MOONLIGHT

A QI . .




Drark Giuardian #1: Moeondight

PROLOGUE

Moonlight washed over us, washed over Lucas and
me.

A hushed silence permeated the forest. Giant trees
surrounded us. Theiwr rusthing leaves whispered
warnings in the warm brecze of the summer night. But
we ignored them. We cared only about one another.

He was much taller than 1 was, and 1 had o bend
my head back 1o gaze into his silver eyes. They were
hypnotic, which should have calmed my racing heart
but instead only made it speed up. Or maybe it was
the nearness of his lips that sent my heart into a
chaotic rhythm.

He took a step eloser and 1 retreated, but a tree
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stopped me from going as far away as [ wanted. Was |
ready for this? Was [ ready for a kiss that would
change my life? I knew that if he Kissed me I'd never
be the same agamn, That we would never be the same.
That our relationship would shift—

My mind stuttered with the enormity of such a
simple word. SAdT . It meant more 10 me now-—mnow
that | understood,

Lucas was suddenly nearer. 1 hadnt seen the
movement. He was just there, He could move that
guickly. My knees grew weak, and 1 was grateful that |
had a sturdy tree to lean against. He lifted his arm and
pressed his forcarm against the bark over my head as
though he, too, needed some sort of support. The
action brought him even closer. 1 felt the welcoming
beat of his body reaching out 1o mine. Under normal
circumstances he would have drawn me in for a
comfortiing snuggle. but nothing about tonight was
normal.

He was beaotiful in the moonlight. Gorgeous,
really. His thick, straight hair—a medley of colors:
whitc, black, and silver, with a little brown thrown in
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for good measure—hung down to his shoulders. 1 had
this reckless urge o touch it, o touch him.

But 1 knew any movement on my part would be a
signal to him, a signal that [ was ready. And 1 wasn't. 1
didn’t want what he was offening. Mol tonight. Maybe
Mot ever.

What was [ afraid of? It was only a kiss. I'd kissed
other guys. I'd kissed Lucas.

S0 why did the thought of a kiss rom Lucas tonight
terrify me? The answer was simple: 1 knew this kiss
would bind us together forever.

His fingers gently brushed my hair back from my
brow. He'd once old me the shade of it reminded him
of a fox. He thought of everything in terms related to
the forest. It suited him amd his solitary ways.

Why was he so patient? Why didnt he push? Did
he feel it too? Did he understand how momentous it
would be if—

He dipped his head down. 1 didn’t move. [ barely
breathed. In spite of all my reservations, 1 desired this.
I craved it. But still 1 fought against it

His lips were almost touching mine. Almaost.
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“Kavla,” he murmured invitingly. and his warm
breath caressed my cheek. “It's time.”

Tears stung my eyes. | shook my head, refusing to
acknowledge the truth of his words, “I'm not ready.”

I heard an ominous, throaty growl in the distance.
He stiffened. I knew he'd heard it too. He shoved
away from me and glanced over his shoulder. That's
when [ saw them: a dozen wolves restlessly prowling
the perimeter aof the clearing.

Lucas looked back at me, disappointment reflected
m his silver eyes, “Then pick another. But you can't go
through it alone.”

He turned his back on me and began striding with
purpose toward the wolves,

“Wan!” I screamed after him.

But it was too late.

He staned discarding his  clothes with each
quickening step. Then he was munning. He leaped into
the air—

By the time he hit the ground, he was a wolf. He'd
transformed in the shimmenng wink of time [rom boy
1o beast. He was as beautiful in woll form as in human
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form.

He threw back his head and howled at the moon,
the harbinger of change, the bringer of destiny. The
anguished sound reverberated through me, called to
me. | wrestled against answering, but the wildness that
resided deep inside me was o strong. oo
determined to have its way,

| started running toward him.., ..

It wias difficult 1w believe that less than two weeks
ago, | was laughing and mocking the idea of
werewolves actually existing.

And now [, Kayla Madison, was about 1o become
one.
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ONE

Less than nvo weeks earfier...

Fear, Tt was a living, breathing thing that resided
inside me. Sometimes 1 could feel it prowling around,
striving 1o break free. It journcyed with me now as
Lindsey and 1 stalked through the national forest’s
dense thicket near midnight. But I'd become pretty
good at hiding the panic. 1 didnt want Lindsey to
think she’d made a mistake when she'd convinced me
w work as a wilderness guide with her during the
summer, | figured 1 could learn a few tricks rom her
about batiling my  inner demons. She ook the
meaning of adventuresome 1o a whole new level.
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But still, coming alone to a place where wild things
looked for tsty snacks was insane, It was even cragier
that we hadn't told anyone. We'd kept quiet because
leaving the barracks once the lights were oul was
reason for dismissal. After surviving a week of
mtensive training, [ definitely didn’t want o get fired
the mght before my first assignment.

I tightened my fingers around my weapon—a
Maglite. My adoptive dad s a cop who taught me,
like, & hundred ways o Kill a man using a flashlight,
Okay, so I'm prone (o exnggeration, but still, he'd
shown me a few self-defense moves.

CHT 1o the side where the trees and brush were
thickest, I heard a rustling noise.

“Shh! Wait up. What was that?” 1 whispered
harshly.

Lindsey scanned her flashlight between the trees
and into the darkness of the canopy of leaves above.
While there was a crescent moon tomight, its light
couldn’t penctrate the thickness of the trees here.
“What was wiar 77

My Mashlight beam hit her as [ swung it around.
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She flinched and held up a hand to protect her eyes
from the harsh light. Her silky, white-blond hair
reflected the light and appeared magical. She
reminded me of a whimsical Eary, but | knew her
delicate features hid an inner strength, She'd been
featured in the local paper because she'd saved a child
from a cougar attack by putting hersell between the
animal and the child and yelling at it until it ran off,

“I thought I heard something,” 1 told her.

“Like what?™

“l don’t know.” My heart thuddmmg, [ glanced
around again. 1 loved the outdoors. But tonight, being
out here gave me the creeps. | couldn’t shake the
fecling that | was being watched or having a Hlwir
Wrtcl Froject momenl.

“Like footsteps?" Lindsey asked.

“MNot really. Not like a person makes. More a soft
plodding. like walking in your socks—or on paws
muayhe.”

Lindsey slung her arm easily around my slender
shoulders, She was a little waller than | was, and her
muscles were firm from all the hiking and rock
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dimbing she did. We'd met last summer when I'd
come camping with my parents, Lindsey had been one
of our guides—or sherpas, as the park personnel
referred to them. We'd connected and become fast
friends, keeping in touch over the school year,

“We're not being followed,” Lindsey assured me.
“Everyone was asleep when we left our cabin.”

“What if it's some kind of predator?” This fear |
was experiencing didn’t make sense. But [ knew I'd
heard something, and 1 knew it wasn't friendly. |
couldn’t explam how [ knew—just a sixth sense sort of
thing.

Lindsey's laughter echoed through the trees,

“I'm serious. What about that cougar you chased
off last summer?” | asked.

“What about him?”

“What if he's out for revenge?™

“Then he'll eat me, not you. Unless he's just
hungry. Then he'll eat whoever runs the slowest”

Which would be me, | thought. 1 wasn't exactly
athletically challenged, but 1 wasnt Amencan
Ciladintors material cither.
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I wok a decp breath and listened intently. The
woods were eenily quiet, Didn’t they go silent when
danger was near? “Maybe we should head back.”

We were about a mile from the willage thal was at
the entrance o the park. Lindsey and [ shared a small
cabin with Brittany, another guide. Once lights were
out at eleven, no one was supposed to leave the cabin,

MNow Lindsey imitated the sound of a chicken,
“Bawk! Bawk!™”

“Wery funny. What if we get fired?” L asked,

“We'll only get fired if we gel caught. Come on.”

“What exactly is it that you want o show me?” All
she'd wld me was that she wanted 1o share
“something intense” with me. It had been enough to
make me curious, but that was when we were in the
safely of the village.

“Look, Kayla, if you're going to be a sherpa, you
have 1o connect with your inner adventure girl. Trust
me. What I'm about to show you is well worth the risk
of losing job, life, or limb.”

“Wow. Really?™ Was she dodging my question? It
sure scemed like it 1 glanced around suspiciously. “Is
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the male of the species involved?” Because honestly,
that"s the only thing I considered worth the danger.

Lindsey sighed impatiently. *You're hopeless. Let’s
go.”

Since 1 didn’t want to be left alone, 1 fell into step
beside her. As far as [ was concerned, my cantion was
well earned. When I was live, my mom and dad were
killed in these very woods. My adoptive parents had
brought me here last summer to help me get over the
trawmia, which was probably a few years oo late 1o
really do any good. We'd camped here for nearly a
week, 'd had an amazing time, but | wasn't sure how
effective the experience had been in helping me 1o get
over my “issucs,”

Yeah, supposedly 1 had emotional problems. So 1
was in therapy, spending a wasted hour each week
with a shrink named Dr. Brandon, whose Yoda-like
pronouncemenis— fce o fears, Vint
must —irritated more than helped me. Truly. | would
have rather spent time with a dentist.

Maybe | was only Kidding myself 1o think that 1 was
brave enough 1o face the clements of the wald, day
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after day. Although what was [ really afraid of? It
wasn't even an animal that had attacked my parents,
They'd been shot by two beer-guzzling hunters—in
the woods illegally—who had stupidly mestaken them
for wolves.

Thanks to those hunters, snarling. growling wolves
regularly inhabited my dreams, resulting in many
restless nights and frequent bouts of screaming in my
sleep. Hence the therapy to get at the root of my
nightmares. Dr. Brandon theorized that it was my
subcomscious trying o justify how two idiots could
have shot my parents and then, with straight faces, tell
authonties, “They were wolves. Swear (o God, they
were. They were gonna eat that little girl.”

That little girl, of course, had been me. Everything
that had happened on that long-ago afternoon was a
blur. Everything except my parents lving dead on the
forest floor.

Giod, how could they mistake people for wolves?

Behind me, brush crackbed. | paused midstep, The
hairs on my nape prickled. 1 slid my hand bencath the
curtain of my red hair and rubbed my neck. A shiver
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went through me and goose bumps erupted over my
arms, I had a feeling that if 1 twmed around, 1'd see
whatever it was. Did [ want to face n?

Lindsey tromped back. “What's wrong now?”

“Something's watching,” 1 whispered. 1 can fecl
it.”

Lindsey didn’t blow me off this time. 5he glanced
around. “Could be an owl checking out a tasty
morsel—or that late-night snack scampering away.”

“Maybe, but it feels more sinister.”

“Growing up down the road, I've spent most of my
life in these woods. There's nothing sinister oul here.”

“What about the cougar?”

“That was way deep in the wilderness, We're still
practically in civilization here, In a few areas you can
still get cell phone reception.” She tugged my hand,
“A hundred steps and we'll be there.”

| followed, but staved alert. There was somerhing .
I was certwmim of i, Not an owl or a rodent, Not
anything # the trees, nol anything tiny, Something
that stalked s prey.

A shudder rippled through me. Prev? Why had 1
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thought that? Bul it was true. It was what 1 (el
Something was watching and waiting. But watching
whorn exactly? And waiting Tor wiar 7

How many steps were left? Forly? It had been so
stupid to come oul without even telling anyone. My
parcnts were going 1o kill me if they ever found out.
I'd promised to be responsible. It was my first lime
away from them, and my adoptive mom had lectured
me ad nauseam aboul being careful.

Up ahead, a brightness through the foliage caught
myy attention. *What's that?™

“What | wanted to show you,”

We sicpped between the trees and into a cleanng,
illuminated by a campfire. Before | could ask another
question, a dozen Kids—the other sherpas—leaped
out from behind trees. “Surpnise!” they yelled.
“Happy birthday!”

My heant nearly stopped. | pressed a hand to my
chest and lavghed, prateful that i dide't sound
hysterical. “My birthday sn't today.”

“It’s tomorrow, right?” Connor asked. He combed
his sandy-blond hair off his brow to reveal his dark-
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blue eves. He held up a wrist that sported a watch with
numerous dials, “In ten seconds, nine, eight—"

The others joined in the countdown. 1 could see
them clearly, standing mn front of the fire. A short
distance away from Connor was Rafle, with siraight
black hair that reached his shoulders and cyes a dark
brown that bordered on black. He never said much. 1
was surprised he was actually counting.

“Seven, six—"

Beside him, Brittany looked almost like his twin,
Her hair, falling past her shoulders, was black and her
eyes were deep blue. She'd been asleep when we left,
Or faking it, | realized. Yeah, trying to pull one over
on me. She'd succeeded. How did she get here ahead
of us? I'wondered.

There were other sherpas, ones I'd met but not
really connected with, Still, it meant a lot to me that
they'd shown up to make tonight special.

“Five, four—"

Al school, I'd always felt like an outsider. The gir
who'd lost her parents. The adopted one. The one
who didn't really belong. Jack and Terr Asher had
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taken me in. They weren't wicked stepparents or
anything, but they just didn't always get me. But then,
did any parents totally understand their kids?

“Three, two, one. Happy birthday!™

Connor moved around to the other side of the fire
and crouched. A flame flared. Then a bottle rocket
shot into the sky and exploded into a burst of red,
while, blue, and green.

I was pretty sure that fireworks i a national forest
were illegal. But 1 was too happy 1o care. Besides, |
was free from parental restraints this summer. |
wanted to finally test misbehavior boundaries.

“l cant believe you remembered!” | was so
touched. Mot even my few [nends back home had ever
thrown me a surprise party. I'd never minded because
my natural parents had died on my birthday, so |
abways had mixed feelings about the day.

