waved. “Oh, you mean Paula.”


“Paula?”


“Yeah, she’s the river goddess. I thought I was the only one who could hear her.”


“Well, I sure can’t,” Elle said. “And it’s probably a good thing…” she muttered.


Wow, my nephew heard goddesses. And for some reason, now I did too! I high-fived myself in my head. “What’s that she’s singing now?”


“Some oldie, I think.”


And he was right. We both listened as the sound of the waterfall swelled into a celestial arrangement of You’ll Never Walk Alone from Carousel.


I guess the universe was trying to tell me something. I began to cry. JR climbed into my lap to hug me, and Elle reached across the food to put a hand on my shoulder.


We sat that way in silence as the sun sent rainbows dancing in the mists of the falls.


“The legends say she knows just what the listener needs to hear,” JR said as he held my hand. And though Rodgers and Hammerstein was a slight diversion from my normal playlist, through my tears I could see the figure of a buxom beauty shining down upon me with the most amazing look of compassion on her face. Guess she nailed that one.


At least she wasn’t singing Kiss Today Goodbye. But then her face turned cloudy as she disappeared in a huff at the sound of a gunshot.


I didn’t know what was happening at the time, but I got the tale from Adam later, so I’ll tell it to you now, like I was writing a story.







Chapter 13




Adam watched from his perch up an oak tree as Ashlee, Elle and JR approached Rettig Falls. He’d rushed up and staked out his position at a spot with the best view of the area, a perfect hide for a sniper. His suggestion had worked. Now he just had to wait.


JR coming along hadn’t been part of the plan, but if he did his job right, it wouldn’t matter….and sometimes you had to risk collateral damage to complete the mission. That’s what he told himself, anyway.


But it was for the family’s own good, he justified to himself. Hell, he would be lying if he claimed his deeds were entirely altruistic. He would be doing this for himself just as much as for them.


The sound of leaves rustling below brought him out of his head. A feeling of cold anger settled over him as he unfocused his eyes and let the movement reveal itself, as he’d done hunting insurgents in Afghanistan.


Ashlee believed it was Sierra that had shot Jackson and her that night, and he’d done nothing to dispel that idea. Between Shelby’s reconnaissance and his own, though, it had become clear who the culprit must be.


A man, dressed in muffling camo and carrying a hunting rifle, crept out of cover and scuttled across the open space at the top of the cliff. He dropped to his knees, inched up to the edge and peered over.


Adam looked over the sights of his heavy automatic pistol and considered taking the shot right now. Fifty yards…it was an iffy distance with a handgun even for an expert, and if he missed, his opponent could take him down easily with the rifle before he could get close.


He climbed carefully, quietly down the oak tree, but apparently not quietly enough. As he eased his head out from behind the trunk, he saw the man aim his rifle in his direction and fire. A chunk of bark flew as the heavy bullet creased the wood.


“Whelan!” Adam yelled. “Why the hell are you doing this?”


“Fuck off, Adam,” he replied. “The bitch deserves to die for what she did.” Another bullet slammed into the trunk. “Come to think of it, you do too.”


Adam launched himself from behind the tree, moving laterally and firing low. His flurry of rounds spanged off the rock at his cousin’s feet, causing Whelan to curse and run for the nearest fallen log to dive behind.


“What the hell did she ever do to you?” Adam yelled as he found a boulder for cover and began to work his way forward.


“Like you’d understand, you little faggot.”


“You’re making even less sense now, bro. I’m as straight as they come.”


A string of vile expletives wafted across the distance between them, and Adam used the noise to slip from rock to rock, staying low. When next he spotted Whelan, the distance had fallen to twenty yards.


Lifting his weapon, he sighted carefully and squeezed the trigger. The gun barked in his hand, and Whelan dropped out of sight.


Continuing to circle forward, Adam reached a position to see where the other man should have fallen. Blood spattered the rock there, but no other evidence remained. Reaching out with his senses, he couldn’t locate anyone human, so he relaxed, popping the magazine to reload.


A heavy blow fell on his shoulder, knocking him to the ground. His handgun went flying into the brush, and then Whelan was on him.


