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Internal Document #1

The Vesper Company

“Envisioning the brightest stars, to lead our way.”

- Internal Document, Do Not Reproduce -

Details of Video Footage Recorded Oct. 31, 2010,

Part 1

*Note: This video transcription follows the end of the “Partial Transcript of the Interrogation of Branch B’s Vesper 1.” Refer to the initial transcript for details prior to the following.

20:22:03 PST—Interrogation Room C7

Two subjects in room identified as:

—Franklin Savage, Vesper Company employee White male, 42 years old

—Emily Webb, Branch B’s Vesper 1 (designated “Deviant”)

White female, 16 years old

Vesper 1(B) sits at a desk opposite Savage. She leaps to her feet, breaking the chains that bind her wrists. Savage flinches, cowering behind his hands as the girl stares him down.

Behind Savage, the steel-reinforced door buckles inward and then flies across the room to slam against the opposite wall. A third subject enters the room, identified by intel as:

—Amy Delgado, Branch A’s Vesper 2.1 (designated “Deviant”)

Hispanic female, 16 years old

VESPER 2.1(A): Going somewhere?

The two Deviants discuss what to do with Savage and choose to let him scurry out of the room like a coward. Limon, please refrain from inserting your personal opinions into these transcripts.—MH

After more discussion, Vesper 1(B) chooses to leave behind the tape recording of her conversation with Savage and the document she wrote detailing the events spanning Sept. 7, 2010, through Sept. 13, 2010, in Skopamish, WA. The two Deviants exit the room.

20:33:17 PST—Hallway 3, Sector C

Several guards lie unconscious behind and ahead of the two Deviants, the product of Vesper 2.1(A)’s trek to break Vesper 1(B) out of the interrogation room. One wonders if perhaps our guard staff was not adequately trained to handle adversaries with telekinesis, as was brought up in a meeting on the evening of October 25, 2010. It has been noted several times, Limon, no need to continue to do so.—MH

Stepping over the fallen guards, Vesper 1(B) reaches the door of office C12, twists its doorknob, and breaks the lock, allowing the Deviants to enter.

20:37:09 PST—Office C12, Temporary Office of Franklin Savage

Vesper 1(B) and Vesper 2.1(A) cross to Savage’s desk. Vesper 1(B) rifles through loose papers until she has prepared a neat stack. The papers have since been identified as the second part of her account of the events prior to the Incident. Vesper 2.1(A) questions her motives for leaving the papers intact. Vesper 1(B) looks into the camera, speaking directly to it.

VESPER 1(B): Same reason I haven’t been smashing cameras. They want to know what we can do? Then I say we let them watch us, and we let them read all about it.

VESPER 2.1(A): I continue to like your style, girl.

VESPER 1(B): Thanks. It’s all here. Let’s move.

Part 1 of Relevant Video Footage Concluded


1

WHAT ARE YOU?

I stood in front of my bathroom mirror and studied the bags under my eyes, which were half-hidden behind my crooked glasses. Looked at how limp and mousy my hair was, definitely not shampoo-commercial ready. I held a pair of sleeping pills, halfheartedly telling myself to pop ’em back. Go all sleazy starlet and abuse those prescription drugs like there’s no tomorrow.

Don’t do it, a voice whispered in the back of my head. An angry voice. One that kept popping into my thoughts more and more over the past few evenings. Let me out. You know you want to.

I ignored her.

It had been two nights since I’d helped kill a man after transforming into a genetically engineered werewolf. Two nights since I’d let loose my wild sides to find the man who’d murdered Emily Cooke and tried to kill Dalton McKinney. Knowing the consequences of letting myself go like that… I couldn’t do it again.

So, I was trying out a new nighttime routine.

First, an early dinner with Dad, my stepmom, Katherine, and my stepsister, Dawn.

Then, hastily banging through my homework during the hour I had left to do it, all the while staring forlornly at my book and DVD cases, remembering the good old days when I’d had entire evenings to indulge in a little escapism.