“Birthdays  are  important,”  Lindsey  said.
“Especially this one. Sweet seventeen.”

Brittany extended a tray that held sevenieen store-
bought cupcakes, a candle in each one casting its
yellow glow.
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“1 love cupcakes,” 1 said, “especially  the
prepackaged, made-by-the-millions kind with the
cream-hlled center.”

“Make a wish and blow them out.”

| took a deep breath and leaned forward, and that's
when [ saw him.

Lucas Wilde.

He was leaning against o tree with his arms crossed
over his broad chest, almost lost in the shadows as
though he didn’t want 1o be seen. But he had such a
powerful presence that 1 was surprised he'd escaped
my notice as long as he had. His eves glowed silver in
the darkness, As always, he was watching me intently,

Lucas terrificd me. Okay, thal wasn't exactly truc,
What I fefr for fim terriied me. It was an attraction
that 1 couldn’t quite explain. I'd had crushes on guys
before, but what 1 felt with him went way bevond a
crush., It was so stromg that it was almost
overwhelming—and a litile bit embarrassing since
obviously he wasn't returning the feelings. If anything,
he tended o avoid direct contact with me. | tried 1o
keep my feclings buried, but whenever | looked at him
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they would bubble to the surface and 1 was certain
that he would see in my eyes what 1 fought so valiamly
1o control.

His nearness made my heart gallop and my mouth
go dry. | wanted to comb my lingers through the long
multicodored strands of his hair. When I'd first met
him, I'd thought ihe unusual shade came from a
bottle. I'd never seen anything like it. But then, I'd
never seen anyone like him either. He was so intense,
He'd been one of our wur guides last summer, but
he'd seldom spoken o me. Sull, 1 often ciught im
watching me. It was as though he was waiting—

“Blow out the candles, already,” Connor said.

His words snapped me back to the moment. | made
my wish without thinking and them blew owl the
writhing flames with one big breath.

“Here you go,” Brittany said. handing me a
cupcake. “Sorry it isn't an official cake, but these are
easier to serve in the wilderness.”

“It’s great,” 1 said, beaming again, grateful for the
distraction. *1 wasn't expecting anything at all.”

“We love surprises.” Lindsey said. “Bul you guys
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could have been quicter getting here. She heard you.
It almost ruined everything,”

| plavfully slapped Lindseys armu “That’s what 1
heard?” Relef enveloped me, bul at the same time, 1t
didn't seem like the right explanation.

“Well, yeah, they had w be in bed when you and |
left, s0 yvou wouldn’t suspect amything, but they were
supposed o hurry ahead to get things set up. And be
quiet while doing i.”

“But | heard something behind us, just before we
got here.”

“Like what?" Lucas asked, stepping away from the
iree.

His decp woice sent a shiver of pleasure through
me. It was just a voice and yet it touched me on a level
I'd never experienced with anyone eke. My absurd
feelings made me self-conscious, T wasn't the tvpe to
attract guys who were as darkly handsome as Lucas
was, Having his attention focused on me was
unnerving, and suddenly 1 felt silly about my concemns.,
“I'm sure it was nothing.”

“Then why mention it?”
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“I didni. Lindsey did.”

I knew any normal girl would crave his attention,
50 why did he make me nervous? Why did my
conversational skills take a hike when he was around?

“Relax, Lucas,” Connor said. “It probably was us,
You know how it is. When you try to be quict, you end
up making more noise.”

But Lucas was staring at where we'd come from, If
I didn’t know better, I'd have thowghi he was snilling
the air. His nostrils flared and his chest expanded with
the deep breath he took. *Maybe 1 should take a look
around, just o be sure.”

| knew he was nineteen, but he seemed older,
maybe because he was a senior sherpa. He was the
one in charge of owur little group. If someone had a
problem, he or she could go 1o Lucas, Although I'd
probably let a wild bear eat me before 1I'd ask Lucas
for help. Whether right or wrong. | suspecied that he
only respected those who solved their own problems. |
had this absurd need to prove myself to him.

“Now vou're as paranoid as Kayla,” Lindsey said.
“Cirab o cupcake and sit down.™
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But Lucas didnt move. He kept his gaze on the
path we'd taken to get here. It was strange but [ knew
il something had been following us, whatever it had
been, Lucas would protect us from it He just gave off
those vibes, It was probably the reason that, as young
as he was, he was given such authority and
responsibility. He was s0 bold standing there that 1
didn’t want to look away. But 1 also didn’t want to give
the impression that 1 was a lovesick kid.

Logs had been placed around the fire, | sat on one
and peercd over at Lucas. He was tall and in great
shape, He wore his T-shirt like a second skin that
outhned his muscles, | had this overwhelming urge o
run my hands up those granite arms and across his
shoulders. Pathetic. 1 was pathetic. He'd never given
me any reason (o think that he might return my
interest.

“So what did your parenmis give you for your
hirthday?” Brittany asked, bringing my attention back
to the others.

It didn't look as though anyone had noticed where
my attention had wandered. Least of all Lucas. He
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always seemed so alert, | was surprised he wasn't
aware of my assessment of him. On the other hand, it
was also a relief that he gave me so0 hitle direct
attention, Nothing was quite as embarrassing as one-
sided obsession.

“A summer away from them™ 1 grinned.

“They didn’t secem shar bad when I met them last
year,” Lindsey said

“They're nol,” 1 admitted, taking the candle oul of
my cupcake and tossing it into the fire, “They're really
preity cool.”

But they're nor my real parenes, 1 chided mysclf
as soon as [ thought those words. They were my real
parcnis; they just weren't my original parents, from
birth. Maybe what I'd sensed on our way here was the
ghosts of my birth parents calling out 1o me. How silly
was that explanation? | never had, never would
believe in anything paranormal or supernatural.

“Sowhat did” they get vou?” Brittany persisted.

“All the cquipment | needed for a summer of
trekking through the wildermness.”

“MNo car?” Brittany asked.
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“Nocar.”

“Bummer.”

“What difference does it make?” Connor asked.
“Cars aren’t allowed in the park.”

Brittany gave him a sideways glance, then shrugged.
“I guess.”

There was something in her expression that |
couldn’t read, but it made me wonder if she liked
Connor,

“Amyone else think this group we're laking out
tomorrow i a little odd?™ Rafe asked.

For a few minutes that afternoon, we'd all met Dr.
Keane. his son, and several of the professor’s grad
students. We were going 0 escort them 1o &
predetermined spot in the forest. Then we'd leave
them for a coupk of weeks before returning 1o
retricve them, They'd mentioned that they were
hoping to spot some wolves.

“Odd in what way? | wsked.

“Dr, Keane is an anthropologis,” Rafe said. “Why
does he wanl o study wolves?™

“Wolves are certainly more interesting  than
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people,” Lindsey said. “Remember those wolf cubs we
found when you were home for spring break, Lucas?™

“Yeah”

He was obviously a guy of few words, which only
made him more intriguing—and intimidating at the
same time. [t was difficult o figure out what he
thought about things, what he thought about me.

“They were the cutest,” Lindsey went on,
unperturbed by Lucas’s lack of enthusiasm for the
subject. “Orphaned. Three of them. We sort of
adopted them until they were ready to go oul on their
own.”

The other sherpas had all been working in the park
at least a year, | should have felt like an outsider, but
something about the group made me feel as though |
belonged. They weren't like the eliques at school, I'd
never been part of those. 1 wasn't the wildly popular,
cheerleader type. | wasn't a total math nerd, either. |
wasn't quite sure 1 could actally define mysell.
Maybe that was the reason | was so comforiable out
here. Everyone was  the same: nature  lovers
appreciating the great outdoors.
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Lucas shoved away from the tree. “We'd beiler
head back.™

“You're such a party pooper,” Lindsey said.

“You'll thank me m the moming when you have to
e ready o leave at dawn,”

Everyone groaned with the reminder that we had
an early moring. The guys put out the fire and
flashlights came on.

| thanked everyone. “This was a great birthday
surprise.”

“Well, 11's nol every day you tum seventeen,”
Lindsey said. “We just wanted to do something special
before we became preoccupied with sunviving.™

I laughed at her teasing. “It won't be that bad.”

“The Keane party wanis (o go far into the woods, (o
an arca we've never been before, The terrain will be
rougher and we'll be pushed 1o the limits. Should be
challenging.” Brittany said.

Showld be | | thought.

“Don’t worry,” Lindsey said to me. “You'll do
great”

“I plan to give it my bes.”
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We headed back up the wrail to the rustic village
where all the campers began their journcy. Rafe was
leading the way, with all the other sherpas scattered
between lim and me—except one. Lucas was
following at the back of our group, rnght behind me. |
had that sense of being watched again. A shudder
nppled through me.

“What's wrong?™ Lucas asked,

How frad e Enow aavilfine was wrong ?

| glanced over my shoulder, fecling silly for saying
it aloud. “Just that strange feeling that we're not
alone.”

“Yeah, I'm sensing it, 1o0,” he said, his voice low,

*“Could it be those wolves you rescued?”

“I doubt . The entrance o the park 15 (oo near
civilization. Most of the wildlife is farther in”

That was in sync with what Lindsey had said about
the cougar. but still—animals weren't always
predictable.

Everyone in our group grew quict, listening intently
as we trudged along. The flashlights served as cerie
beacons in the darkness. [ was acutely aware of Lucas
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following closely behind me. Not that 1 could hear
him—his footsteps were silent. But [ sensed his
nearness as though he were touching me—even
though he wasn't. 1 fell nervous and exciled. |
wondered if he thought of me as anything other than
the newbic. He'd never given any indication that he
actually fiked me in a romantic Kind of way. Or that
he was interested in knowing me better, Here we had
an opportumty o talk, and yet we both remained
silent.

Al the far end of the tral, more hght began o seep
through the tree cover. The lights of the village, the
first stop on anyone's journcy into the national park.

| was grateful that everyone picked wp the pace.
Finally, we broke through the woods into the village.

| released a nervous chuckle. “Please tell me
sherpas don't do a lot of night hiking,”

“Hardly ever,” Rafe said, “but | felt something out
there, too.”

“If it was dangerous, it would have attacked.”
Connor said. “Probably just a rabbit or something.”

“Whatever it was, it's gone now,” Lucas said. *And
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we're supposed to be in our beds.”

Connor and Rafe headed for ther cabin, But Lucas
hesitated. Finally be said, “Happy birthday, Kayla.”

“Oh, thanks.” His words were almost as surpnsing
as the party.

He looked as though he wanted to say something
clse. Instead, he shoved his hands into the pockets of
his jeans and walked off. 1 wasn’t quite sure what to
make of that.

Lindsev, Brittany, and 1 went 1o our cabin. As we
were getting ready for bed, 1 said, “1 can't believe you
threw me a surprise party.”

“You should have seen your face,” Lindsey said.
“¥ou were totally shocked.™

1 can’t believe you managed to keep it a secret.”

She smiled brightly. “Believe me, it wasn't casy.”

After we were in bed and the lights were out,
Lindsey whispered, “Hey, Kavla? S0 what did you
wish for?”

My cheeks grew warm. “If 1 tell, it won't come
true.”

I wasn't really sure | wanted it 10 come true. |
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didn't know what had possessed me to make the wish

I had. It haunted me now as [ remembered the words

that had run through my mind with such conviction.
§wish Lucas would kiss me.
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TWO

£ was crouched in g tiny, dark place. [ was small. a
krd, 1 fad my hands pressed against my moutlh 5o f
worldn ¥t ke & sound I knew that if 1 made any
moese they'd find me. [ didn’t want them to find me.
Tears ran down my fce. 1 was tremibling.

They were out there, Bad things were out Hiere.
So f fid in the dark. No one could find me in the
diark, No one would find me fiere,

Then Isaw the fight, coming closer and closer. The
menster grabbed me—

| woke up screaming and flailing my arms. 1 hit
something and screamed again.

*Hey, it’s just me,” Lindsey said.
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The lamp on the table beside my bed came on. It
was still dark outside. Lindsey was standing between
my bed and hers, a look of horror on her face. “What
the heff 77 she asked.

| swiped away my tears, “Sorry, bad dream.”

“No kidding.”

Brittany was sitting up in bed staring at me as i 1
was the monster that erept through my nightmares,
“You sounded like yvou were being murdered.”

I shook my head, “Not me. My parents, It's a long
story—" I hesitated.

“It's okay. I's private. | understand,” Brittany said,

I was relicved by her acceptance of my need not (o
explain.

Lindsey sat on my bed, ook me in her arms, and
held me tightly. She knew my story, I'd confessed it all
to her during the past year, as our (mendship had
strengthened.

“Are you going (o be okay taking these campers out
tomormow? ™ Lindsey asked. “We could get out of this,
wait for the next group.™

“No.” Shaking my head, | pulled away from her. “1
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have to face my fears, and going into the wilderness is
part of that. I'll be okay. Tonight...I don't know,
maybe s because we were creeping through the
woods, | haven™t had a mightmare in a whale.”

“Just remember that we're here for vouw” She
glanced back at Brittany.

Brittany modded. *Yeah, we are. Sherpas stick
together.”

“Thanks.” I released a deep sigh.

Lindscy moved to her bed, “Do you want me to
beave the light on®”

Mo, I'm fine now.” Or as fine as [ could be,
considering my issues, The really strange thing was
this uncxplained fear that [ was expericencing lately. It
was like a foreshadowing or something—a deep-down
sense that something 1 couldn’t explain was going (o
happen.