How the hell did he creep up on me? Adam thought. Impossible!


Evidently not.


Whelan swung the rifle butt again and Adam rolled frantically out of the way, but his enemy didn’t give him a chance to recover, swinging repeatedly, hard and fast. It was only when the stock splintered against a rock that Adam had the chance to sweep Whelan’s legs from under him, and the damaged rifle skittered away.


“You should have shot me when you had the chance, scumbag,” Adam said as he grabbed an arm, pulling it in for a bar attempt.


Whelan twisted out of the hold, showing a surprising strength and skill. “You got lucky again, bitch. Your last round broke the rifle’s action.” He rolled to his feet, as did Adam.


Adam could see a crease in Whelan’s forehead, and blood dripped down like a surrealist painting, forcing the man to hurriedly wipe his eyes with his sleeve. “You’re mine now, you know. You should have run away again.”


“Not this time, little brother. Today, you two get what’s coming. I’ll deal with Amber later.”


“You’re still making no sense.”


“Show’s you still don’t know shit for all your books.”


Adam poured power into his voice of persuasion. “Whelan, you need to calm down and chill out. We can talk this over, work it out, just you and me.”


Whelan chuckled. “That shit don’t work on me no more.” Then he attacked.


Adam had never run across a mundane who could take him hand to hand. There might have been a few – pro MMA fighters or master martial artists – but the blessings of his knighthood had conferred upon him supernatural strength and speed that had never failed him.


Today, though, he found himself in a fight for his life. Whelan’s fists hammered at him like stones, bruising his arms even as he blocked them. He got in a couple good strikes to the body that Whelan didn’t even seem to notice. The man’s flesh felt like wood against his knuckles.


Obviously, his cousin wasn’t an ordinary man anymore.


Backing off, Adam drew his blade, eight inches of high-carbon steel made by a master knifesmith in Arizona.


Whelan sneered as he advanced like a machine. “That won’t save you. I’m gonna beat your ass to a pulp, just like I used to.” Ignoring the knife, he stepped in to grab the front of Adam’s camouflage tunic.


“Never again,” Adam grunted as his reflexes saw the opening. Before he could stop himself, he slammed the blade straight through Whelan’s ribs and into his heart.


His cousin’s eyes filled with surprise for a brief moment. He grabbed Adam’s wrists and twisted, leaving abrasions and deep nail tracks.


Shocked that Whelan could still move, Adam let go of the knife and applied a jiujutsu break to the claw-fingered hold, stepping back. Whelan drew the knife out of his flesh, stared at it a moment, tried to speak, and then fell.


Adam watched Whelan’s spirit leaving its body. It rose for a moment, a blurred specter of ectoplasm vaguely resembling its mortal shell. Hesitating, it seemed to look upward for a moment, and then its mouth opened and it let out a brief, inaudible wail as it was dragged downward into the earth.


Adam felt a sadness come over him then, mourning the boy he’d known so long ago, before he’d given in to the demons that twisted his soul.


You make your choices, and then your choices make you, he told himself. Forgiveness was available to all, but even the Savior Himself wouldn’t pardon a man who didn’t repent of his evil.


Sometimes, free will’s a bitch.


Adam picked up his knife – like all his blades, consecrated in the holiest of Templar ceremonies – and wiped it off on Whelan’s clothing. I wish I hadn’t killed him, he thought. A stretch in prison might have given him time to change…and now, I may never get the answers to why.







Chapter 14




I rose at the sound of the gunshot. “I have to –”


“NO!” Elle barked, grabbing my wrist. “You and I have to get JR out of here.” She used her grip to lever herself to her feet, let me go, and then drew the compact automatic she always carried, privilege of being a former cop. “Now!”


I grabbed JR’s hand and we ran down the trail. My nephew twisted his hand out of mine. “I can run better this way,” he said, and he was right. With the utter fearlessness of a child, he sprinted ahead, leaping over rocks and roots with abandon. I could have caught him on the flat, or in wolf form, but for the moment it was me that was having trouble keeping from tripping.


