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April



BLOOD RAN DOWN MY HANDS IN THIN RIVERS. I YANKED on the chain-link fence, ignoring the pain, desperate to widen a gap at the bottom where someone had cut the wire. Puddle water soaked through my jeans as I kneeled on the filthy pavement. Small things—don’t think about mice and rats—scurried in the darkness.

It was no use. The blood made my hands slip, and even after throwing all of my weight against the fence, I wasn’t strong enough to stretch the hole by more than a few inches.

A cat could have squeezed through. Maybe. If it were starved and held its breath. There was no way I’d make it.

I let out a ragged yelp of frustration and immediately clamped my bloody hands over my mouth, trying to recapture the sound.

Too late.

I glanced at the opening of the alley just as he stepped inside. Like before, he stayed in the shadows, using them to hide his face. There was no way in or out unless it was past him.

I was trapped. As effectively as if I were in a cage.

My breath came in small gasps.

I was going to die. Just like the others. Tears blurred my vision; I blinked them away.

No!

Not taking my eyes off him, I used the fence to haul myself to my feet. I licked my lips and tasted the tang of copper; it made my stomach roll.

I was not going to die like this.

I would not die scared and alone in a dirty alley.

There was a broken hubcap near my feet. I picked up one of the jagged halves and clutched it like it was some sort of Kill Bill weapon. Panic crushed my chest and I knew I looked ridiculous—worse than David facing Goliath with a slingshot. . . .

Laughter echoed down the alley, sending shivers down my spine.

I tried to remind myself that David had won.

David had won and I was not going to die here. I was stronger than that. I was . . .

He rushed forward, a blur so fast I barely had time to slash out. He grabbed my wrist and broke it as easily as someone snapping a twig.

I screamed and dropped the hubcap as waves of pain radiated up my arm.

In one smooth move, he was behind me, pinning my arm behind my back.

There was a popping noise followed by white-hot agony. I screamed a second time as I felt my shoulder dislocate.

Despite the pain and the black spots swarming at the edge of my vision, I fought to twist free. I wasn’t going to die here. I didn’t want to die here. I couldn’t die here.

There was a sound like a knife being dragged across a whetstone. Pain exploded across my torso as blades sliced my skin and—

“No!” A choked sob was ripped from my chest as I sat bolt upright and fought against my blankets.

For a horrible moment, the image of the alley was superimposed over my bedroom and I wasn’t sure where I was. Slowly, reality reasserted itself as the sights and sounds of my nightmare faded away.

Every muscle ached—as though I really had just been fighting for my life.

With a shuddery breath, I turned on the bedside light. The bulb flickered to life and illuminated my room—the burgundy bedspread and matching curtains, the ginormous bookcase I’d found at a yard sale and stained cherry-red, the posters and pictures. An ordinary room. Not a dark alley off Windsor Street.

I was safe. I was home.

I pulled my knees to my chest.

“Just a dream,” I whispered, throat hoarse.

Almost involuntarily, my eyes were drawn to a framed picture across the room: two girls who couldn’t look, or act, less alike. Me with my messy blond ponytail, ruler-straight hips, and a bemused but aloof expression on my face and Amy—my best friend—with ink-black hair, an hourglass figure, and a come-hither smile.

“Just a dream,” I repeated.

But it hadn’t been a dream. Not for Amy.

I squeezed my eyes shut as the first tears started to fall.

The wind had a bitter edge that made my eyes sting and slipped through the gaps in my coat. I shivered and Kyle draped an arm over my shoulder. So far, April had been colder than anyone could remember, almost as though the ever-present gloom that had settled over Hemlock was affecting the weather.

The minister paused. “It’s almost over,” murmured Kyle. At six one, he had the better view. We stood ten rows back, hovering on the edge of the crowd. It was the best I could manage. Any closer and it was hard to breathe.

Ten rows back was safe. All you could catch from here were glimpses of waxed wood and polished brass under a mound of white flowers.

Even if I had wanted to get closer, it would have been difficult. An impossible number of people—more people than had known Amy in life—had crowded into the quiet corner of Fern Ridge Cemetery that was the final home to Hemlock’s wealthy and powerful.

I leaned into Kyle. For once I didn’t care if people mistook us for a couple. The urge to turn and run was less overwhelming with an arm around me. With Kyle’s arm around me.

“Can you see Jason?” I asked. Jason was Amy’s boyfriend and had been best friends with Kyle forever. The four of us—Amy, Jason, Kyle, and I—had been a unit for years, ever since I moved to town.