Finally, giving up on the homework halfway through because eight o’clock was rapidly approaching. Which meant sneaking into the bathroom and pouring a couple of my stepmother’s prescription-strength sleeping pills into my palm, downing them, and passing out to avoid changing into Nighttime Emily, the wild, superpowered version of me. Herself a midway state between normal me and full-on wolf-girl.

This new routine was most definitely the product of some utterly strange circumstances.

It was Tuesday night. Exactly one week since the day that regular, geeky Emily Webb—me—first turned into wild-child Nighttime Emily, the same night Emily Cooke had been murdered by a man named Dr. Gunther Elliott. I hadn’t known it at the time, but Emily Cooke was also a werewolf like me. She’d lost her life because of it.

I clenched my eyes closed and took in a deep breath. Blinking them open, I snatched up a plastic cup from the counter, filled it with tap water, then hastily retreated to my bedroom. I set the cup on my bedside table, then lay back against my pillow.

Drugging ourselves was what Spencer and I had agreed to do, at least until we figured out what the whole changing-into-mythical-beasts thing was all about. Drug away the changes, so we don’t get into trouble. Do research during the day, when we’re more ourselves.

But your daytime selves can’t solve problems like I can. The voice again. Nighttime me, or at least what I imagined nighttime me would say. Besides, there’s no reason to hide in your stuffy room, girl. The bad guy is gone. We killed him. Let me out.

A shiver ran through me. “Wrong thing to say,” I whispered to myself.

The images of Sunday night came back to me in a rush, like they always did, just when I thought I was free of them for a few moments.

A man in a fedora. A gun.

Me and Spencer, both wolf-human hybrids, stalking the man.

A knife lashing out, cutting me, cutting the wolf-boy. And we leap to rip the man apart, our vision red, our goal to kill.

I could still taste his rotting flesh no matter how much I brushed my teeth. Scope wasn’t exactly clearing up this plaque. The stench of his unwashed body, of his fear, sometimes seemed to overwhelm my nostrils. And his eyes … his empty, blank eyes…

I guess this is what they call post-traumatic stress. Fun, huh? I now totally relate to the lone survivors of horror movies when they pop up in sequels. Laurie Strode in Halloween H20? I feel you, girl. You too, Sidney Prescott. Not so much the girl from Friday the 13th. She basically got a raw deal.

The only time I didn’t think about what I’d done as a wolf-girl was when I was around Spencer and his wonderful, calming scent, or when I was rushing through the blur that had become school, half focusing on teachers while thinking about all that I still needed to know about the changes.

And, of course, when I was deep asleep I didn’t have to worry. If I had dreams about that night, well, I didn’t remember them once I woke up. One small mercy.

I popped the sleeping pills from my sweaty palm into my mouth, then downed the cup of lukewarm tap water. No, Nighttime Emily, I was not going to let you out, because letting you out would lead to the werewolf, which would lead… Who knows where.

I didn’t want to think anymore. Or remember. The pills swirled in my stomach, and my lids grew heavy.

Do you think you can hide from this forever? Don’t you think our stepmom is going to notice her disappearing pills sooner or later? Someday you’re going to have to let yourself face the night. You know it’s true.

I ignored the voice, even knowing that she made far too much sense.

And then sleep came and took everything away.

My eyes snapped open, pulling me from my dreamless sleep.

It was dark in my room save for the glow from my digital alarm clock and the faint tinge of streetlight that seeped through my curtains. I wasn’t supposed to be awake before morning.

A chill draft touched my skin. Goose bumps bristled on my arms. My heart pounded fast, as though my body knew what my sleep-addled brain didn’t want to know.

Someone was watching me.

I pulled the covers to my chin and cradled my stuffed toy dog, Ein, as I scanned my room. Everything that wasn’t veiled in black was in shades of gray. The room was still, silent. Outside I could hear a car alarm going off somewhere down the street. I half expected to see Dr. Gunther Elliot there, some undead version of him coming to take his revenge on me for killing him.