Elle brought up the rear, pistol in hand, as the sound of gunfire faded behind us. Ten minutes later we reached the SUV parked at the trailhead, out of breath.


My phone beeped. “It’s Adam,” I gasped, and took the call.


“Ash? You all right?”


“Yeah, we’re good. What the hell is going on?”


“I caught our sniper. You’re safe for now.”


“Who was it?”


A silence. “I’ll tell you all about it later.” The call ended.


He’d sounded, I don’t know, shaken, and that just wasn’t Adam. He’d always been a rock, it seemed like, never stumbling on his competent stroll through life.


“Get in, dammit,” Elle said from behind the wheel. She and JR were already buckled in.


“Adam said he caught the sniper.”


“Might be another one.”


“What about our stuff?”


Elle snorted. “We can always buy more stuff. Now get your ass in the truck!”


I followed orders this time, because she was right. I might risk myself, and Elle could take care of herself, but JR was another story. An unfamiliar feeling of responsibility grabbed me and shook me by the scruff of the neck as Elle hauled ass down the hills. If this was what being a mom felt like, I wasn’t sure I wanted it.


 


An hour later, Adam showed up in his black Suburban. Its lower half was caked with dried mud, like he’d gone four-wheeling. He opened the seldom-used vehicle gate to the back yard and drove straight onto Amber’s perfectly manicured lawn, next to the pool.


Hoo boy. At least I wasn’t going to be the target of her wrath.


Speaking of wrath, here she came. “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing, Adam?” Amber shrieked. “You know how much I pay to maintain that grass?”


“Chill out,” he said, his voice flat as Kansas. “I’ll pay for the damage.”


That stopped her dead in her tracks, and me too. There must be a reason he’d done it, undoubtedly related to the seven foot privacy fence that shielded us from view.


Adam stalked to the back of the SUV and motioned us over. Elle stepped out the back door and joined us.


“Where’s JR?” Adam said.


“I sent him over to the Matsons.”


“Good.” He raised the tinted glass so we could see inside.


“Oh, shit,” Amber said. “Oh shit! That’s Whelan.”


“Yeah.”


“Oh, shit!”


Elle grabbed Amber and turned her around. “Don’t look, hon,” she said.


“Oh, shit,” I breathed. “He was the sniper?”


“Yeah.”


“But why?”


Adam shook his head, his eyes distant. “Sorry, I didn’t have a lot of time to interrogate him as he was trying to kill me.”


I stared at him. “Couldn’t you have just, you know, wounded him? You do all that karate crap, right?”


“Jiujutsu,” he replied automatically. “Normally, yes. But I was fighting for my life. Something about him was different. Supernatural.”


My nostril flared as I stuck my head inside the truck. Then I sneezed. He reeked of magic. Vampire magic.


I told Adam.


 


Adam and I drove over to the rectory. He seemed to know the way without me directing him. More secrets. I was tempted to question him about what more he knew, but now didn’t seem the time, as grim as he was acting. Would knowing help? I sighed.


At our loud knock, one of Shelby’s intimates opened the door and Adam shoved his way in, throwing Whelan’s body onto the altar while the scared thrall went to get her master.


The vampire soon appeared in the dimly lit room, wrapping a silk dressing gown around himself as if he’d just risen from his coffin, which he probably had. “Adam.”


“Constantine.”


“You two first-name BFFs now?” I looked from one to the other. “Why should I be surprised?”


Shelby walked over to Whelan’s corpse and placed a hand on his brutalized chest. Addressing the body, he said, “Tsk, tsk, tsk. Have you been harassing your sister?”


“Damn right, he’s been harassing his sister,” I snarled. “Both of them. But you already know that, you undead prick.”


“Temper, temper,” Shelby said, waving a finger in my direction without even looking toward me. “Whatever’s been going on, it’s not my doing.”


“Bullshit.”


This time he did turn toward me, raising one long-fingered, expressive hand. “Why would I cause such trouble for myself? I want a peaceful demesne. I have nothing against you, and I certainly don’t want to bring down the wrath of his order,” he pointed at Adam, “upon me.”


“Then for God’s sake, just what the hell is going on?”