Given how hard this was for me, I couldn’t imagine what he must be going through.

Not that I could get him to talk about it. When Jason was upset or hurting he did one of two things: he shut down or he exploded.

Kyle squinted and craned his neck. His thick, chestnut-colored hair fell over his eyes and he absently pushed it away. “I can see the back of his head. That’s about it. Wait—they’re turning around.”

The minister had finished the final dedication. Ashes to ashes.

At some signal I couldn’t see, the crowd started moving back across the grass to cars that would take them to Amy’s house. Once there, they would drink tea, eat small sandwiches, and talk about how beautiful she had been.

I just wasn’t ready for lukewarm tea, finger foods, and a roomful of people all struggling to say the right thing. I felt the pinprick of tears and I bit the inside of my cheek until I was sure they wouldn’t fall.

I hated crying in front of other people. Even Kyle. Besides, I had to be strong for Jason.

We walked away from the surge of mourners, stopping when we were underneath a large elm. I kicked at the dead grass with one black shoe. “Do you think the reporters are still at the gate?”

Kyle’s shoulders tensed. “Definitely. They’ll probably tail people back to the house.”

I swallowed back a wave of anger, the effort almost choking me. It wasn’t like I was surprised. Amy’s death would have made headlines even if she hadn’t been young, beautiful, and rich. In the week since the attack—since the murder—the story had been splashed all over the news. It was the ninth attack in Hemlock in five weeks and the third to result in death.

But that wasn’t what had turned things from media frenzy into full-blown circus.

Amy was Amy Walsh. As in granddaughter of Senator John Walsh.

I placed a tentative hand on Kyle’s forearm. “They’ll probably leave you alone today.” With Amy’s family finally out of seclusion, the reporters had more interesting game to hunt than her friends.

Kyle let out a short, skeptical snort. “Everyone thinks I’m somehow responsible, that she wouldn’t have gotten attacked if I had just picked up the phone when she called. For all I know, they’re right.”

I shook my head. “You didn’t do anything wrong. Besides, they could just as easily blame Jason or me.”

After all, I was the one who had blown off plans with her so I could study. If I hadn’t done that, Amy and I would have been sitting in a movie theater at 10:37 p.m. She would never have called Kyle, because we’d be eating popcorn and making fun of some lame horror flick.

She wouldn’t have been out by herself.

She wouldn’t have been attacked.

She wouldn’t be in a heavy, wooden box. . . .

I shuddered and slammed a door shut on the thought.

Fern Ridge was on a hill, and we were close enough to the edge of the grounds to see the town stretching out around us. I concentrated on that, trying to pick out the peaked roof of my apartment building and pretending I was there instead of inside the cemetery gates.

Kyle touched my arm and nodded toward the crowd. Jason had broken away and was headed in our direction.

“Hey guys.” His eyes were bloodshot and his blond hair—normally so perfect—looked like it hadn’t seen a comb in days. The suit was designer, but he slouched like he was wearing rags.

I gave him an awkward hug and then stepped away quickly in case there were any reporters hiding among the mourners. “Are you okay?”

Jason shrugged. “Better than Stephen. He flew all the way in for the funeral and then couldn’t make it through the gates.”

I scanned the faces in the crowd as they passed. Sure enough, I didn’t spot Amy’s brother, but I did see her grandfather. I’d always thought Senator Walsh looked young for his age, but today, every minute of his sixty-odd years had been etched onto his face. He seemed smaller than I remembered—thinner and not as tall—almost as though Amy’s death had somehow compressed him. But there was nothing weak in his gaze as it swept the three of us; it was hot enough to scorch.

I knew what he was thinking.

It was our fault Amy was dead. All of our faults.

The best friend who had bailed; the boyfriend who had been running late; the guy who hadn’t answered his phone.

Six days ago, a werewolf had killed Amy and we were each to blame.






Chapter 1



I IGNORED A TWINGE IN MY SHOULDER AS I WIPED DOWN another table. My back was paying the price for too many hours spent waitressing at Mama Rosa’s Fine Italian Eatery this week. Not that I was complaining. Though I had the coming weekend off, tonight was my last shift before I switched to working just Saturdays and Sundays. School had started two weeks ago, and it was already getting hard to keep up. So much for Amy’s theory that seniors just coasted and classes would be the things that happened between parties.

She had been so full of plans for our last year at Kennedy, but she had never considered a scenario in which I’d be going through it without her.