No one was there. It was PTSD, I rationalized. Just more residual fear from a night that seemed so very far away even at the same time it felt like it had just happened moments ago.

My self-assurances didn’t stop my hands from shaking or my pulse from pumping.

For what felt like a long time, I lay in bed, my eyes darting around my room from the closet to the door to the window, my brain telling me to calm down, my body refusing to listen.

Then, out of the corner of my eye: movement.

My eyes shot toward the window and came to settle on a figure at the foot of my bed, the size and shape of a grown man. Only this man was a shroud of misty blackness that had congealed to form a featureless, three-dimensional shadow that stood perfectly still and silent.

My heart thudded faster, pounding out a dance-track beat that became all I could hear. I swallowed, trying to convince myself that I was not seeing what I thought I was seeing. Because I’d seen this thing before, or something like it. Before, it had appeared only when I was a wolf. I wasn’t a wolf now.

Yet here it was.

I could see my DVD case and TV right through it, but it was more than a shadow, I knew it, I felt it. It wasn’t the dead man. It was something worse. I whimpered as a primal fear I had only ever experienced as a wolf came over me.

The shadow’s head tilted, slowly, methodically. It was studying me.

I squeezed my eyes closed, willing the thing to disappear, to leave me the hell alone. I lay there, sheets to my nose, for how long I couldn’t tell you. Then, as my heart finally began to slow to a waltzlike crawl, I opened my eyes.

The shadowman was above me, its featureless face inches from my own. It raised a hand, reaching for my head with long, slender, translucent fingers.

I opened my mouth to scream. But all that came out was a squeak, like some pitiful horror-movie cliché. As I lay there, unable to move, the shadowman’s cold fingers grazed my cheek. It wasn’t solid, exactly; more like the wispy touch of wet fog against my bare skin.

Still, it was touching me. Now was not the time to get all paralyzed.

I rolled to my left, away from the shadowman. I knocked Ein to the floor and grabbed a lamp from the bedside table, the squat one that my best friend, Megan, and I had long ago decorated with various shades of glittery nail polish.

Yanking the lamp, I managed to pull its cord free from the wall. In the same motion I turned back toward the shadowman and swung.

The lamp and my hand went right through it.

My fingers stiffened with cold, became numb and heavy. The nail-polish lamp slipped out of my useless hand and clattered to the floor.

I yanked my arm back, clutching my frozen wrist in my other hand. The shadowman stood at the side of my bed, watching me with a tilted head, like a dog trying to understand what its master is saying.

“What do you want?” I wheezed. “What are you?”

The shadowman’s smoky black arm rose slowly, as if someone had dropped the speed on the Blu-ray player. It walked sluggishly forward—through my bed.

Yeah, no.

Rolling again to the side, I dropped off my bed opposite the shadowman. I landed on all fours, crouched and silent like a cat. Which was strange, since I was supposed to be me, regular old Emily Webb, not the death-defying version of me that could do that kind of thing. Regular me would have landed with an “Oof!”—limbs flying every which way like I was going for a pratfall on a bad sitcom. In my head I was me, at least, but the reflexes were all Nighttime.

I didn’t have time to worry about it.

I leaped up to my feet and spun to face my bedroom door—and the shadowman was there, nose to nose with me. So close that the fine hairs rose on my arms as its chill seeped through my oversize T-shirt and into my skin.

I spun again, this time toward the window. The same second-story window I’d jumped out of several times already—but never as normal me.

Did I really have Nighttime’s reflexes? What if it was just adrenaline? Could I really leap out a window and not break both my legs? How could I know?

Swallowing a trembling breath, I realized I had no choice. It was the only way out.

I darted forward and whipped open the curtains. My thawing fingers scrambled over the latches to unlock the thing and get myself free. Icy air brushed against my back, and I sensed the shadowman growing closer, way too close. I needed to get out, now, now, outside NOW, why wouldn’t my hand work already and get the latches open?

