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| shuffled papers on my desk, not because | wasaligtorganizing anything, but
simply to annoy her. | smiled sardonically at themwan with delicate features, platinum
blonde hair with a single neon blue streak in lHen¢ength bangs. The black lab laying
at her feet looked up at me and growled.

“Oh come on, Penny,” | said to the dog. | shifted fimcus back to Caitlyn. “I am
taking this seriously. | am always serious wheraines to family. | have two dozen
wolves dedicated to the search. | will round up senore. | promise. But | do have work
to do.”

“I know, Mason, | just feel useless.” Caitlyn wavieer hand. “But enough about
it. Are you going to attend the new moon celebr#tio

“Unfortunately, | have no choice.” | dreaded thelsenn things, getting together
with the other packs to promote peace. “My positiemands it.”

“Mr. Mayor,” said Suzanne McClure, my secretaryemupted, sticking her head
through the cracked door. She waited for me to askedge her with a polite smile and
nod. “I'm sorry to bother you, but there's a Mr.ipuhere to see you. He said it's an
emergency, and that he doesn't mind causing a .$cene

“Send him in,” | told her gruffly. | looked at Chih and Penny with an apologetic
expression. “I'm sorry to cut this short, but dcdjls.”

“Not a problem,” said Caitlyn with an unnaturallyipy voice. As she bounced to
her feet, her amber eyes turned blue. Her platiblomde hair changed into an odd shade
of purple, starting at the roots, quickly cascadiiogvn to the tips. “I have to go pick up
Jocelyn anyway. We're going dress shopping forgtunilt's her first new moon
celebration.”

| would never get used to how easily the Chimeraitesl, changing their



appearance, something most of them did only wheegsary. Caitlyn, however, loved
altering her appearance randomly, changing onlgiteaspects.

Penny was a different matter. Ever since the chsiattack, she spent most of her
time in the form of an animal, avoiding a humanpghat all cost. She had left her
bookstore in the hands of her assistant manager.only time one could see her as the
pretty black haired girl was at the Chimera compgbun

“Are you still trying to turn her into a lesbian?thuckled. Since her friend, and
the newest member of Sean's pack, had turned @sthmCaitlyn had been on a nonstop
mission to bed the shy teen.

“Of course not!” she barked, clearly abashed byidlea. “Just a little bi like me.”
She winked at me, spun on her heels and walkedobtite office, Penny following
closely behind her.

| shook my head, amused by her teenage anticsogrsixteen, she was too
headstrong and outgoing for her own good. She wasygo be one hell of a woman
when she got older. | felt sorry for anyone whedrto stand in her way.

“Mason,” Brian Quinn greeted, walking into my o#fiand taking a seat opposite
of me. “It's been awhile.”

Brian was a turned wolf. His family grew up in tBerenity subdivision, one of
the few werewolves that called the human distheirthome while | was a kid. We were
acquaintances back in high school, but we weremeery close. Our only connection
was his sister, Sheila, a gorgeous girl that |deteéd during sophomore year.

“What brings you here, Brian?”

“It's about Sheila.”

| would have never imagined that he would be herdiscuss his sister. Sheila
had run away from home, and subsequently brokemeayt, and he had disowned her,
much like the rest of his family.

It's a tradition amongst families of turned woltesbite their young shortly after
puberty. Unlike natural born wolves, they weretsteato pass along their lycanthrope
genes at birth. Sheila never wanted to become & wioé loved being a human. For

years, she had been able to hold her parents backttirning her, reciting one excuse



after another. When they had had enough and demdhdeshe go through with the bite,
she took off. | hadn't heard a word about her since

“What about Sheila? | thought you wrote her offgago.”

Brian bent his head down in shame, cupping his iiades hands. | stared at the
bald spot in his short, light brown hair as he taocéouple deep breaths. Without looking
up, he said, “I did. | was a stupid kid who did weheer his parents wanted him to do. But
I've kept in contact with her.”

“Okay. So what's the problem?”

“She's been living in Marion County with her bogind Damon Lockwood.
Anyway, Damon was indebted to a local pack outehkle owed a lot of money.” Brian
sighed. “He made an arrangement with them. To dismrdebt, he gave them Sheila.
They're going to turn her, Mason. They're goindptae her to become the one thing that
she never wanted to be.”