I straightened and bit my lip. It had been five months since Amy’s funeral, but I still kept expecting her to burst into the restaurant like the whole thing had just been a gruesome joke. There were days when I picked up the phone and got halfway through dialing her number before remembering it had been disconnected.

A familiar tightness closed around my chest. I walked past the checked tablecloths and cheesy votive candles in glass jars and signaled to one of the other waitresses that I was stepping out for a minute.

Outside, I leaned against the corner of the restaurant’s brick facade, hoping the fresh air and last lingering rays of sunlight would clear my head. Things were slowly getting better, but there were still times when I missed Amy so badly it was like a physical ache.

And it didn’t help that there seemed to be a reminder of her around every corner.

Take the shop across the street. It was empty now—its windows lined with yellowing newspaper and a For Lease sign hanging in the door—but it used to sell vintage clothing and accessories. It had been one of Amy’s favorite places.

The owner had closed the shop and left town after her fiancé was killed by a werewolf. He had been the first victim. Amy was the third. For two months—March and April—the town had lived in a near constant state of terror as a werewolf went on a rampage, killing four people and infecting eight others with lupine syndrome.

I tugged my hair out of its ponytail and twisted it back up again as I spared the street one last glance. The stores that had survived the drop in tourism—because nothing kept visitors away like a killer werewolf—all had cheerful window displays and colorful awnings. Huge, round flower planters lined the street at regular intervals, still overflowing with greenery and bright blooms, while Riverside Square was just visible on the next block.

If I didn’t know better, I would have thought Hemlock was the perfect small town; I’d have thought nothing bad could happen here.

Sometimes I really wished I didn’t know better. That I could just forget.

Pushing that thought away, I headed back inside.

I checked on my tables, refilled drinks, and brought a slice of chocolate cheesecake to a woman doing paperwork in a back booth. I was just bringing a large pepperoni pizza to a table of four when the restaurant door opened and my cousin—and legal guardian—Tess blew in like a hurricane. She was working later and dressed accordingly: sort of a mix between rocker chic and a bird of paradise. Tess waited tables at the Shady Cat, a microbrewery/restaurant that was just off the college campus and known for its eccentric staff and a decorating scheme so zany that it could have been yanked straight out of Tim Burton’s head.

Every couple of weeks, Tess would radically overhaul her look. Judging by the purple and pink in her hair—which had been blond when I left for school in the a.m.—that time had come and gone while I’d been in class. I felt a small twinge of envy: it looked great, but was something I’d never be able to pull off. I wouldn’t even be brave enough to try.

She flopped into a booth—one that hadn’t been cleared—and made a face at the half-eaten food in front of her.

I shook my head and tried to suppress a grin as I walked over. She wasn’t in my section, but I hadn’t seen her all day. Besides, the other servers were used to Tess’s lack of respect for the table chart.

“There were six perfectly clean booths,” I pointed out, scooping up plates and paper place mats. I laughed at the absolutely revolted look on her face as she spied a lipstick stain on the rim of a glass. “Why’d you pick this one?”

Trying for a mobster accent, she said, “You know I like this booth. It’s my booth. The one I always sit in. It’s my office. Where I do business.” She’d clearly been bingeing on the Sopranos DVDs I’d borrowed from the library.

“Caesar salad, hold the croutons?” I guessed, ignoring the accent.

Tess leaned back and rubbed her nonexistent belly. “I was thinking pasta.”

“What happened to the blood oath you took to swear off carbs?” Tess’s diet was the only thing that changed faster than her hair. The bell in the kitchen rang. One of my orders was up. “I’ll be right back,” I called over my shoulder.

Eight minutes and three table checks later, I returned to Tess, salad in hand. I set the plate in front of her. “Here, eat this. The chicken gives it protein and I got them to hold the bacon bits.” We’d watched Charlotte’s Web on cable last week, so I knew it’d be at least a month before she would eat pork again.

Tess grinned and shook out a napkin. “You’re so good to me. So responsible.” A devilish smirk crossed her face. “You’re seeing Kyle tonight, right?”

I leaned against the booth and rolled my eyes. “Don’t start.”

“What’s she up to now?” asked a deep voice from somewhere over my left shoulder.

I jumped as Tess’s boyfriend, Ben, slid past me and took the seat across from her. I hadn’t seen him come in.

Ben shrugged out of his battered leather jacket and smiled. College girls hung out at the Cat for hours just to get a glimpse of that grin. Add in the blond hair, tanned skin, and Hollywood looks and Ben was officially walking eye candy. I sometimes wondered, a little guiltily, if those same love-struck girls would still swoon if they got a good look at the web of scars that crisscrossed his torso, souvenirs from a car wreck that had killed his mother and brother when he was fifteen.