A chill flowed down my neck, coating my shoulder blades and making me shiver. The shadowman was directly behind me.

My heart thudding, I gasped for air and spun around, my back as close to the window as I could get without smashing through.

There was nothing, no one, there.

I stood there for a long moment, half sitting on the sill, taking in shallow, gulping breaths. The room was dark, and none of the shadows cast by the streetlight outside my window moved or were alive. Slowly, my heart began to pace itself back to normal. My breaths evened out, and the hand that had gone through the shadowman’s incorporeal body once more flowed with warmth.

I turned back to the window, half expecting to find the shadowman floating outside. If this was a horror movie, the director totally would have done that as an easy jump scare. In fact, if I ever sell the movie rights to my life, I’m totally suggesting that the director do that.

But in reality, there was nothing there. Just a view of the clear, starry sky and the darkened streets.

Something caught my eye in the road. A large dog, maybe, lumbering down the center of the street.

Only it wasn’t a dog, even if that’s what was reported by the local newspaper my dad insists on getting instead of just reading the news online like normal people.

It was a werewolf.

Shaking my head, I closed the curtains. “You were supposed to take the sleeping pills, Spencer,” I muttered.

I closed my curtains and, after a cursory glance around the room to be sure the shadowman was gone, climbed back beneath my covers. I pulled the comforter over my head, willing my breath to slow down, iiiiiin and ooooout, to calm myself down. Whatever that thing was, it was gone now.

But it had been so close. Much closer than any of the previous times I’d seen the shadowmen—which up until now had only been as werewolf me. I didn’t know what that meant.

A clattering and buzzing sounded from my end table. I took in a sharp breath, then realized that, duh, it was just my phone.

Lowering the covers, I slapped the end table until I grabbed my phone. The glowy screen on the front read SPENCER.

I flipped it open to see I had a text message.

2:34 AM PST: Em Dub, u awake

I blinked at the message a few moments, because hold up, hadn’t I just seen Spencer outside? As a wolf-boy?

Behind the times as I am, I slowly hunted down the keys to type back a message—and I mean the number-pad keys, folks, as in press 1 three times just to type a c. Megan used to be the only person who ever called me, and she hated texting, so I never really had to do it before. How I longed for a smartphone, especially since I can’t not type in complete sentences. It’s a thing.

The pads of my thumbs beginning to ache, I finished typing my response and hit send.

2:37 AM PST: Yeah, I’m awake. I thought I just saw you outside.

2:37 AM PST: not me. Im in my room, just saw shadowman. it came at me but then it dispprd.

My fingers trembled. I looked around the room again, expecting the shadowman to leap out at me, grab me with its icy fingers. Nothing was there.

But it had been. And it had coordinated a visit between me and Spencer. It had to mean something.

2:41 AM PST: That happened to me, too. Just a few minutes before you texted me. It chased me around the room, and then vanished.

2:41 AM PST: wird. we need to talk about this in the am. can I pick u up?

2:43 AM PST: Yeah. Also, Spencer? I saw a werewolf outside. If it wasn’t one of us, it means it must be the girl. Or Dalton.

2:44 AM PST: r u srs? this nite is fd up.

2:45 AM PST: Yes, it is. Get some sleep, okay?

2:45 AM PST: k Em. c u tmrw.

2:46 AM PST: kk

Oh man. Did I really just type “kk”? Texting was going to be the death of me. Or make me a normal teenager. Whatever.

I closed the phone and set it back on the table. I lay back for a moment, staring at the ceiling, then leaned over my bed, picked up the fallen lamp, and grabbed Ein from where he’d been unceremoniously kicked.

Cradling my stuffed dog, I closed my eyes and tried to go back to sleep. I expected visions of the shadowmen or worse to invade my thoughts and keep me awake, but my adrenaline was dying down, and whatever remnants of the sleeping pills that were still inside me let me drift off once more, back into dreams that I wouldn’t remember.