Lindsey turned off the light, and | snuggled
beneath the Mankets. 1 wished 1 understood what was
bothering me. My adoptive parents couldn’t explain it
My shrink couldn’t figure it out. But since I'd returned
1o the national park, whatever it was seemed stronger
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than before. Part of me wondered if il was somehow
tied to what had happened to my parents.

Was something in my subconscious on the verge of
breaking free? And if it did. how would my life
change?

The nest moming when | woke up, the lingering
effects of the dream were still haunting me. The
unmpleasantness of i hung around like cobwebs that
couldn’t be brushed off. 1 forced mysell 1o concentrate
on something else.

My birthday.

I didn't feel any older. For some reason, 1'd
thought I'd feel more sophisticated, better able to flirt
with guyvs, when | tumed seventeen. Instead, 1 felt like
the same old me.

Faint light was visible through the curtain, Dawn
was well on s way o arriving. My first day as a sherpa
with an actual assignment, | was about 10 embark on
my matden adventure of the summer. I couldn't wait.

The past weck I'd been going through all kinds of
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preparation and training. This initial excursion would
be my test. 1 reached over and turmned on the lamp.
Lindsey groaned and stuck ber head under the pillow,
mumbhng something that sounded hike o away .

“Don’t mind her,” Brittany said as she got out of
bed and then dropped to the floor and started doing
push-ups. “She’d stay in bed all day if she had her
way,”

“I thought she emjoved the woods,”

“Thought wrong.” She jumped to her feet and
stretched. “She likes the woods well enough, but she'd
rather not be here,”

I glanced over at Lindsey. She’d never told me that,
“Sowhy is she?™

“I’s expected. If you grow up around here, you're
destined o be a sherpa during the summer.”

“And you aff grew up around here?”

“In Tarrant, just up the road.”

You have to pass through it 1o get to the park. It
koks like any other small town in America. “So in our
little group, you're all friends?"”

“Pretty much, yeah, Connor, Rafe, and Lucas left
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for college this past year. Lindsey and [ have one
maore year in high school. Then we'll head out, 1o,”

“Guess everyone can’'l wail (o gel away from
home.”

“Isn’t that why you're here?”

| nodded. But there was more to it. I'd always
enjoyed camping, but lately all I wanted 10 do was be
m the outdoors. “1 guess | should feel like an outsider
here, but 1 don’.”

She shrugged. “You're one of us, aren’t you?”

I smaled at the thought of all the tramng I'd
passod, “I'm most definitely a sherpa.”

She angled her head and gave me a funny look that
I couldn’t quite interpret. Where was my shrink when
I needed im? “Exactly.” she said, but 1 had the
feeling she'd wanted to say something else. “Dibs on
the shower.”

I watched her walk into the bathroom. She was
really toned. I found ita litthe intimidating. 1 was all of
five-foot-four, with a slender build. 1 hoped that
hauling a pack and hiking all summer would add some
muscle to my shape.
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“Are vou ready for your first official day as a
sherpa?” Lindsey asked as she sat up and ran her
fingers through her white-blond hair,

I moved 1o the edge of the bed. "Honestly? I'm
terrified.”

She gave me an incredulous look. “Why? You aced
all the training,”

“¥eah, but that was all in a controlled
environment. | know things can get hairy out in the
real world,™

“You're going lo do greal.”

*Can | be honest with you?™

“Sure, Always.”

“I'm a litde worried because I'm assigned to
Lucas’s group. He sort of scares me. He's so intense.”

“Dom’t let him get to you. All the guys feel hike they
have something to prove. When they were young,
their dads were sherpas. So it's a tradition passed
down from father to son. They've only let girls be
sherpas for a few years now.”

“Really?™

“Yeah. They didn't think girls were strong enowogh.”
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“Is that the reason Brittany starts her morning with
push-ups?"

Lindsey rolled her eyes. “Yeah, Maybe she feels
hike she has something to prove, oo, [ don’t take 1t
nearly as seriously as evervone else does.”

Brittany came out of the bathroom. Her long, dark
hair was pulled back severely into a tight braid. She
was wearing cargo shorts, boots, and a red tank, She
looked at her watch. “You know we have to report in
about ten minutes.”

“Oh my God.”™ 1 rushed imto the bathroom.

I wanted to take my time with the shower, keeping
the water as hot as [ could stand i, because 1 knew it
would be my last one for many days, But | was pressed
for time. No makeup would be needed on the trail,
although 1 did wse sunscreen—to try o keep my
freckles at a minimum—and mascara. My evelashes
are a faint red, and without a touch of mascara they
are barely visible. 1 slipped on my cargo pants, boots,
and a thin tank top. Over the tank, | aApped a snug
hoodie. I tied a bandana over my wild red hair,

| finished up my morning ritual by touching the
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pewter necklace I always wore. It was a circle of knols
and twisted strands. Someone had once 1old me that it
was a Celuc symbol for gwardian. It seemed
appropriaie. It had belonged to my mother, and
sometimes il made me feel as though she was
watching over me.

When I stepped out of the bathroom, Brittany was
gone and Lindsey was dressed in cargo shorts and a
spaghetti-strap tank. She’d pulled her blond hair back
mto a ponytail. She helped me adjust my pack onto
my back and shoulders,

“If it gets too heavy, say something to Lucas,” she
wdd me. “He can shilt some of the supplics to the
other guys.”

“I'm not a weakling. 1 can carry my own stuff.” |
was a little insulted that she thought I'd need help.

“I'm just saying. Sherpas carmied a lot of your stufl
kst summer, so you might not be used 1w all the
weight.”

“But this year, I'm a sherpa.”

“Looks like vou'll be a stubbornm one, oo, she
mumbled.
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| wasn't stubborn, but 1 was determined o pull my
weight. And not to miss my adoptive parents. It was
hard. though. Don’t get me wrong, | loved my natural
parents, bul they'd been gone a long time. My
adoptive parents had always treated me like | was
their birth kid. 1 loved them with a fierceness that
surprised me sometimes. Bul it was my nature (o have
stromg emotions about things, at least according to my
shrink, It was the reason that 1 was stll coping with
the senseless death of my parents,

I shivered as | stepped oul of the cabin mio the
cool dawwn air. The campers and guides were gathered
m the center of the small village. The village was
nestled just inside the national park. It howsed the
ranger station, a small first aid station, a gilt shop, a
camping supply store, and a tiny café. It was the last
chance to stock up before heading out.

Excitement—and a little bit of
nervousness—thrummed through my veins, After all,
I'd be responsible for the welfare of these campers.

Lindscy shut the cabin door behind me  and
knocked her shoulder against mine. “This is il,
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girllriend. You ready?

L wok a deep breath. 1 think so.”

“You're going to have way more fun this summer
than you did last vear.”

I adjusted my pack, took a deep breath, and sirode
toward the group that had gathered. Dr. Keane, his
son, and several grad students would be hiking into
the wiklermmess. Six sherpas would be traveling with
them. That was a lot for such a small group, but Dr.
Keane had special equipment that he needed for
whatever it was he was trving to teach his students, so
he"d hired more of us. Which was fine with me, since |
was still learning. Having someone 1o cover my back
sounded like a great idea. | didn’t want 1o be the onc
responsible for making a decision that would put us all
an the nightly news,

Ome guy stepped away from the group. “Hey,
Kayla," he called out with a bright smile as he
approached me.

Lindsey just gave me a guestioning raise of her
eyebrow and continued on while 1 stopped 1o talk with
Mason. He was not only once of Dr, Keane's students,
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but alko his son. I'd met him the day before. He was
really cute, His dark-brown hair fell over his brow and
covered his lefi eve.

“Hey, yourself,” [ said.

“1 was afrand you weren't going to make it.”

He had s0 much encrgy that it bolstered my own
excitement aboul the coming adveniure, “No, just off
tera late start.”

“This trip is going to be so awesome,” he said,

*Have you done much backeountry hiking?

“(h yeah, Not here, of course. But Dad and 1 have
gong through other national forests. We've also done
a lot of hiking in Europe.”

“S0 you and your dad are close?™

He shrugged. “Sometmes. | mean he's sull a
parent. you know? And my grad school advisor. Plus
he treats me like 'm a kid.”

I smiled in commiseration. “Tell me about 1"

“Maybe 1 will. Later tomight.” He looked down as
though suddenly uncomfonable, His stance reminded
me of Rick—the guy who'd taken me to the junior
prom—right before he'd asked me to go with him. As
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though he was gathering his courage, afraid he'd get
rejected.

“We're going 1o have a blast,” 1 assured Mason, not
sure why [ was encouraging him when I'd only be wath
him for a few days, Except that he was cule and
scemed friendly. And there weren't any rules against
getting involved with the campers. When you're out in
the woods together for several days or weeks, things
were certain 1o develop,

Lifting his eves to mine, he gave me a big smibe. He
had eves the color of clover. With his tawny skin and
dark hair, they really stoad out.

“Maybe we could walk together.” He said it like he
wasn't sure if he should make it a real suggestion, a
stalement, or simply an inguiry.

“I'd like<"

“City Girl, you're with me.”

Okay, 1 didn't know why I knew that order was
directed at me. No one had ever called me Crny G
Maybe il was because | recognized the voice. Or
maybe it was simply the neamess of it. To be singled
out irritated but thrilled me at the same time. |
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worked to get all my emotions under control while 1
slowdy turmed to face Lucas. = Excuse me? *City Girl "

“You're from the aty, right 7

“Yeah, | suppose Daflas could be called a cty,
And why do | have to hike with you?”

He shifted the weight of his pack on his shoulders.
It was twice the size of mine. 1 would have been bent
over, but he stood straight as though it was nothing,
“Because you're new and 1 need to check vour skills.
We'll take the lead.”

He was dressed in cargo shorts and a black T-shird.
His hair was straight and lanky, but the varety of
colors made it look anything except boring. His silver
eyes held a challenge. Yeah, | was new, but | wasn't
stupid enough to argue against an order before we'd
even goilen started. He could easily declare me too
much trouble and leave me here. I resented that he
had so much power and wasn't afraid 1o wield iv. 1 had
a problem with authority, obviously.

| gave him a sarcastic salute. To my stunned
surprise, his lips twitched as though he were fighting
back a smile. Wasn't that fascimating?
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“Interesting necklace. I's a Celtic symbol for
geardian [ he said quictly.

I couldnt have been more surprised if he'd
suddenly started talking about designer clothes, He
didn’t strike me as someone who'd care about Celtic
anything. | wuched it. “Yeah, that's what 1 heard. It
belonged to my mom.”™

“Makes it special.”

His eyves held mine, and it was as though we were
the only two people around. For a moment, he wasn't
miy boss. He was just the guy I'd met last summer, the
guy I'd dreamed about way too many times 1o count. |
didn’t know why he haunted my dreams, my thoughts.
I didn’t know why 1 wanted to confess about the wish
I'd made the night before. Didn't know why 1 wanted
o kiss him so badly. His giare dropped to my lips as
though maybe he was thinking the same thing [ was.

Suddenly he seemed irritated with himself, maybe
because Mason wasn't even trving 1o hide the fact that
he was studying us with curiosity.

“Meet me at the front in five,” Lucas suddenly
barked. Then he gave Mason an unfriendly once-over.
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“Be sure you stay close 1o a guide, Mason. Wouldn't
want you to get lost,”

Mason’s green eyes narmowed as he waiched Lucas
untill he disappeared. The dishke was shimmering off
him in waves. | wasn't usually so attuned (o people,
but something about being in the woods brought out
my primal imstncts, I guessed. Maybe it was the whole
getting-back-to-nature thing. But there was definitely
some tension between these two.

“Who put him in charge?” Mason groused.

“The park rangers, | think. He's supposed 1o be
really good. 1 heard he found a family that got lost last
summer when no one else could.”™

“Really? How'd he manage that?”

“Followed their tracks or something, You'll have to
ask him,”

“Yeah, like he'd tell me anything.”

“Did vou get into it with him or something?™

“Not yet, but | wouldn’t be surprised if we do,
something about the guy seems off.”

Mason didn’t sinke me as a Oghter. Lucas would
obviously kick his ass, bot [ didn’t think Mason would
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appreciale my  assessment of his  fighting  skills.
Apparently 1 wasn't the only one fecling animalistic
today.

*He's not really worth the bother,” | said

Maszon snapped his head around and gave me a
strange smile. “You don't think 1 can beat him.”

“He's got the whole working-oul thing going.™

“Don’t let my love of academics fool you. | can
hold my own in a fight.”

“I've no doubt.” It was the only thing 1 could say. |
didn’t think a fight was in the best mterest of our goal,
“Anyway, I'd better go.”

He touched my hand just for a second. “Uh, I've

gol something for you.” He reached into his pocket,

bBrought out a small package. and extended it toward
me. “Happy birthday.”

I looked at him with surprise. “How did you
know?"

His cheeks tumed red. “Last night, [ couldn’t sleep.
I was out walking. Saw the party.”

Had he been following us? Was he what I'd heard?
“Why didn’l you say something, join us?™
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“I'm not a party crasher. Open it.”

I did. Inside was a braided leather braceler. “Oh,
thanks. I like it [ beamed at him.

He appeared even more embarmassed, “There's nol
much to choose from in the stores around here. Most
of it is camping stuff and cheap souvenirs,”

“It’s awesome,” | reassured him, just before |
slipped it onto my wrist.

“50 maybe we can get together later,” he said.

It wasn't like we'd get wogether later and go on a
date. We were pretty much limited to group outings,
bait still we could have some fun. “Yeah, definitely.”