He was staring at me, waiting for a reply.

It took me a second to remember what he had asked. “She’s lecturing me on my love life.”

He laughed. “Should have known. Tess, give the kid a break.”

“Kyle stopped dating that clingy train wreck.” Tess pouted for a moment. “Mac has to strike while the iron’s hot.” She raised her eyebrows suggestively and stuffed a forkful of croutons and lettuce into her mouth.

I glanced around the restaurant. It was still quiet. No one would say anything if I loitered at table four. “It doesn’t matter if he’s dating Heather or not. Kyle and I aren’t like that.” It was a conversation I’d had with Tess so many times that I had my lines practically memorized.

Did I ever think about what was under Kyle’s indie rock T-shirts and jeans? Well, yeah. He was good-looking and I had a pulse. But thoughts weren’t action. Besides, some things were too important to mess with. “Kyle is my best friend. Why would I risk screwing that up?”

“Mackenzie Catherine Dobson, have you learned nothing from romantic comedies? Do I need to make a trip to the video store?” Tess set her fork down and sighed. “‘We’re just friends’ is the oldest plot device in the book. All it really means is that you’re just friends until one of you gets the balls to do something about all that unresolved tension.”

Ben stifled a laugh and I felt my face flush.

Oblivious, Tess slid out of the booth and dropped a couple of bills on the table, even though she’d barely touched her food. “I’ll be home late. Don’t wait up.” She tugged on my ponytail. “We need to do something about your hair.” She was out the door before I could respond.

Ben paused to put a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll find some way to embarrass Tess at work.” He winked and headed after her.

It was hard not to like Ben—though I’d worried when they started dating. Ben was twenty-two—four years younger than Tess—and before getting a job with her at the Cat, he’d been part of a work crew renovating this huge farmhouse the Walsh family owned. I’d wanted Tess to be happy, but the idea of her dating someone who worked for Amy’s family had been one more reminder that my best friend and I weren’t really equal.

I glanced down at the empty salad bowl and scooped up the crumpled bills. The Caesar had cost eight dollars and Tess had left me twenty. Talk about an epic tip.

Not that any tip was enough to get her off the hook for teasing me in front of Ben. I might have to delve into the very large vault of embarrassing Tess stories as payback.

I wondered if Ben knew about the time she’d jokingly handcuffed herself to a police officer boyfriend only to find out he’d left the key back at the station. Humming to myself, I cleared the table.

The phone rang just as I finished punching two orders of tortellini into the computer. “Rosa’s,” I said, pressing the receiver to my ear.

“I can’t pick you up tonight.” Kyle’s voice came through with a burst of static.

“No big.”

“Will you get a cab?”

“Sure,” I lied. After five months without a single werewolf attack, life in Hemlock was starting to get back to normal. Kyle, however, seemed permanently locked in overprotective mode.

“Are you lying?” he asked.

Of course I am, I thought. The last time I’d gotten a cab, the driver had spent the entire ride hitting on me. I wasn’t spending seven bucks to be trapped in a car with a lech. “Nope. I’m a safety girl. Wait a sec, why can’t you pick me up?”

“Heather is freaking out. I have to head over there and I don’t know how long I’ll be.”

I twisted the phone cord around my finger and tried not to say the first few things that came to mind. This was the third time in the last month that Kyle had been subjected to one of Heather Yoshida’s meltdowns. It was total overkill—even if they had dated for almost a year. Why did the Heathers of the world always get great guys like Kyle?

“You know,” I said, trying to keep my tone conversational and light, “one of the perks of breaking up with someone is that you no longer have to deal with their drama.”

“And if anyone would know about breakups . . .”

“That’s such a cheap shot.” It wasn’t my fault that I’d had only one real boyfriend. Or that he had been a jerk who accused me of being an emotional iceberg when I wanted to take things slow.

I glanced up. The night manager looked pointedly from me to her watch; I wasn’t supposed to use the phone for personal calls. “I gotta go,” I told Kyle. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Cab.”

I sighed. “It’s gone, Kyle. No one in town thinks it’s coming back.” As much as I wanted them to find the thing that had killed Amy, I was starting to accept that it had left Hemlock.

Kyle didn’t say anything for a minute, then, quietly, he said, “No one really knows what happened, Mac. There’s no guarantee it won’t start again.”

“Fine, I’ll take a cab,” I lied.

“At least be careful when you walk home.” He hung up before I could retort.