2

YOU ARE SUCH A NERD

The following morning I sat on my front steps, knees to chest, waiting for Spencer to pick me up. I was bundled up in a hoodie, my glasses were firmly on my face, and my backpack sat beside me. It was three days since I’d last been Nighttime Emily or the werewolf. I was me again. More or less.

You’re not all you. The voice again. You know you miss being me, too.

You’d think I’d find it strange to be hearing voices, right? Well, strange was the definition of my life these days. Weirdly, I found hearing her sort of a good thing. It helped to literally talk with myself while trying to figure things out.

And she was right. I did miss Nighttime’s confidence. Even though a little had bled into my daytime self, it wasn’t nearly the same as Nighttime’s unbridled fearlessness. But I couldn’t risk changing. Right? Not when the consequences after the last time were so horrible. I’d helped kill someone, and I’d liked it. It had been in self-defense, sure, but that didn’t keep me from feeling this nauseating guilt whenever I remembered what I’d done.

Consequences? Guilt? He got what he deserved. We did what we needed to do.

“I know,” I said aloud. “Just… Yeah. I know.”

I waited for a moment. The voice—my imagination running rampant, Nighttime herself, who knows—didn’t say anything more.

My hands were shoved inside my pockets, and I rocked back and forth a little, staring up at the overcast September morning sky. My thoughts raced, same as they had the past few mornings. Things I thought couldn’t possibly be real now were. Everything I thought was true about myself had been, at most, a partial truth.

And though I did my best to distract myself with schoolwork and TV and discussions with Spencer, whenever it was just me and my thoughts, I still kept seeing the man from BioZenith, Dr. Elliott, hunting me.

I closed my eyes. I needed a new distraction, someone to call, maybe. And that’s when I remembered—Megan was on her way to pick me up. She’d always picked me up, at least until recently. And I hadn’t let her know I had other plans.

I slipped my phone out of my pocket, clicked over to the contacts list, and selected REEDY—my nickname for her. The phone rang once, twice, then she picked up.

“Hey, I know I’m not late, so what’s up?” she answered.

“And a good morning to you too,” I said.

“Mm-hmm, yeah, good morning.” A crunch as she bit into something on the other end. “I’m eating,” she said with a full mouth, “and then I’m on my way.”

My free fingers fidgeted with one of my backpack straps. “Um, actually, that’s why I’m calling. I don’t need a ride today.”

Silence on the other end, save for more crunching as she finished chewing.

Clearing my throat, I said, “So, you know, take your time with breakfast. Yay, free time!”

“Are you walking?” she said at last. “Or are you getting a ride from someone?”

“I’m getting a ride. From Spencer.”

I heard Megan snort. “Well, all right. Saves me the gas. I’ll see you at school.”

Before I could respond, the line went dead.

I was hoping we’d magically be past this, this jealousy Megan had when it came to me and Spencer. But things had been weird between us since Monday morning, which I guessed was only normal. I mean, I couldn’t really blame her. The weekend before, I’d drugged her, stole her car, and then basically made her hoof it up to Seattle to reclaim said car since I’d sorta abandoned it there. Well, Nighttime Emily did. But I’d already established with Spencer at this point that no matter how different she was, Nighttime Emily was still me. I couldn’t put all the blame on the Hyde to my Jekyll.

And then the past couple of days at school I’d kept sneaking away during lunch and free periods to convene with Spencer, talk about everything that was happening to us. Megan knew I was keeping secrets from her, there was no way she couldn’t know. We’d told each other everything since elementary school, and I wasn’t exactly the world’s greatest liar. I hated doing it. But whatever was going on with me had sent someone to kill me, and the last thing I wanted was to put her in danger.

I just hated the rift it was starting to put between us. As I put my phone back in my pocket, I vowed then and there to force myself to find some Emily-Megan bonding time. Just because I was sort of “blossoming” didn’t mean I had to leave behind my oldest—wait for it—“bud.”