“I doubt God had much to do with it, except perhaps at the end.” Shelby turned back to the body and ran the tips of his fingers over the killing wound. “Yes. Blessed blade, hmm? Quite effective.”


“Yes, and it will be quite effective on you if you don’t start talking,” Adam snarled.


“Tut, tut, my good man. I’m not your enemy.”


“Whelan stinks of your magic,” I said.


“He recently became an intimate of mine. Given his relation to your family, I thought it would be a kindness to cure his drug addiction, and wise to keep an eye on him. Friends close and enemies closer, you know. Apparently, no good deed goes unpunished.”


“So he was your responsibility.”


Shelby sighed. “To an extent. I gave him the usual enhancements and protections. But…I sense more to the story. Shall we find out?” He ran his hand up to rest on the body’s forehead.


“Oh, what are you gonna do, read his dead mind and tell us what he says? How convenient.”


“Not exactly.” The vampire closed his eyes and said a few words under his breath that I couldn’t catch, and then I got the shock of my life.


Okay, another shock of my life. I guess this made at least half a dozen since I came back to Knightsbridge.


Whelan sat up, staring.


“You resurrected him!” I said.


“Please, Miss Scott. Do I look like Jesus? Don’t be any sillier than you already are. This is merely a temporary reanimation, and it remains to be seen what we can get out of him. He may have been dead too long.”


Adam moved over next to me, his massive arms by his sides. I noticed his hand rested on the pommel of his knife.


“Whelan?” Shelby snapped his fingers. “Can you hear me?”


“Unh,” he replied.


“Whelan, why were you shooting at Ashlee?”


“Unh.”


“Whelan, what is your name?


“Unh.”


Shelby made a putting-to-sleep motion and the corpse collapsed as if its strings were cut. “I’m sorry, but it’s too late. There’s nothing left. If you’d brought him sooner…”


“Don’t you try to shift the blame,” I snapped. “For all we know, this little show you put on was just another illusion.”


Shelby shrugged. “I can do no more than I have. I’m truly sorry for my part in this, but my intentions were good. None died, thanks to Adam’s timely heroism, so all’s well that ends well. If you like, I can provide some reasonable compensation for the trouble my mistake has caused. Perhaps I can contribute to the fund for JR’s eventual attendance at university?”


“Our family doesn’t need your money,” I replied. “Come on, Adam. Let’s get out of here.”


“Gladly. And Constantine…bury him deep. If I ever see a Whelan-shaped zombie shambling around, I’ll pay you a little visit. With friends.”


Shelby waved a diffident hand. “Please, spare me the melodramatic threats. Harriet, you may show them out. I’m going back to bed.”







Chapter 15




That evening I went back up to the point. You know, where I killed Shane. You may think it’s morbid, but it grounds me somehow. And I never wanted to forget what I almost became. Ghost Mom finally showed up and we had a talk. I’ll give you the high points.


“So tell me about Whelan.” It wasn’t a request.


“As you know, Whelan was the son of my younger sister Louisa. She always was a bit flighty, but she had that girlishness some men can’t resist, and a natural figure to match. She’d become the post-divorce trophy wife to a wealthy older man with grown children, with the expectation she would stay a Barbie-doll. Well, when Whelan came along – oops! – he threw her out with minimal child support. His lawyers made sure she got no alimony because she violated the prenuptial agreement. She tried to raise Whelan right, bless her heart, but she never found a man to take care of her, and working two jobs, she let him run wild. When he became too much to control, she pleaded for us to take him. Well, you know your father.”


“Yeah, I bet that didn’t fly very well.” Dad was extremely strict.


“That wasn’t what I meant at all. I wanted to say no, but your father was always a sucker for a sob story, especially from a woman, so he insisted we take him in.”


“Really?” That surprised me. I’d never thought of Dad as being softhearted.


“And since Whelan went from being an only child with no supervision to the oldest in a strict household with three siblings…”


“…He wasn’t the little darling anymore. Yeah, I bet that pissed him off to no end.”


“We thought with love and discipline he’d make the adjustment, but I’m afraid he went down a dark path despite our best efforts.”