An hour later, I grabbed my jacket and backpack from the staff room, left a share of my tips for the guys in the kitchen, and pushed my way out through the heavy employees-only entrance at the back of the building.

The cool breeze coming off the river felt good against my face—especially after an evening spent wandering in and out of a hot kitchen with trays of heavy Italian food. Rosa’s, like most of downtown Hemlock, was only two blocks from the waterfront. When I glanced to my right, I could see the lights from the other side of town reflected on the water like falling stars.

Movies and books always talked about the wrong side of the tracks. There hadn’t been a train through Hemlock for almost six decades, but we did have the river. People with money—people like Amy and Jason—lived on the north side. Even Kyle’s family lived over there, though in one of the more modest neighborhoods.

The south side was home to the rest of us, and I actually preferred it to the stuffy atmosphere across the bridge.

I passed a couple in their twenties who were laughing just a bit too loudly and holding hands a little awkwardly. Probably a second date. Despite the gorgeous September evening, they were the only other ones on the street.

Though people were starting to go out again, they usually drove after sunset. Almost everyone believed that the werewolf that had terrorized the town had either been killed or had left—but the uncertainty made it hard to feel completely safe. Multiple werewolf attacks were rare, and the number of attacks in Hemlock was unheard of—even if you didn’t count the eight victims who had survived only to develop lupine syndrome and be shipped off to the rehabilitation camps that were mandatory for anyone carrying the virus.

I shuddered and quickened my pace until I finally reached Elmwood Avenue. A century ago, Elmwood had been home to the nicest digs in town, but most of the old, sprawling houses had been gutted and converted into apartments—like the one Tess and I shared.

I noticed a group of figures in the shadowy gulf between two streetlights a block away and felt a momentary spark of fear. I slowed my pace, wondering if not calling a cab had been a mistake. Then I recognized them.

With a population just shy of 160,000, Hemlock was a little too quiet for gangs, but the town did have its own group of stereotypical bad boys.

They could be a complete pain in the butt, but they wouldn’t hassle me. Not really. Most of them were fairly harmless—though there was one guy who was doing a jail stint for slipping a girl GHB at a kegger.

As I got closer, I realized they had someone surrounded.

Whoever it was, he was already on the ground and must have taken at least a few hits. I caught a glimpse of a black jacket and broad shoulders, but then someone stepped in front of me, blocking the figure from view.

“Need someone to walk you home, Dobs?” Trey Carson gave me a lopsided grin, revealing the dimples in his dark cheeks. He wasn’t wearing a jacket, and his gray T-shirt strained over the muscles in his upper arms and chest, almost as though he had bought it a size too small. Knowing Trey, that was probably exactly what he had done. If he’d spent half as much time on school as he did on his pecs, then he wouldn’t have been doing a replay of senior year.

The guy on the ground groaned, but there wasn’t anything I could do for him—at least not at the moment. I could call the cops when I got home. If I had to. If it looked bad enough.

I was really hoping it wouldn’t look that bad. For one thing, I was friends with Trey’s sister. For another, I’d spent my formative years around people who’d had very strong opinions about the police and rats.

Trey raised an eyebrow, waiting for my reply.

“Thanks but I’m good. Besides, it looks like you’ve got your hands full.” I stepped around him just as the figure on the ground looked up.

The guy they were pounding was Jason.






Chapter 2



I RAN TO JASON AND CROUCHED AT HIS SIDE. BLOOD trickled from the corner of his mouth, and he was going to have one heck of a bruise on his cheek.

“Are you okay?”

He reached into his jacket pocket and hauled out a slim bottle of Jack Daniel’s. “I’m having a blast.” He tried to laugh and ended up coughing. “Don’t be like that,” he complained as I snatched the bottle from his hands. “It’s medicinal.”

I ignored him and stood. Six months ago, the sight of Jason bleeding on the ground would have had me crazed. Now I just wondered what he had done to deserve it. There was a limited amount of trouble you could find in a town the size of Hemlock, but Jason kept doing his best to sink to new depths. I was starting to worry it was some sort of passive-aggressive suicide.

I tossed the bottle to Trey. “What did he do?” Trey shrugged, uncomfortable, and I shook my head. “You wouldn’t be using him as a punching bag if he hadn’t done something.” Despite the trouble he was always getting into and the scams he was always running on the side, Serena’s brother was weirdly honorable; he never hit anyone without a reason.