Get it? Blossoming? Bud? Ha. Whew. Yeah, I’m corny.

I was pulled from my thoughts by the screeching of brakes. A tan minivan pulled up in front of my curb, and Spencer leaned over to wave out the passenger-side window. His messy brown hair had fallen into his face, and he was grinning in that endearingly goofy way of his.

I couldn’t help but smile when seeing him, because with Spencer came the kind of distraction I needed to get out of my head. Grabbing my bag, I leaped up and raced across the lawn to his car. I opened the door, and his smell—his musk, his pheromones, whatever it was—washed over me.

The harried thoughts, the visions of dead Dr. Elliott, the stress about Megan—all of it whooshed away as I climbed inside, shut the car door, and found myself surrounded by the wonderful scent that always enveloped me in the presence of my mate.

Uh. Not that we’d mated. The terminology, it’s a werewolf thing.

I dropped the bag between my feet, then leaned across the driveshaft to give him an awkward hug.

“Sweet, a morning hug,” he said as I pulled back.

My cheeks burned. “Sorry. It’s just nice to see you, especially after last night.”

He grinned at me, then put the car in drive as I pulled on my seat belt. “Always good to see you, Em Dub.”

It was strange. Spencer and I had always gone to school together. Skopamish wasn’t a very big city, and though we had new kids coming in and kids moving away every year, those of us who’d lived there our whole lives more or less knew of one another. But until a week before, I’d never really noticed Spencer as anything other than the short, funny kid who always hung around with Mikey Harris and Zach Nickerson and Dalton McKinney, cracking jokes and making wise. He wasn’t exactly what I’d considered my “type,” not that I’d had any real experience to tell me what my type was.

Then, when all this started—the nighttime changes, this urge to sniff out things—his personal scent gripped me in ways I’d never felt before. His smell identified him in that strange, werewolf part of my brain as my “mate.”

I didn’t tell him this, but sometimes when we were apart I wondered if maybe this was on purpose. We’d more or less figured out that we were “created” by scientists at BioZenith, one of whom knew full well he could get my attention by using chemical versions of male werewolf pheromones. I wondered if they wanted us to seek each other out and pair up.

But when I was actually side by side with Spencer, it didn’t matter. I’d spent years alone in my room, watching movies and TV, wondering what it was like to be around a boy you felt a deep connection with. Now I knew—the flutteriness inside, the desire never to be apart. It wasn’t exactly “I shall watch you sleep for an eternity, my immortal love,” but I liked what it was. I didn’t want to overthink it and make it go away.

Spencer pulled onto the street and began driving us to school. Checking his rearview mirror, he said, “Right, so you want to go first?”

Hot air blasted from his vents. I unzipped my hoodie. “Well, not much to say. I woke up and a shadowman was there. I thought it’d just go away like all the other times, but then it was right in front of me. I freaked out and swung a lamp through it, and it made my hand freeze solid.”

He cast me a concerned look. “Are you okay?”

“I am, yeah,” I said. “It disappeared after chasing me around the room for a minute. What about you?”

He didn’t answer for a moment, and his eyes glazed over. I looked ahead to see if he was watching anything in particular—and found that we were about to barrel straight past a stop sign and into a busy intersection.

“Holy crap, Spencer!” I shouted, jumping back up in my seat, my fingers clutching the pleather beneath me.

Blinking back to attention, he slammed on his brakes. We jerked forward into our seat belts as the tires screeched to a stop a few feet past the stop sign. A car that had the right of way zoomed past, the driver leaning on his horn.

Spencer looked at me sheepishly, his hair fallen over his eyes. “Uh, sorry, I was trying to remember. I have trouble concentrating sometimes.”

My eyes wide and heart pounding, I lowered myself back into my seat. “It’s all right. Just, you know, if the choice is to pay attention to the road or remember something, I say avoid heading down memory lane.”