Then 1 went to catch up with Lucas. Day one and |
was already confused about a lot of things: my
attraction to Lucas and my interest in Mason, Mason
was definitely the safer of the two. The question was:
Did | want safe?
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THREE

I caught up with Lucas a couple of minutes later. |
didn’t show him the gift from Mason, and part of me
hoped he wouldn't notice it | didn’t know why, but |
didn't think he'd approve.

“Mason was oul in the woods last might,” 1 told
him. “1 think he's who [ heard.”

“I knowe he was im the woods. 1 smelled him.”

“Excuse me?”

“That soap he vses—strong stuff, Anyway, 1 don't
think he's who I felt watching us.”™

“But he told me that he watched.”

“Maybe it was him, then.”

I knew a brush-off when [ heard it *You don't
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sound convinced.”

=1 just think we need 1o stay alert.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“Let’s go!™ he called out to our group.

When Lucas said that we'd take the lead,
apparently he'd meant fre would take the lead and |
would follow cosely behind. 1 told myself that we had
ey choice except to go single file because the trail was
marrow, Today we were following a path that others
had taken enough times so it was clearly marked and
the brush didn’t encroach, but 1 knew at some point
we'd diverge into an area no one ¢lse had explored.
That was my favorite part of backwoods hiking—going
where no one had gone before. It was always an
adventure, with a surprise around every corner. And
right now, the biggest surprise was Lucas and how
much [ enjoyed watching his movements. He was
confident and sure-footed.

I knew he was atlending a amversily somewhere
and had just returned o0 work for the summer, but
that was about it. What 1 knew about him wasn't
enough to cover the necdle of my compass.
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I did know he was in amazing shape. He was barely
breathing, while my breaths—to my complete
mortification—were taking on a labored quality. The
path was at an mchne and the rugged forest terrain
was mouniainous. Traveling over il was a workout, ['d
thought I was in shape. ffr!

“Jusi a little farther.” Lucas finally said,

I was mortified that he not only heard me gasping,
but felt obligated 1o let me know that he noticed me
struggling. While no one had made me feel like | was
an outsider, I knew the truth: [ was, "I'm fine.”

He glanced back without altering his stride. “But
the prof and his students are suffering.”

I thought of his apparcnt dislike for Mason—or
Mason's for him. “Are you trying o prove something
o them?”

“If I'were, I'wouldn't stop at all.™

Yeah, he could probably go all day without taking a
break. 1 felt a strange mixture of admiration and
jealousy. | had no idea why | cared, but 1 wanted to be
his equal, wanted him to be impressed with my
stamina. Wanted him to be impressed with me .
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The path widened just a bit. He slowed his stride
until we were walking side by side.

“50 how long have vou been a sherpa?” 1 asked.

He shifted his silver gaze over to me. “Four years."

“Is that the reason they put me on your tcam?
Because you're 50 experienced?”

He seemed to study me in that still way he had,
before he said, “1 requested you.™

My jaw dropped, but | didn't think he had time to
notice. because at the same time I tripped over my
own  feet. Lucas moved with a swiftness that
astounded me, catching me and steadving me before 1
fell beneath the weight of my pack. His large, warm
hands gripped my arms.

I should have been mortified by my clumsiness, but
I wasn't really thinking about it 1 was intrigued by
what he'd said

“Why?" | ssked. * Why request me?”

“Because | didn't think anyone else could protect
you as well as [ could™

“50 vou're what? Supersherpa? And you think I'm
nol capable of taking care of mysell?”
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“I'm nod the one who just tripped.”

I decided it would sound stupid to argue that I'd
tripped because of his words, that my clumsiness was
somehow his Fault.

“Are we stopping here?” Lindsey asked, as she
approached and gave me an odd look.

“Yeah” Lucas said. He released his hold on me,
stepped wway, and shucked off his backpack with the
case of someone removing a jacket. He leaned it up
against a tree. | worked my way out of mine and did
the same,

“We'll take fifteen. Be sure to hydrate,” Lucas said
when everyone ¢lse had caught up with us, *I'm going
1o scoul the arca ahead.”

Before anyone could respond, he disappeared
beiween two trees.

Ekay, Mr Fcan-feave-you-alf-in-the-duse, 1
thought. Be rhar way. Prove vou're ot fonman, that
wens i T e o rest.

“Doesn’t that guy ever get tired?” Mason asked
grumpily as he dropped to the ground after removing
his hackpack.
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“They say he's the best.” Dr. Keane said. His hair
was dark, peppered with white. Even in his hiking
dothes he looked distinguished, as though at any
moment he'd break into a lecture. He didn't seem the
type to have an Indiana Jones mode. He strolled over
to two of his students—Tyler and Ethan—who were
carrying a large wooden crate on a litter, huffing
heavily and sweating profusely. He helped them get
the crate safely to the ground.

“What is that stuff, Professor?” Connor asked,

*Just some equipment we'll use 1o collect samples
onee we get farther into the wilderness.”

“You must be planning o collect a lot of samples.”

Dr. Keane smiled in a way that reminded me of my
therapist when he wis letting me know that he knew
things my feeble mind would never dream of. “I
mtend to get my money’s worth out of this trip. And |
only brought students with mvid curiositics, o 1'm sure
there is much out here that they'll want 1o examine
closely.”

S0 Mason wasn't the only one with resentment
issues, | had noidea what the park charged for the use
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of sherpas. 1 only knew that 1 was paid minimum
wage. The thought was that our real reward was being
able to spend our summer in the wilds. We wouldn’t
be here if we didn't love whal we were doing.

The other grad students—David, Jon, and
Monigue—sat together in a cluster, while the sherpas
mingled together. David and Jon seemed a little old to
be grad students. | wondered if they'd decided later in
life what they wanled o do. 1 thought they were
probably close to thirty. Monique was supermodel-
lithe and lovely, She was tall with milk-chocolate skin
and a flawless complexion.

Considering Dr, Keane's attitude about getting his
moncy’s worth, 1 didn’t think it was a good idea for us
o separate ourselves into separate camps: sherpas
versus grad students. 1 dug a water boltle oul of my
backpack and sat beside Mason, He was picking at his
thumbnail,

“What happened?” | asked.

“Oh, chipped it when we were packing supplics this
moming. It keeps catching on things.”

“I have a nail file you can wse.” [ unzipped the
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pocket on my backpack.

“You brought a file?” He was truly astounded,

“Sure. No girl with any respect for her manicure
travels in the walds without & nail Ale.”

Laughing, he took my offering and smoothed out
his nail before handing the file back to me. 1 put it
back imto my pack.

“You need to be drinking,” | reminded him,.

“Oh yveah, right.” He grabbed a bottle from his
backpack and guzzled for a few scconds. Then he
peered over ot me. “What do you know about that
guy?”

“What guy?”

“The guy who thinks he's in charge.”

“If vou're referring (o Lucas, he & in charge. Has
papers and evervthing to prove it.” [ wasn't sure why 1
was defending his superior behavior,

“Whatever. 1s he from around here?”

“Yeah. 1 mean, | think he goes to college
somewhere else but he grew up around here.”

“Weird hair. I mean, who has hair that's all
diffcrent coloms?”
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I sort of liked it. but I didn't defend it because 1
didn’t want anyone thinking 1 had a thing for Lucas. |
wasn'T quite sure how 1o define what I felt for him, Cn
the one hand, he was mcredibly hol. On the other
hand, he was older and seemed way more experienced
than I was. The truth was, he intimidated me a little.

“S0 what about vou?” Mason asked, interrupting
my strange musings. “1 overheard you say you were
from Dallas. This place s practically near Canada,
What made yvou decide 1o work so far from home?”

My gut said to give a flippant answer, but the whole
key Lo effective therapy was facing my past and not
hiding from it. Besides, 1 was still having some
residual creepy feelings from the nighimare. Maybe |
needed to unburden, and Mason seemed like a nice
guy, someone who was interested m me anyway, |
touched the braided leather he'd given me and said as
guietly as | could, “My shrink recommended i.”

“You go to a shink?™

I couldn’t tell if he was impressed or appalled. The
kids at my schoad tended 1o think if anyone went 1o a
psvehiatrist, she was on the verge of going on a killing
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spree, so I never talked about it with anyone. At home
1 was much more closed off within myself than [ was
here in the wild. 1 felt more at home here than 1 did in
Diallas, Caven a choce between living in the city or in
the forest, I'd choose the forest every time. Suddenly 1
felt a need to connect with someone on a level 1 never
had reached before. I nodded at Mason and admitted,
*Yeah”

“50 what—you’re bipolar or something?”

Okay. there it was—the negative connotation all
wrapped up with a hitle bow. “Let’s just say | have
isues,” And because he'd hit a sore spot, 1 continued
tartly, “My parenis were killed in these woods, My
therapist says | need to embrace this forest in onder to
get past them dyving here.”

“Wow, that's some heavy shit.”

Obwviously he had a problem discussing emotional
matiers, and whatever connection [ thought 1'd felt
with him earlier had been totally misguided. Already 1
regretted opening up to him. “Yeah. | don't usually
tell people that. Forget | mentioned it. 1 don’t know
why 1 told you.”
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“No, hey, my bad. I've never known anvone whose
parcnts were killed. 1 mean, 1 just wasn't expecting
that. How were they Killed? Wild animals?®”

I showk my head. “I'm sorry. | don't want to talk
about it anymore. 1 shouldn’t have even brought it
up.”

“Hey. it's okay. Mot that they died, but that you
don’t want to talk about it. From the moment we met
yesterday, 've kinda felt this connection with youw.
Really, if you want to talk, I'm here.”

[ gave him a hesitant smale. “Thanks.”

“Surce. Besides, I'm safe, yvou know? You'll just see
me¢ for a couple of weeks and then T'll go away.
Unless...” His voice trailed off.

“Unless what?” 1 prodded.

“Unless we get really tight on this trip. Then who
knows? With email and text messaging. long-distance
relationships can work."

Wiip our the engagement ring afreadv. “Whoa,
you move fast.”

“Just throwing out possibilitics.” He leaned toward
me. “1'm definitely interested in possibilities.”™




Drark Giuardian #1: Moeondight

I was, too, Or I thought 1 was. 5o why didn't [ give
him a wink and nudge him in the right direction? Why
did 1 find mysell glancing around as though 1 were
domg something wrong? And why did 1 nearly come
out of my skin when [ saw Lucas leaning against a tree
watching me?

What was with thas guy and his constant lurking at
the edge of the group? And why in the workd was |
wondering what sort of possibilities e might hold?

“We need to head out if we want 1o make our
designated  camp by dark.”  Luwecas  suddenly
announced. *City Girl, you're still with me,”

As a rule, I'm a team player—except when I'm not.
I was still close enough (o the vilkige that he might
send me back if | staged a mutiny. After tripping
carlier, | couldn’t even argue that I didn't need
walching.

| grabbed my backpack, shrugged it on, and
trudged over to him. “Is it really necessary for me to
walk in your shadow?™

“For now.,” He jerked his head toward something
behind me. “Did you want to walk with fim 77
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I knew he was referring (o Mason. “Mavbe, What
does it matter to you?"”

“You get into trouble and all vou'll see is his butt as
he runs off to ensure his own safety.”

“You don't know that.”

“I'm a good judge of people. Mason is all bark and
no bite.”

“And | guess you're all bite.”

A corner of his mouth hitched up in what might
have been a smile. “Depends on whether or not
someone needs hiting.”

Before | could respond with something clever, his
version of a smile disappeared and he said, “There
could be danger out there. Stick with me for a while
konger.”

He was talking o me aboul danger? Did he not
know my history? Why did he care anyway” Because |
was the newbie? Or was there more to 11?7 And why
did 1 wani there to be more? [ considered arguing
further, but everyone had gathered around and 1 was
the holdup.

I shrugged—as much as | was able 10 shrug with a
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two-ton backpack on my shoulders. “Let's go, Boss.”
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FOUR

“Werewolves? You really believe in the existence of
werewolves?” 1 nearly strangled mysell holding back
my laughter as | asked the question. While 1 knew that
in retail the customer was abways right, 1 didn't know
if this mantra applicd to the campers who had hired
me to serve as a puide. In this case, they were
definitely wrong, and [ just couldn’t be silent about it
Several of us were sitting by the campfire with Dr.
Keane. The rest of our day had gone pretty much like
that morming; trudging through the forest, stopping
for a break, trudging on, Until we'd reached this large
clearing and Lucas had announced we'd st up camp
here, It had been dusk by then. Now it was night and
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we were toasting marshmallows, Cliché, but oh, they

were good.
Dr. Keane had been regaling us with ancient tales
about werewolves, which had been

[ascinating—absurd, but fascanating—and then he'd
scgued into talking about wolves spotied in the
wilderness around here. Wolves he was convinced
were, in reality, werewolves. He  believed  this
particular national forest was their hunting ground,
where they hid away from the real world

“Why 15 that so hard to believe? Dr. Keane asked
mow, in answer o my question. He was silting on a
fittle folding stool, looking very professorial. All he
necded was a red bow tic. “Every culture has a legend
about man shifiing into an animal shape. Legends are
rooted i fact.”

“I'm with Kayla on this one,” Lindscy said, sitling
beside Connor. “Werewolves exist only in fiction.
Look at Big Fool and the Loch Ness Monster. They've
all been debunked.”™

“1 don’t know,” Connor said. “Dr. Keane could be
onto something here. There was & guy in my dorm
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that could have been a werewoll. He never shaved, cut
his hair, or bathed. It was hard to call him human,”

I bit back more laughter. Apparently none of us
were taking his theonies senously.