“Fuck.” 1 remembered how much she had detestedidba of becoming a
werewolf, specifically a turned wolf, the lowesttbe low. The life of a turned wolf was
a hard one, especially in Perfection County, attey ruled by the elitist mentality of
natural born wolves. This was truer when we weds khan it was now that Sean had
granted the turned wolves permission to form tbain packs, but it still wasn't a good
life. “What do you want me to do?”

“He just gave her up,” said Brian. He looked uys$estreaming down his cheeks.
He looked at me pleadingly with red, swollen eyé&now that you used to care for her.
If you have an ounce of love for her now, pleadp hee get her. | have nowhere else to
turn. Everyone disowned her, so I'm on my own. Thssn't just turning her, Mason.
She's going to be enslaved to the pack. It killstonthink of the things they're planning
on doing to her. Please. | know you have your olngs going on, but | have no one
else, Mason.”

| wondered where it would end, all these searchigsgarall these missing people. |
would be stretching myself thin, a dangerous thindo even in a time of peace. | sighed
heavily, leaning back against my chair. | coul&@y no. There might have been a time

where | could, at last to a man | barely knew amgbenan | hadn't thought about in years.



But not anymore, thanks to my self-righteous cowgiio always put other people before
his own survival.

“Thanks a lot, Sean,” | mumbled.

“What?”

“Nothing,” | said, leaning forward and clasping rmgnds together on top of my
desk. “Where can | find her?”

“I don't know. | couldn't get it out of Damon be#ohe ran off. All | know was
what he told me, and I just told you that. | do Wrnwhere they lived though. Maybe we
can start there.”

“There's no 'we' about it.” | didn't know Brian,tremymore, and | didn't trust him
enough to have him at my six while walking intoangderous situation. “I will go. | will
find her. And I will bring her back.”

“By yourself? Against an entire pack?” He gave meneredulous look.

“Right now, it's a fact finding mission. If | nedshck up, | have a pack. No
offense, but | don't fight with strangers, and yoa a stranger to me now.” | slid a sheet
of paper and pen over to him. “Write down everyghyou know, her address, how | can
find Damon, names of the kidnappers, whatever.yBut number on there as well so |
can contact you.”

“I-1 don't know how to find Damon. The jerk camedafound me before running
off.” He scribbled frantically on the sheet of pap&/hen he was finished, he looked up,
fresh tears running down his cheeks in rivulet¢eéBe, just find her.”

| took the piece of paper and nodded toward the.ddth be in contact when |
learn something.”

He glanced over his shoulder at the door and theretl back. Standing up, he
offered his hand. “Of course, of course.”

| shook his proffered hand and then watched himdemasniveling mess. He was
far from the loudmouthed teen | once knew. | wordewhat happened to him. What's
happening with his sister was tragic, but how leeted showed a lot about his character.
| was right in not letting him come along.

| looked up at the clock and sighed. A little afeo'clock; I could leave now and



have enough time to track down Sheila before thebcations. | pressed the intercom
button. “Suzanne.”

“Yes, Mr. Mayor.”

“Clear my schedule for the day. | have to go playgie eye.” | grabbed the stack
of papers on my desk, straightened them, and tlaee them in the bin.

“Yes, Mr. Mayor. Will there be anything else?”

She sounded amused, no doubt from having listem#éaetentire conversation. A
wolf's hearing was spectacular and couldn't béedtiby a thin wall. Our intercom was
simply for show.

“And call Dexter Jameson, please.”



| pulled into the driveway at the Jameson mansidr. large white structure stood
prominent among its neighboring houses. Two laigarp stood high on either side of
the concrete porch, rows of bushes lined the hbakend them.

| had spent a lot of time in this house growing lugmembered how much | had
wanted to live here. It was twice as big as my famome. An entire family could retreat
to the four corners of the house and then sperehtire week without seeing anyone else
as they wound their way back.

Ever since Sean had moved out, leaving the Jantesase to our twisted uncle, |
knew that he would always fight to get it back. Whe handed over the Jameson pack
and the house to his newly discovered brother, &gktvas shocked.