“Sorry, Em Dub.”

He leaned forward to look both ways, then turned us right. The pheromones swirled together with the hot air from the heater, and my limbs untensed.

“Okay,” I said after a moment. “So, what did happen with you?”

Eyes on the road, Spencer furrowed his brow. “It was basically the same as you. The shadowman followed me around my room while I tripped over computer parts, then it disappeared.”

Despite the warmth of the front seats, I shivered. “Those things are ridiculously freaky. I mean, are they ghosts? Aliens? Why are they following us around all the time?”

“Ooh, I wonder if they are aliens.” Spencer perked up at the thought as he made a turn down a new street.

Shaking my head, I looked out my window and watched the trees rush by. “I’m just getting used to werewolves and killer scientists, Spence. I’m not sure I’m ready for aliens. Unless Sharlto Copley is waiting in the wings to show us that they’re secretly just misunderstood.”

Spencer grinned at me. “Hey, you like District 9 too? I loved that movie! It totally should have won best picture this year. I mean, who saw that locker movie anyway?”

I snorted. “You are such a nerd. And I liked The Hurt Locker!”

He held his hands up momentarily from the wheel, mock defensively. “Hey, I can’t help it if the Oscar people are biased against fun movies! But I’m sure the locker movie was probably good. To the five people who saw it.”

I laughed. “Megan said the same thing. You remind me of her sometimes.”

Spencer looked at me side-eyed. “Uh … thanks?”

“No, I mean that in a good way,” I said. “You’re more like how Megan used to be when we were kids, before junior high. She was always super positive and making jokes, just like you. I, you know… I like it.”

“So you like me, huh?” Eyes back on the road, Spencer grinned once more.

Heat rushed to my cheeks, and I sat back. “Maybe a little. Sometimes you’re funny. But only sometimes.” I cleared my throat. “Okay, back to last night. Were you, you know, human when you saw the shadowman?”

“Yeah. You?”

“Yeah.” I bit my lip, remembering the first times we’d seen the shadowmen. “Before, we could only see them as wolves, right? And they didn’t even try to do anything to us then. Now we can still be us when we see them, and they can go all foggy and, like, touch us. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Not much of this does, Em Dub.” Spencer cranked the wheel and took us down another street. “Shape-shifting within the span of a few minutes shouldn’t be scientifically possible, but unless we’re both crazy, we do it all the time.”

“So basically we need to find more time to research all of this. Or find a deus ex machina-y adult to lay out the exposition.”

Spencer scrunched his eyebrows at me. “A deus what?”

I waved my hand. “Nothing. Just wishful thinking. All this would be a lot easier if we didn’t have to figure it out by ourselves.”

“That’s for sure.”

The minivan’s tires crunched over gravel as Spencer pulled into the auxiliary parking lot at Carver Senior High School. He waved at other students as he slowly made his way to a spot big enough for the car. With the minivan in park, he turned the key and the engine died with a grumble. Chill fall air seeped through the windows, and I zipped my hoodie back up.

“Well, here we are,” he said, turning in his seat to face me.

His eyes were on mine. His lips parted into a pleasant smile. I felt mine do the same. With all that was going on, it seemed so silly to smile all goofy at a boy. But I couldn’t help it.

“So, you got a plan for today?” he asked.

“Oh,” I said, feeling myself blush again. “Yeah. Research. How about lunch hour we go to the library? Maybe there are books about shadowmen like there are about werewolves. Not that the werewolf books were all that helpful.”

“Well, maybe shadowmen books will be.” Reaching behind him into the backseat, he said, “Didn’t your text say something about seeing another werewolf?”

“Yeah. It wasn’t you, so it had to be either Dalton or the girl you sniffed out at the party last week.” Spencer and I had established when we first talked that there was a fourth werewolf, a girl, though who it was we didn’t know. “This is good. Maybe if we find them, they’ll know more about all of this.”