“But what if it i true? That werewolves exist and
they inhabit this forest? Mason asked. He was sitting
on a log beside me. He was very particular about his
marshmallows, toasting them slowly and carefully 1o a
golden brown. On a good day. 1 didn't have that much
paticnee, Tonight | was so tired that I had none at all,
My marshmallows were gquickly poked into the fire
and tossed into my mouth,

“Then we're all doomed 1o die,” I quipped in an
evil horror-movie scientist kind of way. All 1 needed
was a flash of lighining and a boom of thunder for
effect.

Connor and Lindsey chuckled at my theatrical
display. The prof’s students even smiled.

“Or we all wm into werewolves,” Lucas said
ominously. He wasn'l sitting in our circle, but was
keaning against a tree. “Isn’t that how it works,
Professor? A werewolf bites you and then you become
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one?”

“That's one possibility. The other is that it's
genetic. Werewolves are born with some sort of
genelic mutation—"

“What? Like in X-Men 7" Lucas interrupted with a
smirk.

“Even fiction has an element of truth in i.™ Dr.
Keane insisted.

“Bui why are the werewolves the ‘mutations™™
Lucas made little quote marks in the air. “What if
everyone else 15 the real mutation? Maybe we all
started oul as werewolves.”

“Interesting theory, but if that were the casc, they'd
be the dominant specics, don't you think? They'd be
hunting us instead of us hunting them.”

“We're huntine them?” Rafe challenged.

“1 gave the wrong impression,” Dr. Keane said.
“Discovering them s what | was referring to.”

“If they don’t want to be discovered , maybe they'll
come after us,” Brittany said. “What then?

“1 don't think we have anything to wormy about
tonight,” Lucas said, glancing up at the sky. *No full
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moon.”

“That works only if the transformation is lunar
controlled,” Dir. Keane said. “What if they ocould
transform at wall?”

“Then I'd say we're in big trouble.” His delivery
was deadpan, and 1 wasn't sure il he was serious or
teasing.

“Youw're not buymg into this, are you?" [ asked.
Lucas was the last one | thought would swallow this
ridiculous notion of werewolves.

He winked at me and my heart gave a little tug.
“Just know that when 1 ap up my tent tonight, I'm not
beaving it until morning.”

“Tents won't stop a werewoll,” Mason said, before
blowing on his perfect marshmallow,

“There’s never been a documented account of a
healthy wolf attacking a human,” Lucas challenged
him.

*We're nol talking wolves, dude,” Mason said
sharply, wning to glare at Lucas. When he did, his
stick took a dip and his gooey marshmallow landed in
the dirt. 1 didn’t know why that bothered me. All that
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work for nothing, maybe. “We're talking werewolves |
A person who turns into a beast, They're out there,
and we're going 1o prove iL”

And earler you questioned my bemg in therapy?

“Is that what this expedition is about?™ Lucas asked
m a deadly calm voice that sent a shiver racing up my
spine.

“Muson is just a little oversealous,”™ Dr, Keane said.
“We are hoping 1o see some wolves and perhaps study
them, U'll admit 1o being fascinated by the notion of
veanthropy. Do 1 truly believe 1t exasts? No, of course
not, but [ like to be open-minded ¢nough 1o leave
room for the possibility.”

“Wolves were extinct in this arca until about twenty
years ago, when a few were brought in (o repopulate
the area. The original wolves have probably died off
by now, but their descendents have fourished.
They're a protected species,” Lucas said.

“We're not going to harm them,” Dr. Keane
assured Lucas.

“Well, then, maybe you'll get lucky and see some.”
Lucas shoved away from the tree. *We've got an carly
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start tomorresw. I'm going o0 bed. Rale, make sure
everything is secure for the night.”

“You got i.,” Rafe said, before popping a burned
marshmallow mto his mouth.

Omce Lucas had gone into his tent, the tension
around the campfire cased. 1 had a feeling 1 wasn't the
only ome who thought Lucas and Mason were headed
toweind @ brawl,

“Do you really believe in all that stuff?” 1 asked
Mason.

Chuckling, he shook his head. “Nah, but wouldn't it
be cool?™

“They're always a little rabid in the movies,” |
reminded him.

“Aowoll bat me once,” he announced.

“Seriously?”

“Yeah.” He leaned down and rolled up his pants
leg. There on his call was a horrible scar. “Took a
chunk.”

“Mason has been studying wolves ever since,” Dr,
Keane said, his voice echoing a sense of pride.

“But Lucas said there were no documented
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accounts of woll attacks.”

“Guess he doesn’t know everything.” Mason said
quietly, and it sent a shiver through me.

“50 do you turm into a werewolfl when there's a full
moon?” Lindsey asked.

Mason snorted. ~1 wish.”

“1 always root for the werewolves,” Lindsey replied.
“They get such a bad rap in movies, Demons from
hell. 1 think they're a metaphor for how badly we treat
people who are different.”

“Is st fction, Lindsey,” Connor sid. “No
subliminal messages or great truths revealed, And
anyway, a girl isn't going to scream and snuggle up
against you if you'rc watching a movic where the
werewoll 18 sweet and understanding.™

“Bul there’s a bias against them. They're always the
bad guy. Just once, I'd like to see a werewoll
portrayed as herosc.”

“You really take it persomally,” Mason said,
starting to toast his next marshmallow,

“What can | say? | like canines.”

“Vampires get the same bad rap,” Brittany said.

Drark Cunrdian # 1 Moondight

“Are yvou going to defend them?”

“There are lots of vampires who are portrayed in
movies as fighting their addiction to blood. trying to
be noble. I'm just saymg it would be mice to see a
noble werewoll in a movie once in a while.”

“They always lose their humanity when they
transform,” Mason said distractedly. He removed his
perfect marshmallow from the fire and glanced
around. “Or at least that's the way it is in the movies.™

“In all the legends, werewolves do homble,
unforgivable things” Dr. Keane smd. “IUs only
matural that Hollwood would incorporate those fears
m its storvielling.”

“5till," Lindsey mumbled, but she seemed to have
given up arguing on behall of werewolves. [t was silly
anyway. It was, after all, only make-believe,

Mason offered me his  lightly  browned
marshmallow. “l cant take i," 1 told him. *You
worked too hard 1o get it just nght.”

*Because | wanted it perfect for you.”

How could | refuse? | popped it into my mouth. It
was heavenly. | smiled at him. He smiled back. When
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we weren'l discussing werewolves—and Lucas wasn't
around—I enjoved being with Mason. And he was
safe. He didn't make me wanl to do things [ shouldn't
do—things that went way beyvond a kiss.

After Brittany, Lindsey, and 1 got into our tent,
Brittany stretched out on her sleepng bag. rolled
over, and went to sleep without a word. | quirked an
eyebrow al Lindsey. She shrugged. “Something s
bothering her. | don’t know what.”

We got inlo our own sleeping bags. Lindsey turned
out our main lantern and wmed on a small penlight.
It cast a ghostly glow.

“50 what's up with you and Mason?” she asked
quietly.

“I'm not sure. | mean, [ like him."”

“You need to be careful. Some guys think that
sherpas are only for hooking up—that we're casy.”

“1 don’t think Mason's like that. And I'm definitely
mil easy,”

“Just be careful. | don't want o see vou gel hurt on
your first expedition.”
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“I might hang oul with him, but [ would never get
serious with someone [ may never sec again.”

“Yeah, that's what they all say,” Brittany mutiered.

“Thought you were asleep,” Lindsey sand.

“How can [ sleep wath you two yammernng?”

Lindsey stuck out her tongue at Brittany's back. |
stifled a giggle. Lindsey settled down imto her hag.
“Just be carcful,” she whispered before curling up to
go o sleep.

| stared at the tent ceiling. Lindsey wanted the
penlight on to serve as our mighthght, I'd learned last
summer when we were out i the wilds that she wasn't
a big fan of absolute darkness, Late al might, alter my
parcnis went to sleep, I'd snuck out and crawled into
Lindsey's tent. We'd talked for hours about school,
clothes, and guys. She was the first person outside of
my family who I'd ever told about my parcnts getting
killed. For some reason, except lor last night, | didn't
have the nightmares when 1 was around
Lindsey—maybe because she didn't define me by my
past. In some ways, she was far more accepting than
my therapist.
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I'd met Brittany last summer as well, but 1 didn't
feel as close to her, Maybe because | sensed that she
had her own issues. She was snoring now. 11 was a
hitle snuffle, simlar to the sound my Lhasa at home,
Fargo, made,

But it wasn't the light or the noise that was keeping
me awake. It was wolves. They weren't howling, but |
had a feeling they were lurking nearby. If what Lucas
said was correcl, they'd been in these woods for only
twenty years. Long enough to have been around when
my original parents and 1 had come camping that
long-pgo summer. Had those hunters seen them?
Were we hiking now near where the wolves had been,
near where my parents had died?

I hadn’'t wanted 1o visit the spot last summer. 1
wasn't ready for that. Besides, no one had seemed to
remember where it had happened. Or so they had
said. Maybe they were afraid the trauma would be too
much for me. But tonight, I was remembering low-
throated growling and snarling that weren't dream-
mduced. Had we been munning from wolves? But
Lucas had said they never attacked people, so0 my
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sirange musings made no sense.

What had really happened that day?

I threw back the top of the sleeping bag and sat up.
I suddenly felt 2 though | had to get out of the tent. |
hadn't bothered to undress carlier, so all 1 had 10 do
was put on my hiking boots. When they were securely
tied, I grabbed my fashlight. As quietly as 1 could, 1
unzipped the tent opening and slipped outside,

A couple of lanterns had been left on, but no one
was around. | didn't want company. | just wanted...

I dudn’t know what I wanted.

Face your fears . Dr. Brandon had urged me, It
would be a lot casier 1o do if 1 knew exacily what those
fears were. | honestly didn't have a clue. 1 just had a
sense that something momentous was on the horizon,
that I was poised on the edge of change. 1 didn’t know
what (o expect, but [ felt as though it was connected to
my past and would influence my future. 1 had
questions, but no answers—I{ear without justification.

I skirted around the side of the tent and headed
into the forest. I'd taken only a couple of steps before
I heard low voices. They were nearby. near one of the




Drark Giuardian #1: Moeondight

other tents.

I knew it was none of my business, but 1 crept
closer.

“l know, Dad. God, how many times do [ have to
say I'm sormy™” | recognized the voice. It was Mason.

“We don't want o raise any suspicions.”

“Youre the one who started talking about
werewolves.”

“As legend.”

“But you were sounding like a preacher, preaching
the gospel of werewolves, That's the reason Kayla
asked you if you believed in them. You did just as
much damage as [ did.”

“We just need to stay alert and be more carcful
about what we say to them.”

“Like I said, I'm not the one who started it.”

“Seriously, Mason, any of our guides could be one.”

| had to put my hand over my mouth to stop myself
from laughing out loud.

“My money’s on Lucas,” Mason said, and | was
even more shocked, “That guy is o quiet. It's eeric
how he can get so still. Why does he keep
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disappearing. every time we stop to rest? What does
he do when he's gone?™

“We'll figure it out. Don't worry, we'll figore it
out.”

I stood there, stunned, while their voices gol
guicter as they walked away toward their tents. What
were they saying? That they thought the sherpas were
werewolves? That Lucas was a werewolf?

The whole idea of people morphing into animals
was ludicrous, but the thought of anvone truly
believing it was Inghtening. [ thought about all the
equipment they were carrying. Was there a cage inside
that large crate? Were they going to try o capture a
wolf? And when they realized the woll was just a
wolf.. .what then?

I knew people believed in all Kinds of things that
didn’t exist, but this seemed a little out there.

As quietly and cautiously as possible, | crepi woward
the trees, 1 certainly didn’t want them o hear me, o
know that 1I'd overheard their conversation. | didn't
think they'd kill me 1o silence me or amything crazy
like that, but 1 was a little spooked that they seemed
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to be on a werewolf-hunting expedition.  Although
where was the real harm? People scarched the skies
for UFOs. Some believed they'd beem probed by
ahens or been i a spaceship. Others mvested m fancy
equipment to detect the existence of ghosts, [ guessed
it wasn't so strange that someone would believe in
werewolves. | thought it was loony tunes, but as long
a8 they didn't hurt amyone, | supposed they had as
much right as anyone 1o explore the forest.

When | thought | was far cnough away not (o be
detected, | swatched on the fashhght. It provided a
reassuring light, but strangely 1 was as comforted by
the trees surrounding me as by anything else., [ heard
the leaves rustling in the brecze almost like a lullaby,
For a crazy moment, 1 thought 1 could hear my
mother singing. 1 didn't believe in ghosis, but
believed that the soul or the spirit or whatever made
us who we were lived beyond death. So maybe
believing in werewolves wasn't so crazy after all.

“Going somewhere, City Girl?”

I swung the beam of the flashlight around to where
the voice originated. Lucas was standing beside me. |
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quictly?

| pressed my hand o my chest, where my rapidly
pounding heart was threatening to crack a rnib. “You
nearly gave me a heart attack.” My woice held
accusation=—rightly so.

“What are you doing out here?” he asked.

“I couldn™ sleep.”

“%0 you thought it was a good idea to wander from
camp?™

“l wasn't wandering. 1 was jusi—" Why was |
explaining myself? I narrowed my eves at him. “What
are yowr doing out here?”

“*Couldnt sleep ecither. What was keeping you
awake ™"

Having regretted being so open with Mason carlier,
I decided 1o be vague. *Just a lot on my mind.”

“Your parents were killed out here, right™”

His voice held sympathy and understanding.