I sighed. “Yeah, Adam told me a little bit about it. Sounds like he was a budding psychopath.”


“We tried therapy, we tried counseling, revival camp, military camp. Sometimes these things seemed to help, but later we realized that Whelan only learned to better hide his cruelty. Adam took the brunt of it, but he was a little brother looking up to an older one. We tried to keep you girls protected as well as we could. But when I died, your father buried himself in work.”


“And there was no one to notice that Whelan got worse and worse. Did you know what he did to Amber?”


Ghost tears rolled down my mother’s face. “I saw. It took me a long time to work up the strength to manifest, but I did my best to make him stop, poltergeist style. After a while, I think I scared him enough that he turned to girls more his own age. The loose ones.”


I joined my mother in a good cry. I cried for my dad, the sole clueless mundane in this family of supernatural weirdos. I cried for my brother and my sister. Hell, I even cried for Whelan. I cried for all the poor choices we’d ever made and the secrets that somebody told us it was better keeping.


I cried a lot, but when the tears ran out, Mom had gone.


When I got back home, Elle waved me into the main house. Amber handed me a full glass of Chardonnay to match her own and seated me next to Adam at the big, seldom-used dining room table. He nodded to me, shifting his beer out of the way.


“What’s up?” I said.


“I asked a friend over at PD to do some digging in the system,” Elle replied. “With Whelan’s record, anything official he does shows up. He’s been making conjugal visits to Jeanetta McDonald in prison at least once a week ever since she was put away.”


“Conjugal? Jeanetta?” I gawped at Elle.


“Close your mouth before your tongue falls out, Ash,” Amber said. “Why are you surprised?”


“What, you weren’t?”


Amber shrugged, sipping from her glass. “Anything kinky or creepy around here, I’m sure he found it. I used to see him hanging around that porn shop when I worked over in Modesto, and nobody goes to places like that just for porn. I mean, you can get anything you want on the internet anymore.”


“Back to Jeanetta…”


Adam cleared his throat. “I had a P.I. friend of mine do some checking. Should have done it myself long ago, but I’ve been busy with trivial stuff like domestic terrorism.”


“Excuses, excuses,” Amber said.


“Hey, I’m not your personal bodyguard.” Adam waved at the impeccable McMansion around him. “You could have bought a less expensive, less exposed place than this monstrosity, and used the extra funds for security.”


“What I choose to spend my money on is none of your business,” Amber snarled. She could be as mean as any of us when her buttons were pushed, and she’d always been sensitive about her ambitious lifestyle.


“Don’t you mean both of your money?” I said with mock sweetness. Elle made more than Amber by far.


“This from the bitch freeloading in my pool house?”


“Yes, where I arranged for a high-class renovation that gave your property value a big boost,” Adam said.


“And our tax assessment! Thanks a lot!”


Elle raised her voice. “Would you three chill out? Am I the only grownup here?”


We settled down, three sets of arms crossed. How quickly we revert to type, huh? What do you do with a family full of wannabe alphas? Three Aries born three years and three days apart didn’t make for smooth going.


I tried to bring things back on point. “Whelan and Jeanetta?”


Adam took a breath, rested his forearms on the table, and went on. “I’ll be doing some more digging, but right now it looks like there’s a loose network of mundanes that are into the occult, maybe trying to acquire power.”


“You mean, like they want to learn to be real witches and warlocks?” I asked.


“Among other things. Most of them, like Jeanetta, have agendas of their own. They want revenge on someone, or they want a particular person as their own, or they think the supernatural is the shortcut to money or happiness or success, or…well, anything people usually want.”


“Doesn’t sound so bad,” Amber said.


Adam turned that you-must-be-stupid stare on her. “Like I said, shortcuts. Which usually involves someone getting hurt, or killed, or the things they earned getting stolen. If Whelan had been a smarter kind of creep, he’d have worked on ruining you financially, starting with your reputations, on which both of your jobs depend.”


That shut her up. The only thing more valuable to Amber than her possessions was JR, and maybe Elle. Okay, I might be overstating the case a little, but not much.