Though | didn't speak out against his decisiorhattime, | didn't believe it was
the right thing to do. Dexter was a stranger. utifd Sean was being too trusting. Since
then, however, Dexter has shown his true chargateven his loyalty to the pack he had
never known. But | wasn't here to see Dexter.

As | walked up to the door, | passed a guard, magldordially. Michael Willis
was his name, a turned wolf who married into thekdan pack. It was common for
alphas to keep a retinue of guards, especiallyJdmeson alphas. Your life being in
constant danger was the price of being on top@piramid. Turned wolves that married
into the pack were the best option. They wantegrtive themselves, but they weren't
generally motivated to challenge the alpha.

| knocked on the large mahogany door, and a swdetvoman answered within
seconds. “Mr. Jackson. It's a pleasure to see gainad

“Martha, dear,” | replied, giving her a light embeaand a kiss on the cheek, “one

of these days, you will call me Mason.”



“That would be improper, dear.” She stepped badkttone enter. “You're a man
of position.”

Two more guards were positioned in the foyer, drtdeleft wing, and one at the
right. 1 nodded to them both before turning backthie gray haired woman. “Man of
position my butt. You used to change my diaper®f eles lit up with mirth, but her lips
pursed in disapproval. | chuckled. “I'm here to Bester and Zoey.”

“Yes, they're waiting on you in his office.”

| thanked her and made my way down the left corri@bopping at the third door
on the right, |1 knocked. The door swung open andtaactive blonde answered wearing
a sheer black negligee, her flawless body on fspldy beneath the see-through material.

| didn't recognize her by sight or scent, and | ldduave remembered both. She
was too stunningly beautiful to forget, and sheltaddike a flowery meadow on a spring
day. My eyes flashed blue instinctively. She smilegl yellow eyes locked on to mine. “I
don't believe we've met, I'm Mason.”

“Candice Hoffman,” she responded, holding out acdé& hand.

Like an oaf, | grabbed her hand and shook it vigely wincing at my lack of
manners. Before | could embarrass myself furthenynflustered state, | swept past her
and walked up to Dexter and Zoey, the former gjtbehind his desk, leaning back in his
chair, and the latter sitting sideways on his tagy,right arm tossed around his shoulders.

| took an empty seat at his desk. “Dexter, Zoegnkis for seeing me.” | nodded
my head behind me. “Where'd you find Candace?”

“Ah.” Dexter laughed, lightly slapping Zoey's batteigh. “We picked her up
during our last trip to St. Louis. | told her shauld stay here until she got on her feet, but
it might become a permanent arrangement.”

“And you're okay with this?” | asked Zoey. It wasnemon for wolves to have
lovers other than their mate, but it wasn't comrmomvite them to live in your home.

Zoey chuckled. “You should ask Dexter if he's ouath it. She's my girlfriend.”

| looked behind me to see Candace smiling. Shedamer hand with her palm
outward and waggled her fingers while blowing mess.

| turned back to see the amused expressions ovmosts. “Well, that's kinda...



No, as hot as that is, the living arrangementillsvgtird. But, it's not my place. | actually
came here to drill you on the wolves of Marion Cigun

“Did something happen?” Dexter asked, his jaw egintg.

“Nothing in Perfection. This is a personal matt&n looking for an old friend. |
just need to know the area I'm walking into and teher information that would lead me
in the right direction.”

“Well,” said Zoey, “I'll answer whatever | can, buthaven't been back since
moving here.” She climbed off Dexter's lap, stréggied out her blue skirt and matching
top, and then she walked around the desk. She saeichair to my left, turning to face
me. “It's nothing like Perfection. There's no rstalicture there. Most of the wolves are
alone, only a handful of packs, but they're moke lioving street gangs. The packs are
generally small, never more than a baker's dozehileeir alphas don't last long.”

“I need to find a pack that makes a habit of buypapple,” | clarified, “and
forcing them to turn and join their pack.”

“I wouldn't say any of them have that as a practbzé¢ none of them are above
that sort of shit. The Marion County wolves ardiiké the wolves here. Actually, they're
more like the Rebel Rousers. They each have thair siandards and rules. Think of it
like this, we're all trained house pets with fudllies and they're the feral creatures hiding
in dark alleyways, hunting for every scrap of fotbety can find.” Zoey's expression
changed to one of compassion. “I'm afraid withaut personal detail, | won't be able to
help you track down your friend. Why did they waet in the first place?”

| wondered briefly how she knew it was a woman thats searching for, but
shrugged it off. “Do you know a man named Damonkvomod? | think he's a human, but
somehow found himself mixed up with one of the Iqucks.”