“How did you know?™ [ asked.

“Heard something about it last summer. We were
told why you were here. 50 we wouldn't say something
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msensitive when we were guiding you through the
wilderness, Must have been hard coming back here.”

| nodded, my throat suddenly thick with unshed
tears, *Yeah."

“If you want to walk some more, I'll walk with you.”

“Thanks, but...I'm nol really in the mood for
company.”

“No talking. Just walking. | can keep an eye out,
keep vou safe,”

“And if we get Jost?™

“1 know these woods hke the back of my hand.
When vou grow up in Tarrant, the national forest is
your playground.”

“Okay, yeah. If you don’t mind. | just need to
wander for a while.” [ started walking and he fell into
step beside me. 1 didn’t like 1o admit it, but he was
way more comforting than the trees or the beam of
my flashlight. It was actually kind of nice just having
him there, not needing to keep up a conversation or
anything.

It was strange, but as we walked along, | was able to
smell the unique scent of his skin. It was an carthy
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smell like the woods around ws. It was pleasant,
powerful, and sexy. 1 couldnt believe how quict he
was, | swept my flashlight back for a second. He was
harcfoot.

“Isnt that a [ite dangerous?” 1 asked as |
redirected my light forward.

“My feet are tough. 've gone barefoot since [ wis a
kid.”

“You move so quictly.”

“Had to leam 1o do that. Connor, Rafe, and 1 used
to play war games with the other kids. The only way 1o
win wias to be able 1o sneak up on people undetected™

“And vou like to win.”

“Absolutely. No point in playing if your goal s o
bose.”

| came to a stop and leancd my back against a tree,
I pointed the Mashlight down so we had light but our
faces were lost in the shadows. But still 1 felt him
walching me. Do you have any bad memories?” |
asked. He had an idea about mine. I wanted us on
evien ground.

“Evervone has some bad memaories,” he said.
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“That’s not an answer.”

“Yeah, I've got some.”

His voice held no emotion, and [ knew he wasn't
about to talk about them, but knowing that he had
them was enough. | sighed heavily, 1 was with them
when they were Killed. My parents. But 1 don’t really
remember what happened. [ remember the echo of
the gunshots. They were so loud, And then my parents
were dead. It's been driving me crazy lately, ever since
I came back to the forest this year. Last year it was
hke I was msade a bubble, trving to msulate myself
from the past, [ didn’t want to face it. But this year it's
different. It's as though something inside me wants 1o
break free. | can’t explain it, but | feel like I'm on the
verge of remembering something really important.”

He moved closer to me and skimmed his knuckles
along my cheek. Until that moment, 1 didn™t realize 1
was crying. | released a short burst of embarrassed
laughter. “I'm sorry. [ didn’t mean 1o lay all that heavy
stuff on you.”

“That's okay. It has to be difficult, being back here

again. | love these woods. You must hate them.”™
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“Nou'd think [ would. but 1 don’l. In a way, when
I'm here, I feel a comnection to my parents.”

He kept silent. In an odd way, it made me think
better of him for not trying to say something, because
anything would have been trte. 1 felt like maybe |
should pull away, but 1 didn't. Even if he felt my pain,
he couldn’t experience il

“According to my therapist, I'm supposed to face
what happened, but 1 just want to forget it. [ get these
nightmares. . they make no sense,”

His knuckles were touching my face agun, bul his
thumb was stroking the curve of my cheek. It was
meredibly soothing. Even in the darkness, his eyes
held mine,

“Was it night or day?” he asked quietly.

“Might. Bul just barely. The tail end of dusk. Light
enough o see, but not 1o see everything. Not yet dark
enough for a flashlight.”

“Nou were all together™”

“Yeah, they wanted 1o show me something. We'd
keft the others.” | blinked and tried 1o draw up the
memory. “I'd forgotten there were others.” Wito
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werre Hrey? Famalv? No, they weneld Jeive faken me in.
Fricinds? 1 shook my head. “1 don't know who they
were. Do you think it's important?”

“I'm not a shrink. What did your parents want to
show you?"”

“1 can’t remember, I was scared aboul something.
I'd seen something. [ don't know.”

“1 wouldnt worry about . If it's important, 'l
come to you.”

“I thought you weren't a shrink.”

“I"'m not. but I know that sometimes trying too hard
i worse than not trying at all.”

“That makes no sense.”

His teeth flashed white in the darkness. 1 almost
painted my fashlight up, just to see that smile for real,
Ot here, away from everyone else, when he wasn't
the leader, when he was just a guy, he wasn't nearly as
mtimidating.

=50 why couldn't vou sleep? | asked. Assuming his
earlier answer hadn’t simply been a mocking repeat of
mine.

“All that talk about werewolves, Had me shaking in
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my hiking boods.”

He made me smile. “Yeah, right. You're afraid of
the big, bad werewolf.”

He gnnned. He had an mcredibly sexy grin.

“They think you're a werewoll,” | said and went on
o explain, “Dr. Keane and Mason.”

“Dxy they?™ I heard the amusement in his voice,

“¥ou think it's funny.”

“As long as theyre not carrving silver bullets.”

“Oh, great. You truly believe all that stuff, too?”

“No, but [ don't want them shooting at any wolves
we might happen o come across.”

“You're protective of them,”

“I've spent a lo of time in these woods, You get o
know the animals. I don’t want 1o see them hurt. Just
like I wouldn't want (o see you hurl.”

He lowered his head just a livtle and 1 had this
mncredible realization that he was going 1o kiss me.
Not only that—I desperately wanted him to.

A sudden howling in the distance made us both go
still. It was a lonely sound. For some strange reason, it
made me think of an animal in mourning.
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“We should probably head back,” Lucas said
quictly, putting distance between us,

I nodded. “Yeah.”

| directed the flashhight toward the path,

“Actually, it’s this way,” Lucas said, taking my hand
and guiding me in the right direction.

“Are vou sure?”

“Positive,”

| wasn't sure how I'd gotten turned around. but 1
followed his lead. Soon, | could see the dim lights of
our campsite,

“Thanks for going with me,” 1 said when 1 got 1o
my tent,

*Any time you need 1o go for a walk at night, just
let me know., 11°s not safe to gooout alone.”™

It wasn't until 1 was curled back into my sleeping
bag that 1 recalled he'd been out there alone. Why was
it safe for him and not for me?

Then 1 heard another howling wolf. This one was
much closer, so close that | could have sworn it was
st outside our tent. 1 thought 1 should have been
afraid. Instead, just like when I'd been walking with
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Lucas, I felt comforied.

After 1 drified off 1w sleep, for the first time in a
kong time, when | dreamed about wolves 1 didn’t wake
Up SCICAmIng.
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FIVE

The next day was pretty much like the day before
except that the terrain became rougher. Everyone
struggled a little more. Everyone except the sherpas,
Al one point, Lucas suggested that Connor and Rafe
carry the crate, but Tyler and Ethan insisted they
could take care of i,

“Wonder what's inside that they're so protective
of?" Brittany asked.

After we'd stopped for lunch, Lucas hadn’t insisted
that 1 stay near the front, so I'd moved back to hike
with Brittany and Lindscy.

“1bet I can get them 1o tell me,”™ Lindsey said.

I think maybe it's a cage,” | murmured.
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“A cage? For what?” Brittany asked.

In the light of day, I felt silly saying it. *I overheard
them last night after the campfire. | think they really
believe werewolves are out here.”

Lindsey snorted. “They're not the first. We always
gel some campers who hear the rumors and think they
can find the evidence. And it's sorta our faull. At
Halloween, we always have a haunted forest to raise
funds for animal shelters. Some of our costumes are
really cool and realistic.”

*And scary,” Brittany added.

“But that's all pretend. | think Muason and his dad
arc serious about huming werewolves,” 1 insisted.

*507 They won't find anything. Mcanwhile, we get
paid,” Lindsey sad.

“1 guess, I just makes me a little wary of them.”™

“People believe all kinds of things. As long as they
aren't violent, who does it hurt? And rumors like this
bring people 1o the park. It's all good.”™

| supposcd she made sense. 1 adjusted the weight of
my pack on my shoulders. | was proud of the fact that
I was able to keep up with everyone. Rafe was the last
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one on the trail. making sure that no one got left
behind,

“50, uh, Lucas. Does he do the whole haunted
forest thing?” 1 asked. | couldn’t mmagme it He
seemed so serious that 1 couldn’t imagine him
playacting.

“He did before he weni off to college,” Lindsey
said. “Now he just comes home for the holidays and
summer. Are you interested in him?”

“What? No" 1 laughed self-consciously. “Just
curions, We're all going to be spending the summer
together, Seems like we should know things about
cach other,”

“Maybe tonight around the campfire, we can play
Truth or Dare.” Brittany said.

“Hey. you're lagging behind,” Connor yelled from
the top of the trail, and we picked up our pace.

| was hoping that Brittany was teasing about Truth
or Dare. There was a lot 1 wanted to know, but not a
lot I wanted to share.

As it tumed out, we didn’t play any games around
the campfire. Nor did Dr. Keane or Mason mention
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Later that night as Brittany and I were in the tent
getting ready for bed, Lindsey slipped inside with an
air of excitement. “Okay, guys, | got up close and
personal with Ethan and | know what's in the crate.
Beer.”

*“You're kidding,” Brittany said. “That’s it?"

“Well, there's equpment, too, but they're
smuggling beer in the emply spaces and they've
decided i"s too heavy 1o haul, 50 a5 soon as Dr. Keane
turns in for the night"—she gave a big grin—"party
time!™

Brittany and 1 immediately stopped our
preparations for bed and began preparing 1o go back
outside with the guys. | hadn't planned on us having a
party in the wilds, but [ was excited about it | brushed
out my hair and left it loose o curl wildly around my
shoulders, Then | began scrounging through my
backpack for my emerald-green halter top.

Lindsey pecred out the tent opening. “What is with
Dr. Keane tonmight? Go to bed already.”

“You gonna hook up with Ethan again?™ Brittany
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asked. Her shining black hair hung past her shoulders,

“No. And [ didn’t hook up with him carlier. I just
Mirted a litte bit.”

“For someone who 15 supposed 1o be commitied to
Connor, you don’t seem to take it very seriously.”

“What?" 1 asked. finally clutching the halter. *You
and Connor? You never said anything.” I'd seen them
together a couple of times, but hadn't been sure it was
romantic.

“It’s complicated,” Lindsey said, and [ could hear
the frustration in her voice. She fimshed brushing out
her blond hair, then rolled wp the ends of her shirt
and tied them ina knot 5o her belly button showed. i
scemed we all wanted 1w attract a little attention
tonight. “My parents and his parents, they're old
friends and so they're pushing us together.”

“If you don’t want to be pushed. push back.”
Brittany said.

“You'd like that, wouldn't you?”

*I jusi think he deserves someone who wants (o be
with him.”

*And that would be you?”
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“Whoa, girliriends, are we about o have a catlight
here?™ 1 asked.

They glared at each other. Lindsey backed down
first. Maybe because Brttany woke up early every
morning and went through a rigorous strengthening
routine.

“Connor and I aren’t sure where we're going (o
take this, So can we be cool sbout it until this trip is
over?”

Brittany shrugged. “Whatever.”

Every now and then I'd sensed some tension
between them This explained a lot. 1 wondered if
Brittany liked Connor.

I slipped on my green halter and some white shorts.
Im a way, | sympathized with Lindsey. Sometimes it
was difficult o know exactly what vou felt for
someone. Al that moment 1 wasn't certain if 1 was
trying o make myself attractive for Lucas or Mason.
I'd felt a connection with Lucas last night, but he still
overwhelmed me. Mason...well, Mason just scemed
less complicated,

I wished I had some sexy sandals to wear, but all |
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had were my hiking boots. They'd have to do. But
looking in the small mirror that 1 had, | was pleased
with the way everything looked.

Lindsey looked back outside. “Finally! Dr. Keane 15
egone, Let's go.”

Everyone was creeping out of the camp like ninja
warriors of something. Each of the grad students,
meluding Monique, was carrying a six-pack of beer,
Only the tiniest sliver of a moon was in the sky, so
Connor led the way with a flashlight. When we got far
enough from camp that Dr. Keane wouldn't hear os,
Ethan started passing out the cans of beer.

To my utter shock, even Lucas was there o grab
one. OFf course, he then went o find a tree to lean
against. Monique joined him. He gave her one of his
rare smiles. Jealousy sparked through me but 1 turned
away, nol wanting 1o acknowledge it. We'd shared a
special moment last night, but obviously for him it had
meant nothing more than a  big-brother figure
wilching out for someone he was responsible for.

Lindscy tapped her can against mine. “To good
times.”
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“Why didn’t you tell me about you and Connor?”
Okay, [ was a little bummed. 1'd 1old her plenty about
me since we'd met last summer, including my
nightmares. And she was holding back on some
critical stufl here.

“Like 1 said, | don’t know where it's going. And
who wants 1o be set up by their parents?”

“It seems like Brittany is really into Connor,”

“I think she might be. She's dealing with some stufl
she's not talking about. You see all the exercising and
toming she does, like she wants (o be supersherpa or
something,. And okay, yeah, she did—does—Ilike
Connor, but he agrees with our parents, that we're
supposed o be together. We were always friends
when we were growing up. 1 don’t want to hurt him,
but I just don't know if he's the one, so right now 1
don’t want to deal with i.” She sipped her beer.

“How does Connor feel?

“Disappointed  that I'm not  returning  the
enthusiasm. Like | said. it's complicated.”