Elle deadpanned, “So in a way we’re lucky all he wanted to do was kill Ashlee. Presumably Jeanetta put him up to it, using her feminine wiles.”


“Don’t you have to be married for conjugal visits?” I asked.


“Not in California,” Elle said, putting on her attorney hat. “But the relationship needs to have been established prior to incarceration.”


Adam stroked his chin theatrically. “Interesting… Maybe I should pay her a visit. Non-conjugal, of course.”


“Sounds like you have your work cut out for you,” Elle said, finishing her beer. “Play nice, kids. Halftime’s over.” She headed for her chair and her widescreen.


I glanced from Adam to Amber and back. “Guess I’ll head for bed. How long you staying in the area, big bro?”


“Just a few more days. I’m running out of vacation time.” Adam stood up. “G’nite, all.”


He hugged me, and then Amber caved and hugged him too. Most days our spats were like summer storms, leaving little behind and clearing the air.


 


I had that serious talk with Will. You know, the one I’d been putting off. Maybe now that he’d been faced with the reality of the supernatural and had time to process, he could believe what I’d said, handle what I was.


Either that, or it would all be over.


It was the next Sunday, late, when he picked me up for an evening drive on his motorcycle, a vintage Indian bequeathed to him in rough condition by an uncle. He’d used the downtime rehabilitating from his broken leg to work on restoring it.


I have to tell you, I look pretty hot in black leather. Hell, we were both pretty hot, despite the cooling day. After an hour riding, we reached the dirt lot at the trailhead for the falls and parked, the only vehicle.


When we reached the falls, we found the spot where JR, Elle and I’d had our abortive picnic. Some of the things still lay scattered about, though the food had all disappeared – bears, coyotes or raccoons, probably. We spent a few moments cleaning up, and I shivered at the memory, pushing what had happened out of my mind.


We stripped naked and dove into the pool. Will shook the water out of his hair as he surfaced and I moved in and kissed him as the sky turned orange and rose above us, slowly shifting into a deep purple as the stars began to appear.


We stopped as the waters began to cool, dried off and lay on the beach blanket we’d thrown down, towels wrapped around our middles.


Will spoke first. “I’m sorry.”


“For what?” I said.


“For nothing; for everything. I don’t know. It took me a while to accept what you were saying. That you are a werewolf, and vampires are real and one is dating my mom. And I realize that you did try to tell me before, but I just thought it was a joke.”


“Yeah, well I took the coward’s way out and didn’t correct you. You have less to be sorry about than I do. I’ve screwed up a lot lately, beginning with not telling you everything.”


“Don’t get me wrong. I’m still really mad at you. I understand what you did. But I’m hurt that you wouldn’t trust me. I love you Ashlee. Hell, my whole family loves you. That’s not gonna change.”


Speaking of change, I changed the subject. I hate apologies, no matter who’s doing the apologizing. “How’s your mom?”


His voice choked up. “She moved in with Con as an intimate, continuing to do the blood thing. What do you expect? It’s that or die a painful death. But she says it’s not forever. She told him she wanted to see Siobhan grown up before she decided to pass on.”


“That’s…I don’t know. Noble, or something.”


“It gives us more time to come to terms with things.”


“And gives you all a chance to make the most of now.”


Will shrugged. “Maybe she’ll change her mind…but I’m not sure I want her to. It’s…”


“Unnatural? But so am I.”


He shrugged again. “That’s different. You’re not an undead bloodsucker. You’re a real live woman who happens to be a bitch once a month.”


“Most women are.” I pointed at him. “You fed me that line!”


“I did. I’m getting better at it.”


For some reason that made me laugh uproariously.


Will’s mien turned serious. “I badgered Jackson until he filled me in on the proposition.”


“Proposition?” Oh, God. Here it came.


“The special wolf thing. We think we’ve come up with an answer.”


I rolled my eyes. “Two guys getting together to solve my problems? Yeah, this is going to turn out well.”


“Please, Ash, just hear me out. I get your desire to help the wolves and the environment, being one yourself. But I don’t want you having someone else’s babies. Puppies. Whatever.” He cleared his throat, and he took a deep breath. “That’s why I had Jackson do this.” He pointed at his left shoulder, where deep bite marks were just beginning to scar. I hadn't noticed them before. “Don’t worry, he was a perfect gentleman.”