Jason spat on the sidewalk and tried to stand. It took him two tries. “Gentlemen’s disagreement, Mac. Don’t worry your pretty head about it.” The corner of his mouth quirked up in a condescending grin.

If anyone else had used that tone with me, I’d have walked away and let Trey go to town. But it was Jason and that made a difference. It was impossible to know exactly what Amy would say or think if she were here, but I did know one thing: she’d want me to take care of him.

I stared at Trey and repeated my question. “What did he do?”

Trey sighed and tugged on his earlobe. “He lost on a bet and hasn’t paid up.”

I couldn’t believe Trey had been stupid enough to take a bet without collecting cash upfront, but the way he ran his high school gambling ring wasn’t any of my business.

Jason coughed. “It’s not my fault you don’t take AmEx.”

I glared. “Shut up, Jason.” To Trey I said, “How much does he owe you?”

“Eighty and an apology.”

Eighty dollars. The thirty-seven I had made in tips, plus almost all the cash I kept in my wallet for emergencies—enough to cover the power bill if Tess forgot again. I shoved my backpack against Jason’s chest. “Hold this,” I spat, too livid to look at his face.

“Mac . . .”

“Don’t say anything.” I unzipped the front pocket and yanked out my wallet. I spoke in deliberate, clipped tones, hauling out bills a few at a time to punctuate each word. “You. Are. Going. To. Pay. Me. Back.”

I handed the cash to Trey.

“Sorry, Dobs,” he said, taking the bills and slipping them into his back pocket. He probably was. Taking money from his kid sister’s friend was different from taking it from a guy like Jason. Besides, Trey probably knew how hard I had worked for it, something Jason—who’d always had everything handed to him—would never get.

I glared at Jason. “Now tell the nice man with my money that you’re sorry.”

He spat again and handed me my backpack. “I’m sorry,” he told Trey as he squared his shoulders. “It must suck, knowing you fight like your mother.”

This time, when Jason hit the ground, it took him longer to get up.

I pressed a damp washcloth to Jason’s face, gently trying to wipe the blood away. “Well, you’re certainly going to turn heads tomorrow.” I frowned as I examined the massive bruise that was just starting to rise on his cheek, a bruise that roughly matched the size and shape of Trey’s knuckles. “I’ll say this much: Serena’s brother knows how to land a punch.”

Jason shrugged. “Might as well give everyone something new to talk about. Besides, chicks dig men with battle scars.” He took the cloth from my hand and tossed it onto the coffee table.

I almost pointed out that it would leave a water mark, but honestly, the coffee table was so battered that one more blemish would never make a difference. “Yeah, well, next time you get into a fight, try not bringing up the guy’s dead mother.”

Jason flushed. “I forgot.” He actually looked genuinely embarrassed—something that didn’t happen often. He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry about the money. I’ll pay you back.”

I made a noncommittal noise. I wasn’t ready to forgive him yet. Getting him to walk the block and a half to my apartment building hadn’t exactly been fun, and getting him up the winding staircase to the third floor had been nearly impossible. When we hit the second-floor landing, he had turned slightly green and I could have sworn he was about to puke all over my new pink Chucks.

“Are you sure you don’t want to go to the hospital? You were walking like they hurt your ribs.” I reached for his T-shirt and started to haul up the blue cotton, trying to get a good look at the bruises on his torso.

“First she invited me up to her apartment, and then she tried to undress me....”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t flatter yourself,” I muttered, letting his shirt fall back into place.

He shook his head. “I’m all right. Besides, if I go to the hospital, they’ll call my dad. He already dragged me to the shooting range on Sunday, so I think I’ve used up my allotted quality time this week.”

I sighed. “Why is it that quality time in your family always seems to involve injuries or guns?” I never could figure out why Jason’s father was so obsessed with firearms when he could afford to pay people to conceal and carry for him.

“Not entirely true,” corrected Jason. “Some quality time involves making piles of money and having torrid affairs with the household staff.”

He caught my hand. “Thanks for taking care of me, Mac,” he said, giving me a small grin. It wasn’t his old smile; it was the sad half smile he sometimes wore after he had been drinking. Lately, it seemed like the only time Jason smiled was when he was at least a little drunk.

And that was becoming more and more of the time.

Everything was messed up without Amy around.

I bit my lip and fought back the sudden urge to cry. Amy was the one who had died, but I sometimes had the feeling that she wasn’t the only one I was losing. “Jason...” I gently freed my hand. “She wouldn’t want—”

He cut me off. “Don’t, okay? We can talk about her tomorrow, if you want. Just not tonight.” He rubbed his temple. “All right?” He shivered, even though it was warm in the apartment. Any time I tried to bring up Amy, Jason started shaking.