“I'm here anytime you want 1o talk.”

She looked over at me and grinned. “Thanks.” She
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again tapped her can against mine. “Think I'm going
to go mingle with some hot students.”

As she walked away, as much as 1 hated o admuit i,
i owas a hittle reassunng and comforting to know 1
wasn't the only one who was screwed up.

“What's up?

FPeering over al Mason, who had suddenly
appeared, | smiled. “MNot much.” 1 lifted my can,
“Cragy [or you guys 1o be hauling beer.”

“No kidding. Ethan and Tyler were losing their
enthusiasm for the wea.” He looked up. “You know
what 1 love about camping? How vast the sky looks at
mght. Want to go stargazing? | found a spol away
from the trees where we could lic on the grass...." He
tipped his head o the side in a questioning gesture.

| glanced over to where Lucas was talking with
Monigue. I'd definitely misread last night. Maybe
since he was the one in charge, he thought he needed
o steer clear of any emotional attachmenis. Or maybe
| was nothing more than someone (o look after—the
newbie, someone he wasn't quite sure had what it
took to be a sherpa.

Drark Cunrdian # 1 Moondight

“Sure,” I'said. “Why not?”

Mason and 1 cach grabbed another beer, By the
time we reached the spot he was talking about, 1 had a
pleasant buzz gong. The grass was cool and shghily
damp with dew as [ lay down on it

“There’s the Big Dipper,” Mason said, pointing
upward.

I pointed as well. “And there’s Cassiopeia,”

Mason groaned, *You know the constellations.”

“Well, duh, yeah. It was the first thing my dad
taight me when he took me camping.”

“I was hoping to impress vou, but now I have a
confession to make. The Big Dipper is the only
constellation I'm ever able o pick out. 1 never can
comnect the stars to form anything else.”

I had a feeling that wasn't a problem Lucas had,
that he'd be able 1o identify more than [ could. Why
was [ even thinking about Lucas now?

I rolled slightly toward Mason, *Okay, Cassic might
be hard, but if you can find the Big Dipper, vou ought
o be able 10 make out Draco the Dragon. His tail
curves down between the dippers.”
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“Nope.

“Follow the ling of my finger. Right there,”

“Nope. Sorry. I've never been good al seeing
patierns inside pictures.”

| rolled away from him. “Not important. The best
part is the shooting stars anyway.”

“Somehow 1 alwavs miss them, too,”

I laughed. “Mason! That's insane, We'll just have to
stay ol here until you see one.”

“That could take all night,” he said quictly.

I rolled my head toward him. | could see that he
was walching me. *I definitely wall if vou're not
looking at the sky.”

“Butl you're more interesting.” He paused. “What
marde vou want to be a sherpa?”

“I like being n the woods, and this way 'm paid for
bBeing in the woods. [0S a win-win.”

“Since you're from Dallas, you probably don't
know these other guvs very well.”

Was he trying to set up an us-versus-them tone? [t
seemed counterproductive 1o our goal of getting
Mason and his group safely 1o the arca they'd
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ilentified as where they wanted to camp. On the other
hand, mavbe he was having doubts about the park
emplovees. Or maybe he was just looking for
conversation,

“I met them last summer,” 1 assured him. “Lindsey
and [ have been emailing and calling cach other ever
since. We've become friends. I think becawse we have
sov much in commion,”

“Like what?"

“Our love of the outdoors, mostly. Plus we're both
poing to be seniors this year, And no matter where
you go o high school, it's always the same. Cligues.
Teachers. Homework. Guys.” [ thought again about
Lindsey’s situation. We'd talked about guys in general
terms, but she'd never mentioned what was going on
with her and Connor, | had to admit, | was slightly
hurt that she hadn’t confided in me.

50 vou met all the guides last summer?” Mason
asked.

“Yeah.”

“I guess we're lucky to have them around.”™ he said.
“I never really considered how dangerous it s (o be in
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the woods, Considering what happened 1o your
parents, aren’t you scared?”

“No. As strange as il seems, 've always felt safe
here. As long as you stay alert, you'll be okay. And the
sherpas are paid to be alert. Besides, I'd trust Lucas
with my life.” 1 surprised myself by saying that out
loud.

“Really?™

“0h veah. He's always so aware of things.”

“He scemed pretty aware of Monigue back there”

New wmeil she parked herselt in front of fum, |
thought unkindly.

“You like Lucas?™ he asked, maybe in response (o
my silence.

“1 don’t dislike him.”

“You hke me?”

I had a feeling he was asking something more.

Before 1 could answer, the hairs on the back of my
neck and my arms prickled. 1 shot up to a silting
position.

“What is it?" Mason asked.

“We're being watched.”
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He scoffed. “Oh. Probably Lucas. That guy—"

“No, not Lucas.” [ wasn't sure how | knew it wasn't
him—or perhaps a better way to say it was that |
would know if it were him., The way he watched me
felt  wvery different. It felt  protective. This
scemed. . threatening,

“We should probably go.” 1 got to my feel.

“Thought we were going to wait until I spotted a
shooting star.”

“We haven’t even been waltching the sky. And
seriously. I've got a bad feeling. We need to get back.”

“It’s just because we started talking about danger.”

I started rubbing my arms. *That’s not it. Come on,
Mason. Lucas 15 going 10 push us again iomorrow. |
need 1o get some sleep,”

He reluctantly scrambled to his feet, “Okay.”

I grabbed the beer cans and shoved them into his
arms. “They might be lighter, but you guys are still
going to have o camry them. We can’t trash the
forest.”

“Cuess bringing beer wasn'l such a smart idexa afier
all.” [ could see his grin. “Except it gave me some lime
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alone with you.”

As we headed back to camp [ couldnt shake the
feeling that there was something walching s,
something dangerous. Then | saw i, lost m the
shadows of the trees a little ways away. Only ils
shining gray eyes were visible. A wolf. It poked its
head out only a fraction, but it was enough for me to
s that it was black, Solid black.

I was walching us.

Lucas had said that wolves didn't attack humans,
bt I wasn'l so sure,

“Hey, I saw a wolf like that the night | followed you
to the birthday party,” Mason said,

“Really™™

“Yeah, 1 nearly had a heart attack. right on the
spot. It just siepped owt of the shadows as 1 was
heading back 1o the cabin,”

What I was feeling tonight was a lot like what 1'd
felt that night. Why would a wolfl be following me?

*You think it's dangerous?™ Mason asked.

Yes! my mind screamed.

“1 dont know,” | replied. 1 did know that 1 didn’t
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trust this woll. Something about it sent off a signal
that it was looking for trouble. Either that or I'd had
one beer (oo many.
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SIX

It was late the next aftermoon when we reached the
roaring river. The water flowed rapidly, creating
cresting, white-capped waves, Even though it wasn't
ternibly decp, it appeared incredibly dangerous.

I watched with my heart in my throat as Lucas
wided across il A knotted rope secured Lo a lree on
the bank was tied around his waist. IT he slipped, it
would stop him from being carried downstream. Once
b arrived at the other bank, he'd secure it to another
tree, forming a line across the river the rest of us
could hold on to, He was almost midstream and the
water was crashing wildly around his hips, which
meant it would be at my waist, maybe even higher.
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The element of danger seml adrenaline and a
measure of excitement pumping through me. This was
going 1o be fun, not to mention challenging. 1 loved
the water almost as much as 1 loved hikmg. | was
anticipating testing my skills against the raging river.

“Hey, Kayla, want to help us over here?” Brittany
asked.

I glanced over. They'd inflated a yellow raft and
were loading the supplies onto . Mason and his
group were lowding another raft with the crate they
were hauling, a crate thatl was a hittle highter today.

I kneht beside our raft and began lashing things
down.

*“You and Mason scemed pretty tight last night,”
Lindsey said.

“Just stargazing.” 1 didn’t know why [ suddenly felt
self-conscious about spending time with him “He's
never seen a shooting star.”

“Yeah, right,” Brittany said. “Campers are always
using thal excuse to get time alone with a sherpa”

“Mo, seriously,” | insisted.

Brittany laughed lightly. “It's not a problem. He's




Drark Giuardian #1: Moeondight

cute.”

She was right about that,

“Lucas will probably leave one of us behind 10 keep
an eye on them,” Lindsey smd.

“Is that normal?” | asked. Lindsey had stayed with
us last summer, but we'd only been in the park for
about a week.

“Yeah, especially if they go far into the wilderness
like this group is doing. The last thing the park wants
i a reputation for campers getting into trouble.”

“Who'll stay behind™™

“Don’t know yet. Whoever draws the short straw,
probably,” Brittany said. “Since you like Mason,
maybe it'll be you.”

A victorious vell echoed around us. It came from
Connor and Rafe, who'd been standing at the bank,
serving as spotters. | guessed if Lucas had lost his
balance or went under, one of them planned to dive in
after him. Mot sure what good that would have
done....

But it was all moot. He'd made it safely 1o the other
side. | wasn't sure why [ felt so proud of him, as
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though his victory was mine. He tied off the rope
before stripping off his T-shin and hanging it over a
bush to dry. Even [rom this distance, 1 could
appreciate the beauty of his bare torso. It was early
June and he was already sporting a perfect tan, He
didn't strike me as a tanning booth kind of guy, He
boved the outdoors as much as 1 did, so that tan was all
natural,

As he turned, 1 also noticed something on his left
back shoulder, A birthmark? A tattoo? It looked oo
perfect. It had to be k. fan't that imteresting? |
wondered what he thought was important enough that
he wanted it to be a permanent part of his body. 1 also
couldn't deny that | found the idea of tattoos
sexy—when they were well done. His, even from this
distance, was definitely sexy.

“We're done over here,” Mason said.

I startled st his sudden announcement and his
necarness—as though 1'd been caught doing something
I shouldn’t have been doing, Thank goodness he
wasn'l 4 mind reader. He wouldnt have appreciated
my thoughts about Lucas. But then, how much lovalty
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did I owe Mason? We'd only waltched the stars
together.

“Kavla, have you got a second?” he asked.

| looked at Limndsey and Bnitany. They both
shrugged.

“We're almost done,” Lindsey hesitantly offered, as
thowgh she wasn't sure if I was looking for an excuse
not Lo leave,

| got up from my crouch and followed Mason a
short distance until we were away from the others,
“What's up?” [ asked.

“Haven't really had much time o walk with you
today, Wish Lucas would set you free,”

I smiled. “He's not my prison guard.”

“Then maybe when we get o the other side of the
river, vou can tell him you want to walk with me. Or
maybe [ should tell him.”

“I don't know il he's open to suggestions like that,
bt 1711 talk w him.”

“Great. You know the problem with camping for a
month is that it totally destrovs your dating life. |
mean, what if 1 wanted to ask you out on a date? It's
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ol like we could go to the movies.”

I grinned, thinking | might know where this was
poing—and feeling incredibly flattered. “That's true.”

*Bul a candleht dinner—"

“A can of beans over candlelight?™

“Hey, it's not the food, it's the company. and 1 did
bring a candle. So maybe tonight...”

He let the words trail off, forming a safe question,
I D was interested.. .

Was [? 1 shifted my gaze toward the water. Lucas
was on his way back, 1 couldn’t see him being
romantic. Although he had been sweet that first night
when I'd needed 1o wander.

Sweet? Not exactly a word I'd ever thought to
associate with Lucas, Why was it that no matter what 1
was doing, | wis ihinking about him? It was insane,
especially when 1 had a guy practically asking me out
on a date—here in the wilderness,

“Dinner by candlelight tonight. Absolutely.”

“Cool. We'll sncak away.”

My inner adventure girl was feeling wicked. “Great.
I'll catch you later.™
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| walked back over to where Lindsey and Brittany
were tucking a few more things into the raft. The
thought was that the less we all had to carry, the easier
it would be for us to get across, Our backpacks, boots,
and anything that would weigh us down went into the
rafl.

Omnce three rafts were fully loaded, the guys hauled
them into the water. Luweas, Connor, and Rafe
struggled to get the supply raft across the river.
Behind them, Dr. Keane, Mason, and Ethan waged
their own battle agansit the niver as they guded ther
raft of secret equipment. David, Jon, and Tyler were
pushing the last rafl, which carried the grad students’
backpacks and miscellancous items.

The rest of us waited on the bank of the nver.

“Talk aboul sexisi—like we're nol strong enough 1o
get the rafts across,” Monigue said.

“Works for me.” Lindsey said. “Let them do all the
hard work.”

“Easy for you to say. You don't have to impress Dr.
Keane. | ean't wait until we reach our destination and
can really get down to business.”™
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“And what is that exactly?” I asked. 1 was still a
little confused about what they planned 1o achieve.

“Diiscovering the source of the werewoll legend in
this wildemess. It's parl of Dr. Keane’s academic
focus.”

“You think vou're going to find a book lying
around somewhere?”

She gave me an indulgent smile. “Something like
that. They know we're coming. The wolves. Don't you
hear them at night?”

I thought about the one I'd scen last might. |
wondered if 1 should mention it to Lucas. Something
about the woll seemed ominous, 15 it was rabid, it
probably would have attacked. 1 was probably just
getting more wary as we gol farther away from
civilization, out of my comfort zone.

“Wolves howl,” Brittany said, “It’s what they do.”

“Whatever.” Monique nodded toward the river.
“Lucas is so hol. I can’t believe he doesn’t have a
girlfriend.”

“I think he's one of those guys who believes in
waiting for the right girl.” Lindsey said.
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“Yeah, rght. The strong, silent type? Always a
player. Take it from me. I've seen enough of them on
campus 1o know.”