She thought it over and then shook her head. “Dbgssand familiar.”

“l used to date a girl, Sheila Quinn, until she eamay from home because she
didn't want to turn, but her parents were goingdat anyway. Her family disowned her,
except for her brother.

“It was this brother that came to me today. He shat her boyfriend, Damon,

was indebted to a pack in Marion County, and that pack forced him to give them



Sheila to clear his debt. Damon told the brothat they planned to turn her and force her
to remain in the pack, and then he ran off.”

| leaned toward Zoey, locking my eyes on to he@&hée' never wanted to turn. |
can't let this happen, but | have nothing to gd on.

Zoey sighed. “I honestly don't know how to lead yowa pack. This really isn't a
signature, kidnapping. But | do know of a lone walio made most of his money from
gambling. He was a bookie who shamelessly took evleathe wanted from those who
were in his debt. It's possible that he startedaekpand somehow kept others from
challenging him. His name is Xander Bend.”

| nodded. It might not be a direct path to findBigeila, but it was a lead. “Where
can | find this Xander Bend?”

“The last | saw of him,” Zoey answered, “he wasdiag around J.T.'s Alibi, a
hole-in the-wall sports bar off of Hwy 55.”

“Thank you for your time, Zoey. | really appreciaté’ | nodded to Dexter.
“Thanks.” | stood up and turned to leave, but Zgebbed my wrist.

“You need to be careful, Mason. Take your pack wibhi. For all the fighting
amongst themselves, the wolves of Marion alwaysdst@gether when dealing with
outsiders. Let me call Tom and Elliot. I'm sure longthers will go with you.”

“That's okay,” | replied, “I'm only looking rightaw. When | confront them, I'll
bring my pack with me.”

This wasn't entirely a lie. | had planned on bngga few Jackson wolves, but
with her warning of these wolves being feral cresdyul wanted to bring a few of those
with me as well. Just not two that might hold layab Marion County; though, | would

never say that to her.



It was a long drive to Sheila's home. | never wddsie found it without my GPS.
This rundown area of Marion held no street signaials as if they wanted strangers to get
lost along their winding roads lined with shabbgptioard houses.

Sheila’'s rundown abode appeared in better startdargthose of her neighbors,
complete with a rusty fence that ran around th@@ny. The gate squealed in protest as |
swung it inward. | could feel eyes on me as | wdlke to the concrete slab that passed
for a porch. When | reached the front door, | kremtkpurely for show, and took a minute
to sniff out the area.

| didn't smell any lingering wolves, which was aodothing. One of the main
reasons natural born wolves detested turned walassbecause of the latter's ability to
partially change, growing out their claws and famgthout needing to fully shift into
wolf form. We call them an aberration, unnaturahd ave look down on them in
contempt, but only to hide our own fear. Unlessifted into wolf form, one or two
turned wolves would definitely have the upper hand.

| tested the handle, but it was locked. Assumimgdéadbolt was locked as well, |
placed the palm of my hand between the two. Onekqpiush forward, and both locks
broke free of the door frame, leaving splinteretbian their wake.

The inside of the house was much nicer than theriext Plush carpet lined the
floors, photographs hung from the eggshell whitdsyahowing a slightly older version
of the girl | used to know. Leather furniture andhmgany tables filled the room.

| wasn't sure what | was looking for exactly. Itsmd like the pack would have
had Damon sign a contract, print it and give hioopy with their name and address in it.

The best | could hope for was that members of ek had been here recently. |

could mark their scent and hunt them down, but ataab would be a tedious endeavor,



driving all over town with my nose hanging out bétcar.

| still had a few hours before | needed to get acRerfection and the new moon
celebration, keeping the peace between the packewAhours could be the difference
between a solid lead and a wasted trip, so | closgdyes and sniffed.

| picked up on Sheila's scent easily, the sameyntilkkc | remembered from long

ago, a scent that brought back bittersweet memauoritesl, technicolor detail.