“Oh my God. Why?”


“Because I never wanted you to forget how much I love you. Now we’re the same, you and me.”


I didn’t correct him on the difference between lupines and lycanthropes, because even though he was wrong, he was pretty right, too. If the bite took and he shifted with the coming of MoonFall, we’d be kissing cousins, biologically speaking. Enough to conceive on the Blood Moon, if Jackson was right, and it would perfectly solve the dilemma of cheating.


I was blown away by his devotion.


You know, as much of a cynic as I tend to be, believing that most people are fairly narcissistic and selfish in the way they move through life, sometimes they can really surprise you. And yeah, I did it. I said it back. “I love you too.”


And I kissed him stupid as the tears rolled down my face.


 


The End of MoonFall.


If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review here.
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Read on for an excerpt from BloodMoon, Supernatural Siblings Series Book #3.


 


Constantine Andronicus Shelby hovered above his Knightsbridge Canyon, California territory and surveyed the demesne he’d been assigned. It wasn’t easy bringing a new location under the jurisdiction of Council authority. With the lycanthropes interested in repopulating the area with wolves, they needed his steady presence to maintain the magical status quo.


Con shifted from owl to coyote form and meandered along the back trails of Knightsbridge Canyon, re-enchanting the marker stones that both warned and warded the area against unwanted supernatural intrusion. He lifted his leg on each to remind the mated pair of natural wolves Jackson and his pack had brought of the limits of his influence.


The Montana Grade Wolves had arrived on schedule, and aside from a few minor issues with some local wild talent, had settled in nicely. Well, perhaps the issues weren’t so minor, but Con was determined to make them so. During the last century of wandering, he’d come to believe that an important part of ruling effectively was simply knowing what was beneath his notice, what to ignore.


Stirring the pot often ruined the stew, as his sire had once told him, and a peaceful demesne was a happy demesne.


And Con appreciated his happiness as much as any immortal.


A vampire was like a landholder, he mused. The supernatural denizens were his vassals, whether they knew it or not. The animals of the night – the bat, the owl, the rat, the cat – were his eyes and ears, and the wolves, being pack animals and by temperament more amenable to leadership, were his enforcers. It had always been this way – vampire and wolf in alliance, protecting a territory and a secret, policing themselves and with deadly efficiency dealing with those who broke the conventions.


Finished with his chore, Con shifted into a thick charcoal vapor that whirled and swirled, a splash of paisley against a painted fabric sky. The dark slipstream of the vampire’s passing slashed toward the lights of the twinkling city below.


The town of Knightsbridge had lain blanketed in a supernatural muffling for decades. Churches on every corner and the piety of the faithful meant that incarnations of the Goddess in the town were usually limited to manifestations of the Blessed Mother, and other practitioners, such as the witches who met regularly at the White Rabbit for lunch, had struggled, inhibited by the disapproving spiritual atmosphere.


This lack of an embodied imagination regarding the Divine Feminine meant that Knightsbridge had been uninviting to most supernatural types until recently, when a new generation of its children, raised on social media, told stories of its idyllic allure, putting the Knightsbridge Canyon area on the popular map once more.


Too quickly, the once-forgotten coventry became inundated with wealthy transplants from the chilly Bay Area or congested Los Angeles, seeking the perfect California combination of climate, natural beauty and upscale cuisine. With them came jobs and the people to fill them, and naturally, not everyone was mundane.


For the vampire community, all of this meant the place was finally worth appointing a master, and Con was the first.


Survey complete, his misty foot touched down at the base of the canyon and he strode onto the safety of his own estate, his form solidified into an alabaster idol of chiseled flesh, his lean musculature ashen, drawn and tight with the absence of fat.


Must feed. His innards growled at him, the result of the exertions of repeated shifting and the enchantments he’d performed.


The more sated a vampire was, the more color he retained and the better he could pass for a mundane human. When his well of blood ran dry, he took on a chalky appearance and could be mistaken for a marble statue.