I nodded, though I knew we wouldn’t talk about her tomorrow. We never did.

Jason rolled his shoulders, trying to work out the kinks from his fight with Trey. “Don’t suppose you have anything to drink?” The half smile was gone, his expression locked down and inscrutable. “You tossed my JD.”

“Sorry. Just water and soda.” There actually was a bottle of vodka—Ben’s and safely tucked away behind a box of cereal—but I wasn’t about to let him have it.

Jason’s green eyes narrowed. “It’s not nice to lie.”

I wondered what had given me away. “Whatever. Besides, haven’t you had enough?” I was seriously starting to worry that Jason was going to end up in some sort of rehab facility, right down the hall from a celebrity catastrophe. Only the best for a Sheffield.

“Am I still conscious?”

I nodded, not sure I liked where this was going.

“Then I haven’t had enough.”

“Jason . . .”

“A reporter called the house today, Mac. He wanted to know if I had heard about the attack last night and if I had a comment.” Jason watched my face, waiting for me to get it, then shifted his gaze to the floor. “There was another attack. A werewolf with white fur. The police are keeping it quiet so people don’t start panicking.”

I felt like I had just been doused in cold water. The beginnings of a headache danced along my skull and I was suddenly freezing. What if it was starting again?

It took me a while to find my voice. “It might not be the same one,” I said slowly, uncertainly. White was a rare color among werewolves—like naturally redheaded humans—and white fur had been found at each murder scene in the spring. Amy’d had white fur clutched in her fist—or so the Dateline special had said.

A thought occurred to me, and I reached out to tilt Jason’s chin up, forcing him to look at me. “It can’t be the same wolf—this is the first attack in months.”

The wolf that had gone after Amy had probably been suffering from bloodlust—a condition that was sort of like rabies. Less than 2 percent of people infected with LS developed it. Not all werewolf attacks were committed by wolves suffering from bloodlust, but multiple ones almost always were. And once a wolf with bloodlust starting killing, it didn’t just stop. It craved it.

No way could that same wolf have gone all summer without attacking anyone. Unless it left Hemlock and came back, whispered a small voice in the back of my head; I tuned out the thought.

“I guess . . . ,” said Jason uncertainly. He sighed and rubbed his cheeks roughly, like he was trying to sober up a bit. “I should call a cab or something. Get out of your hair.”

“Why don’t you crash here tonight?” I knew the cramped two-bedroom apartment I shared with Tess would be preferable to the huge house across town. Besides, I didn’t like the thought of Jason hitting up his father’s liquor cabinet. Not tonight. He shouldn’t be on his own. “We can watch a movie and you can sleep on the couch.” The sofa was a lumpy, plaid hand-me-down Tess had gotten from someone at work, but given how much Jason had been drinking, I didn’t think a few broken springs would bother him.

He looked up. “Tess won’t mind?”

I rolled my eyes and stood. “You know she won’t. She probably won’t even notice.” Truthfully, she might not even make it home before Jason left in the morning.

Ben lived one floor below us, and Tess, reasoning that she was still in the same building and therefore still being a responsible guardian, had started spending some nights at his place.

“Tess the mess,” Jason muttered. He let his head fall back against the couch. “Thanks.” That one word was filled with relief.

“Do you think you should call home?”

He closed his eyes. “What for? It’s not like they’d care.”

I wanted to argue, but it would have meant lying. On the surface, Jason had everything—money, connections, a house that was better suited to 90210 than Hemlock—but the picture underneath wasn’t that pretty. Most of the time his parents barely remembered they had a son.

“It’s all right,” he said, somehow picking up on the things I wanted to say and couldn’t. He sat up straighter and opened his eyes. “You don’t have to lie for them. They are who they are.” The words were empty, almost totally free of inflection or recrimination, but I knew Jason cared more than he let on.

“I’m going to hop in the shower and get the smell of pepperoni out of my hair,” I said, tugging my ponytail out of its elastic. “You can find us a movie on cable.”

Jason reached over and grabbed my hand again, tugging me back down, a serious, thoughtful expression on his face. I crouched so we were at eye level. “Do you think everything will be all right?” he asked, leaning forward until our faces were inches apart. His eyes were full of shadows and storms.

I suppressed a shiver. Jason had this uncanny way of looking at a girl—an intensity that could leave you disorientated and a little lost. He did it without even trying. After three years, I still wasn’t completely immune to it.