*kk

It was a warm autumn day, the golden leaves falith@round us. | couldn't stop
staring at her; the way her straight hair, the colaf sandalwood, cascaded over her
bare shoulders; the way her sundress clung to #teral curves of her body, curves |
needed, as a testosterone-fueled teen, to feellgimg) in pure, animalistic bliss; the way
her lips twisted into a playful smile whenever kiuked at me.

We were picnicking in Jackson Park, her favoritacpl She loved to tease me
mercilessly about my rise in the pack, and how uldhane day be the alpha of the
Jackson pack. It didn't matter to her that the Jacls were now a part of the larger
Jameson pack. According to her, | would fight toarid nail (She always giggled at that
reference) and win my family's freedom.

The laughter always stopped when | replied withdesire to bring her to the top
with me. She had always made it known that shenbadesire to turn, but | wanted to
convince her otherwise. When | looked at her, | sagnother half. It didn't matter that we
were still in high school. It didn't matter that Wwad our whole lives to live and there was
no guarantee that we would make it last. | hadhfdithad love... | had her.

Until she spoke. “Mason, | just can't do it anymolen afraid that one of them
will sneak into my room and bite me while | sleep.”

“Then come stay with me.” | took her hand, pullinglose to my chest. “No one
will hurt you. No one will make you take the bftgdu're not ready. | promise.”

“But you want me to turn.” She pulled her hand badkopping it into her lap.

“You want me to turn and be your mate.”



“I want you to be my girlfriend. | want you to bese my wife. Sheila, | love you.
| will never pressure you to turn. You can remaimuanan until you die of old age.”

Sheila stood up, brushing her hands down her drédsve you too, Mason, |
really do; but being with you is a risk. No matiéryou're fine with me remaining a
human, it won't last long. Sooner or later we wiént children, and then | would be
forced to turn.”

“Sheila, please...” | stared up at her, my wide gyp¢eading silently.

“I'm sorry, Mason. But | just can't do this anymdrés a single tear escaped her

left eye, she spun around and walked away... fodgo

*k%k

There was another scent, human, that stood out &lbrthe weaker scents of
comers and goers. It was a masculine scent, onadbked of worry and perspiration.
The fear was an indicator that the scent belongeDamon, as did the way it formed
around Sheila's scent, waves of anxiety perme#timgubtle lilac fragrance.

| wasn't surprised to find his scent here; it was House after all. What did
surprise me was how strong it was, as if he wesehere. The way Brian explained his
encounter with the scared little weasel, | woul#éhassumed Damon would have been
hundreds of miles away, never to return. A marear for his life, so afraid that he traded
his girlfriend for a chance to escape.

| searched for other scents, those that might bénpat to finding Sheila. |
needed a wolf scent, but there were none. Any migalDamon had had with the pack
must have happened elsewhere. Damon had to haaat Slreila out of the house to give
her over. Yet, if that were the case, | was at addend. If | had only come earlier and
caught Damon before he ran off...

A creak in the floorboard caught my attention. éned my eyes slowly, listening
intently. | allowed my consciousness to ride thergbwaves, tapping into my inner-wolf,
heightening my sense of hearing.

| heard a quick, soft scuttle coming from behind ittner wall of the living room.



| slowly walked down the hall and stopped in fraftthe first door on the left. A
bedroom. Damon and Sheila's bedroom.

Maybe | hadn't missed him. | hadn't been subtlenvhbroke in. Hell, | even
knocked first. He must have heard me and hid, lgppwould go away.

“Damon,” | called out. “I'm coming in. | just watd ask a few questions. Okay?”

Nothing.

“Damon, I'm not here to hurt you. | only want todiSheila.”

Still, he offered no response.

| took a deep breath and slowly turned the doorkridie hinges creaked as |
swung the door open and stepped inside. The roascast in shadows, a single swath of
light sweeping down the center from the window.

A shadow moved to my right. | turned toward it,alving my hands up in
defense. But | wasn't fast enough. A loud cracloedithrough my skull as a baseball bat
connected with the side of my face. Crumpling te ¢fnound, | saw a short, rotund man
standing above me, his face blurred by a combinaifcshadows and the tears filling my

eyes.