He disappeared into the Victorian gothic structure of the old wooden rectory, his abode nestled in the velvet woods past Knightsbridge Commons, and left a parted group of fireflies bobbing to light the remnants of his presence as he prepared for the day.


Con opened his double-wide stainless steel refrigerator door, grabbed himself a plastic blood bag and sucked it down, wrinkling his nose against the unpleasant cold. He put up with it for the sake of his thirst, as a mundane might have drunk yesterday’s stale coffee to clear his head. It didn’t take long for his reflection to take on the pink glow of humanity.


Next stop was his expansive, well equipped bathroom, and he reveled in the modern convenience of indoor plumbing as hot water washed the remains of his nocturnal prowling down the drain.


Once finished, he called for those intimates on duty tonight – even thralls needed days off, after all – and took and gave pleasure, feeding on their warm vitae as a gourmand might sup at a fine table.


Later, at his dressing table, he glanced in the mirror at himself and chuckled at the old superstition about vampires. There was magic in the world, but usually it was practical, sensible, and it conformed, more or less, to the constraints of physics. When it didn’t, the cost to the user was normally quite high.


Clothing himself in the conservatively tailored garments of a successful businessman, he ran his hands across the soft-as-butter fabric of his white silk shirt, brushed navy trousers and mustard-colored waistcoat, smoothing away the wrinkles and adding a bronze pocket watch and chain to tie up the look.


He wasn’t a tall man, but he had a presence about him borne of confidence in his power and authority. Clear spectacles and a coat of silver at his temples and brow made him appear to be in his mid-forties, with salt and pepper hair, a cross between Dr. Strange and Doctor Who.


Once he’d brushed his teeth – one couldn’t be too careful with them, after all – they shone with a whiteness even greater than his fair skin, and he practiced his smile in the mirror, making sure to call up an internal emotional reality that reached his eyes. It was an actor’s trick, an illusion that served him as he looked forward to bringing this land to heel.


It also served his continued dalliance with Margaret Stenfield, a widower and mother of two, grandmother of one. He stopped by his bedroom where she lay, still asleep, and kissed her forehead. She stirred, but didn’t wake. His code, his sense of noblesse oblige and responsibility for his vassals that substituted for morality in his unbeating heart, was fulfilled by the good he was doing for her.


It didn’t hurt that his paramour was mother to the lupine girl’s lycanthrope lover, which allowed him to keep an eye on those two through the relationship. As with everything Con did, pragmatism figured prominently.


Thus far, his accomplishments this first year had made him content, if not entirely happy. Resolving to continue his improvements until everything fell into place, he made his way to the garage and the sleek silver Mercedes with tinted windows.


The people of Knightsbridge demanded he look the part, and unknowingly became sheep to his shepherd. Herding sheep. Funny. He smiled at the image and drove across town to his place of business, The Grand Illusion Magic and Curio Emporium, arriving before the sun crested the horizon.


Inside, he greeted Edward, his day manager, and allowed the man to fill him in on the significant events of yesterday: who came in, what they bought, what they might be interested in acquiring. The shop provided Con a cover for his evident wealth and status, and its uniqueness and selection of antiques ensured that most of the upper crust of Knightsbridge – the people who mattered, anyway – visited from time to time. This was one way he kept his finger on the pulse of the mundanes, and picked up tidbits about more important matters.


As he had been a competent stage magician in his former life, the shop also allowed him to keep in touch with that part of himself. He’d been performing monthly shows at the university, open to the public, to stay in practice and to provide a further entry into society.


Flipping the door sign to OPEN, Constantine Shelby took a deep, unnecessary but contented breath, and prepared for his usual short morning’s presence before returning to his abode to sleep away the greater part of the day.


 


Oh, and why am I telling you all this stuff about Con Shelby? Heck, I’m a writer. It’s what I do, taking notes and interviews and recollections and trying to fit them into a coherent whole for your enjoyment…because real life never makes as much sense as a good story.


And what’s life without a good story, anyway?


 


The End of the excerpt from BloodMoon, Supernatural Siblings Series Book 3.
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