“Do you?” he repeated, softer this time.

How was I supposed to know?

I stared into Jason’s eyes, and for a split second I had that feeling you get when an elevator drops too quickly. You know there’s a floor underneath your feet, but it feels like you’re falling. I nodded and my hair fell over my face. Without missing a beat, Jason brushed it back, his fingers lingering on my cheek just a second longer than necessary.

“Everything will be all right,” I lied, and then I headed for the bathroom before the confusion could show on my face.

For an instant, I’d had the impossible feeling that Jason had been about to kiss me.

I wiped the steam from the mirror and stared at the person looking back at me. Plain and pale with dishwater blond hair and guilty brown eyes. Nothing special. Nothing like Amy had been. I leaned forward, gripping the edge of the sink. I couldn’t stay in the bathroom all night.

“It’s okay,” I whispered to my reflection. “She would understand. You didn’t mean to think it.”

Sometimes, thoughts just popped into my head—like the ones I occasionally had about Kyle. None of those thoughts ever meant anything, and neither had this particular thought.

It was nothing. Less than nothing.

Thinking that Jason had been about to kiss me didn’t mean I wanted him to or that he had actually been contemplating it. It was exhaustion and stress and the smell of alcohol on someone else’s breath. It wasn’t want or reality.

Amy wouldn’t need to forgive me, because there was nothing to forgive.

I shut off the bathroom light and opened the door.

Jason was snoring softly on the couch. He was still wearing his jeans, but he’d tossed his shirt onto the coffee table, knocking over one of Tess’s pillar candles in the process. CNN flickered on the TV. So much for a movie.

With a sigh, I turned off the television just as a story about Senator Walsh came on. Lately, it seemed like Amy’s grandfather was always on the news.

Jason rolled onto his side. I cringed a little as I noticed the dark smudges on his skin. Trey really had done a number on him.

I watched him for a minute, holding my breath and waiting to see if he’d wake up. Asleep, he looked younger. His face lost the hard edges it had developed over the past five months and he didn’t look as haunted.

Dozens of girls at Kennedy High would have killed to have a shirtless Jason Sheffield stretched out in their living room. I could probably have taken pictures and auctioned them off. I couldn’t really blame them. Kyle was lean and athletic through years of playing soccer, but Jason had the kind of body that came with personal chefs and trainers. The kind of body that cost money.

Practically every girl at school had, at one point or another, spent a boring Spanish class fantasizing about kissing Jason. Including me. Before I knew Amy—before I knew Jason was with Amy—I had daydreamed about him, too.

It wasn’t like Amy and I had been friends from the moment I stepped into town. I knew who she was—everyone knew who she was—but we’d never spoken. Not until we collided outside of Starbucks and both ended up wearing her mocha latte. Considering her shirt cost about three times the value of everything in my closet—including sneakers—she’d been remarkably cool about it. I bought her a replacement drink, and despite the fact that wearing frothy beverages wasn’t exactly fashionable, we ended up walking down to Riverside Square, sitting on the ledge of the fountain, and talking for hours. Amy had grilled me about every city I’d ever lived in and told me how she couldn’t wait to get out of Hemlock.

The next morning, she was waiting for me by my locker. For reasons I never quite understood—especially given all the advantages she had—Amy seemed to have just as much trouble making friends as I did.

The next time I saw Jason, the daydreams were history. They had to be. Amy was the first friend I’d had in years, and that was important to me.

Looking back, it had probably been strange. Amy was the rich granddaughter of a US senator, and I was a foundling who lived with a cousin who waited tables.

I knew people couldn’t figure out how poor, parentless Mackenzie Dobson had ended up as part of a group that included kids from the two most powerful families in town, but Amy, Jason, Kyle, and I just seemed to click. It was like we had known one another our whole lives.

I turned my back on Jason long enough to grab a faded patchwork quilt from the hall closet. He didn’t stir as I tucked it around him.

“You’re such a disaster,” I whispered, gently touching the bruise on his cheek. “I wish I knew how to help you.”

Half the girls in school wanted Jason, but they didn’t know him. Not really. He was spoiled and could be arrogant. He was often careless and had become disaster personified. Hell, he practically needed his own federal response team.

But he could be really thoughtful and kind. And he hadn’t always been a mess. He’d started getting into trouble last year, and then Amy’s death had just made him spiral further out of control.

The girls in town thought Jason was tortured and broken, and that made him sexier in their eyes. I didn’t care about that. All I wanted was to figure out how to fix him.

Before he completely self-destructed.
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