With backpack in hand, Spencer pulled himself back into the front seat. He tapped the side of his nose. “I’ll keep my nostrils open, then.”

I tapped my nose as well. “Me too. Though if it’s Dalton, I guess my eyes will work just fine.”

He laughed and shook his head. “You’re hilarious, Em Dub.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but someone banged rapidly on the window behind me, and I jumped. For a second I was certain it was another shadowman, or even Dr. Elliott in his fedora, with his gun aimed at me, ready to kill me—

But when I turned, I saw it was just Megan. An obviously annoyed Megan.

I undid my seat belt, then grabbed my bag, opened the door, and hopped out. Spencer did the same, then rounded the hood to wave and say, “Hey, Megan!”

Her eyes darted to him and then back to me. She offered him a brusque, “Hey.”

“Allll righty, then,” he said, his eyes absurdly wide. He backed away and said, “See you later, Em,” then turned and hustled toward the school.

Megan leaned back against the minivan and crossed her arms. She was wearing all black, per usual—a knitted baggy sweater that hung limply from her tall, skinny frame, and jeans that would have been supertight on anyone who wasn’t her. Her long, white-blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail.

With Spencer gone, all the pheromone-elation I’d been feeling drifted away, replaced with the horrible awkwardness that now seemed to wash over me whenever I was around Megan.

“Hey, you got here the same time as us, how about that,” I said, trying to fill the silence.

She shrugged. “Yeah, I was hoping to catch up to you. I thought maybe we could hang out and then head to homeroom together.”

I smiled. “Definitely.”

I hiked my bag over my shoulder, and she did the same. We walked side by side across the baseball field that separated the auxiliary parking lot from the front of the school. The sky darkened, and misty rain began to drizzle down. Beyond the school, Mount Rainier was shrouded in gray fog.

“So—” she started to say.

“I—” I said at the same time. We giggled nervously, and I said, “Go ahead.”

She kicked at the dirt. “I was just going to ask, is it, like, official now? Are you dating Spencer?”

I didn’t answer right away.

She raised her hands before I could say anything. “It’s cool if you are, Em, don’t worry. I’m happy for you.”

Her eyes told me she was lying. I asked, “You are?”

“Of course I am.” Her voice was cold despite her efforts.

“You’re my best friend, Emily, nothing’s going to change that, right?”

“Right.”

She slung her long, narrow arm over my shoulder. “So, as your best friend for life, of course I’m happy when you find love or whatever cheesy thing you want to call it.”

I wanted to sigh, but I stopped myself. “Well, I’m not really sure what it is right now.” Except that we’re both werewolves who are supposed to be mates, though whether that’s in the British slang sense or the Wild Kingdom sense, I’m not entirely sure. “But I triple promise you, it’s not going to keep me from hanging out with you.”

Megan shrugged and began to say something. She stopped walking instead, and I followed her gaze to see a crowd of kids forming at the front of the school. They were loud and laughing, some girls were hugging, I saw a couple guys high-fiving.

“Oh God, what pep rally hell is this?” Megan snarled.

I saw a head slightly above the crowd, one with red hair and chiseled features.

Dalton McKinney. Football player. Attempted murder victim who’d been shot in the head. Werewolf.

One of my pack. Another voice. Not Nighttime this time.

Just seeing Dalton up and walking, his eyes bright and alert, grinning as kids slapped him on the back—relief washed over me, and I couldn’t help but smile, giddy.

“Dalton’s back,” I whispered.

Megan rolled her eyes. “Yay.” Then, with a quick shake of her head, she added, “But wait. He was shot in the head, like, a week ago. Why would they let him out of the hospital and back to school? Did they just pretend his injury was worse than it was or what?”

“It must have been him,” I said to myself, momentarily forgetting Megan was even there.

“What must have?” Megan asked.

I barely heard her. I was already racing forward, my bag slapping against my back, ready to meet the third member of our would-be pack and see if he had any answers.
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