“You go to the same umiversity?” | asked, surprised
by her words,

“No, we're from Virginia, Lucas said he's going to
school in Michigan.”

“Yep,” Lindsey said. * Track scholarship,”

“Guess | could always transfer,” Mongque said,
never taking her eyves off him as he and the others
hauled the rafis onto the bank.

“Okay, looks like it's our turn to head across”
Brittany sand.

Lindsey and | stepped into the river. The cold
water was powerful as it streamed around my calves,
Lindsey and I reached back to give Brittany and
Monigue a hand-hold and helped steady them against
the rushing water. When they were on their way
across, Lindsey saluted me and began to make her
way toward the distant shore,

Lucas had designated that 1 go last. 1 didn’t fool
mysell into thinking that he thought | was special.
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He'd probably read my sherpa application and knew |
was 4 strong swimmer. I'd been on the high school
swim team and had tried out for the Olympic team. |
missed making it by a few hundredths of a second. 50
although no one was watching my back, 1 wasn't
worricd.

Simce we were leaving Dr. Keane's group and
would return to the ranger village using this route, we
were just going 1o keep the rope secured here so it
would be ready when we got back to this spot. Most of
our supphies would remain with Dr, Keane, =0 we
could move more swiftly heading back.

I waited unul Lindsey was almost three fourths of
the way across before | stanted making my way. |
gripped the rope hard and fought agamnst the powerful
rushing water. Without the rope, 1 knew [ couldn’t
have kept my balance, couldn’t have stayed upright.
The currents were wild and turbulent. The water had
risen 1o my waist when | felt a quick tug on the rope.
The strange vibration reminded me of the way the
fishing line grew taut when | went fishing with my
adoptive dad and we had a nibble.
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Brittany and Monique had made it to shore.
Lindsey continued on—she hadn’t felt the wnusual
erk on the rope. as it had started behind me and
traveled only up to my hand. Suddenly 1 felt another
one of those strange sensations of being walched that
had dogged me ever since that first night when
Lindsey had arranged the surprise party for me. In
spite of the warnings sounding inside my head, |
stopped and glanced back. Because it was so late in
the afternoon, the shadows were lengthening. |
couldn’t see anything. 1 supposed it could have been a
bird—a big bird—Ilanding and flying off.

“Kayla!™

Even over the roaring of the river, | recognized
Lucass voice and the impatience in il | turned back
towvard the distant shore. Lindsey was just making her
way out of the water. I knew why Lucas was upset with
me. | was the holdup. Lucas wanted 1o make some
more progress before nightfall. The guy didn’t know
the meaning of meandenng or taking it casy. With
him it was all about pushing to the limits, his limits
and—
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The rope suddenly snapped. The tumultuous water
pushcd my legs out from beneath me and [ dropped
beneath it 1 lost my hold on the lax rope and staned
frantically searching for it It was gone. Bul worst of
all, I couldn’t draw in air. [ was completely submerged
and caught in the current. My lungs were burning, my
chest tightening.

I fought to get my footing, but the chaotic water
was propelling me along. 1 couldn’t find the river
bottom. I must have gone into deeper—

Stam!

I hit a boulder or a rock or something incredibly
huge and hard. It knocked the last of my breath out of
me. | started battling to get to the surface, My lungs
were on fire; my chest was aching. I didn’t know if it
was going to cave in or explode. It felt ke it was
capable of doing both at the same time.

I broke through to the surface, gasped for air, and
went back under the water. 1 had to get control. |
fought back the rising panic and the fear of dying.

F'm not going to drown, [ refuse to drown,

I struggled to lift my face outl of the roiling current
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and rolled to my back. Where had the turbulent rapids
come from? The water moved faster here. It was
sironger. How far had 1 traveled? It seemed like
miles.

Out of the comer of my eye, | caught sight of a
large branch floating ncarby. 1 lunged for it It kept
me afloat, gave me a chance to gather my thoughts
and my breath. 1 had to get to the bank. 1 kicked,
trving to use the branch as a floatation device, but the
rapids were playing with it as though they owned it |
let 1t go and began trying to swim o shore,

I wasn't that far away, | could do this. | could make
in.

Something scraped along my knee, It stung, but it
also made me realize the water was suddenly
shallower. The current was still strong. pushing me
along the rocky bottom, keeping my feet from gaining
stability. I dragged myself until 1 was almost to shore.
Then I lurched up and over the edge, onto the grassy
bank.

My stomach and chest ached as 1 coughed up
witer., Then 1 collapsed, breathing heavily. [ hurt all

Drark Cunrdian # 1 Moondight

over. My arms and legs were scraped raw and bleeding
in places. | began shivering, not only from the cold but
from the shock of it all. 1 didn’t want o think about
how close I'd come to drowning, I'd taken waler
rescue classes a couple of summers ago when I'd
worked as a lifeguard at the city pool, but the river
was more dangerous than a pool. I'd been lucky.. 5o
far. | knew from the survival dasses I'd taken that |
didn’t have the luxury of resting. It was imperative
that I get warm,

I forced mysell to sit up. | squeezed as much waler
as | could out of my clothes, but it brought no
mmediate reliel.

I wanted to just lic down and slecp, but 1 knew |
had 0 begin making my way back to the others.
Running would help heat my body. 1 needed heat. |
struggled to my feet and staggered forward through
the trees.

A lowd ominous growl froze me in my sleps,

I'd thought the river would be the most dangerous
thing I'd face today. I'd been very, very wrong.

An angry bear was much worse.
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SEVEN

The bear was hoge! Standing on its hind legs, it
[ooked like i was cdose (o seven feet tall—although
my perception of its height could have been skewed
by my terror. | didn't know if bears reacted to the
smell of blood or fear, but | was still bleeding—and |
was delinitely seared.

I'd read that if you were confronted by a bear the
best approach was to drop o the belly and stretch out,
Although I'd also read to curl mio a fetal position,
Decisions, decsions, | was still recovering from the
ordeal in the river and could barely think, let alone
decide which strategy to follow. | did know enough
ot 1o panic or run, But 1 couldn’t bring mysell to go
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submissive. If anything happened, 1 wanted o be in a
position to at least try to save my life,

Shaking its head, the bear opened its mouth and
roared. Iis teeth were huge and ils paws were
monstrous, Then it dropped to all fours and began to
charge.

Instinctively, 1 turmed to mun. Out of the corner of
my eye, | caught a blur of movement. A low
threatening growl—different from the
bear's—reverberated through the arca. 1 spun back
around m time (o see a woll leap onto the bear,

Scrambling back, 1 tripped over something and
landed hard on my butl. 1 thought I should wse the
distraction of the wolf's attack 1o run, but somehow |
couldn't tear my gaze from the animals that were
smarling and snapping at cach other. The bear slapped
at the woll, 1 heard it velp and [ could see streamers
of blood on its hindgquarters where the bear's claws
had ripped through.

But it didn't back down as it crouched, placing
isclf between the bear and me. [ didn't want this wolf
1o die. It wasn't the one 1I'd seen last night, Of that |
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was cerlain. [is fur was different. a mixture of colors.
It bared s teeth.

Standing on its hind legs, the bear growled. The
wolfl snapped, a low warmng sound vibrating from its
throl.

I knew | should have been running, but 1 just didn't
have the energy. Now that 1 was back on the ground, 1
didn't know if I'd ever be able to get up. | wanted to
scream. | wanted one of the sherpas to find me, to
help me.

The bear made another swipe at the wolf, tossing it
in the air as though it were nothing, After landing
hard, the woll scrambled up, went into a crouch, and
began circling the bear, Then it sprung forward, went
n low, and nipped the bear on the leg. The bear
released a little yelp, turned tail, and ran.

Still crouching, the woll tumed toward me. Was 1
about to become its victim? | remembered what Lucas
had said: A healthy woll had never attacked a human.
| tried not to cower, 1 didn’t want it 1o sense that 1 had
reservations, that 1 was wary of it. But exhaustion,
fear, and evervthing I'd endured since the rope
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snapped were claiming me, and | began trembling
violently,

Tryving to regain conirol of mysell, | focused on the
wolf rather than on how badly | hurt. It reminded me
of a big dog. It was the most beautiful creature I'd
ever scen. lis fur was a strange mixture of deep,
fuminous colors. And s eyes were a lively silver, not
the dull gray of the wolf 1'd seen last night, | had this
odd sensation that it was looking me over, trying to
determine—what? Why was it watching me? Why was
il just standing there?

The longer it stood there, the more comfortable |
became with it 1 felt this strange sort of bonding that
I couldnt exactly explain. The wolves in my
nightmares were always fierce, but this one had saved
me, had put itself between me and the bear. All these
years had 1 let what happened 1o my parents affect my
dreams? | was afraid of something, but it wasn't the
wilderness or this wolll It was something inside me,
something 1 didn’t understand.

I heard a cacophony of voices. The others. |
thought of Dr. Keane and his obsession with wolves.
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“Run,” I whispered harshly. “Be safe.”

He wined his head at a quizzical angle. Then he
bolted away, disappearing behind the dense foliage.

“Kayla!” Lindsey yelled.

“Here!™ 1 stayed where [ was, striving o gather my
strength.

“Oh my God!™ Lindsey cried as she, Brittany, Rafe,
Connor, and Mason broke mto the clearing. 1 was
surprised Lucas wasn't in the group,

Lindscy rushed over to me, dropped 1o her knecs,
and began mubbing my arm, careful o avoid the
scrapes, I felt so good.

“We were afraid you'd drowned,” Brittany said as
she joined Lindsey and began rubbing my other arm.
The additional warmth was heavenly.

| gave a weak laugh. “No.”

Rafe removed his shirt. “You should take off your
wet shin,”

Lindsey snmatched his shirt and shooed the guys
away, “Lucas has ink like that,” | heard Mason say as
they walked away.

On the left shoulder of Rafe's back was a tattoo,
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something that looked like a Celtic symbol. Very
much like the necklace 1 wore, | wuched it now,
relieved o find that 1 hadn’t lost it in the river.

“Neah, frat mitation,” Rafe smd. *Crazy, huh?”

Considering the circumstances, my first thought
was wildly insane: | couldn’t picture Lucas joining a
fraternity. The thought after that was that he'd stayed
behind with the others and the supplies, rather than
make sure 1 was okay., 1 couldnt squash my
disappointment.

Lindsey nudged my shoulder, bnnging me back
from my distracted musings. “Come on. We need o
get you oul of these wet clothes.”

I took off my shirt and bra. Brittany bundled them
up while [ drew on Rafe’s shirt. It still carried his body
heat and was as comforting as a warm blanket. It
made me feel so much better. My shons were made of
a quick-drying material, and while 1 wasn't toasty, |
wasn't nearly as chilled as 1 had been.

Omee | was wearing Rafe's shirt, the guys came
back over.

“Should we build a fire here or just get her back to
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camp?” Connor asked.

“Get her back 1o camp,” Rafe said. “Can you carry
her?™

“Yeah, sure,” Connor responded.

“1 can walk,” I msisted. “The movement wall help
warm me up some more, don't you think™”

“Yeah, probably,” Connor said. “Can you stand?
Start moving around?”

I nodded and he pulled me to my feet

“What about Lucas?” Mason asked. “The way he
was runming shouldn’t he have beat us here?”

He isn't at the camp? He came after me?

I felt this small spark of joy that made my eves
sting. How weird was that? Another delayed reaction
o the trauma. That's what it had to be. 1 wasn't
special to Lucas; he wasn't special to me, except in a
we-are-sherpas Kind of bond.

“He probably lost sight of Kayla in the water and
ran right past where she ended up coming to shore,”
Rafe explained. “The guy's going to universily on a
track scholarship. He runs like the wind. I'll search
down a litthe farther, sce if 1 can find him. You guys
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bead back. Kavla needs 1o drink  something
warm—the sooner, the better.”

He didn't wail for anyone to argue with him. He
st started walking in the direction that the wolf had
gone,

“Be carcful!™ 1 called out. “There was a wolf and a
bear.”

Rafe stopped as though he wanted 1o say
something, but Mason beat him to it. *Whene?”

“Here. They fought. They both ran off. The woll is
hurt. If you run across him—"

“Don’t worry, I won't approach him. Wild animals
and 1 don’t get along.” He hurried away to try 1o find
Lucas to let him know [ was okay.

When we got back to camp, | was glad 1o sce that
the tents were set up. [ slipped into mine, | couldn’t
gel out of my damp shorts fast enough. 1 pulled on
some  warm  flannel pants and a sweatshirt. The
scratches 1'd received were no longer bleeding, but |
put some antiseptic on them, Couldn’t be 100 careful
in the woods. Then | grabbed a blanket, wrapped it
around me, and went out 10 sit by the fire. [ needed
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some comiort food. A big bag of Double Stuf Oreos
would be mice. But alas, | hadn’t packed our
Provisions,

Lindscy handed me a mug of soup, “Dinnk that, 1C1
help warm you,”

She sat beside me. “We were so worried.”

“Mot as worried as 1 was.”

“Okay, don't take this wrong, but 'm glad it was
you and not me. I'm not a strong swimmer.”

“If swimming the rapids is ever an Olympic event, |
might have another chance to make the team.”

She laughed, getting my comy joke, because 1'd
shared with her my almost making the Clympic team.
*Most definitely.”

She put her arm around me and hugged me tightly.
“God, 1 don’t know if I've ever been so scared for
someone in my entire life.”

| laid my head on her shoulder. | thought [ could go
to sleep right there. The only thing that I would have
found more comforting was Lucas's shoulder. 1 was
touched that he'd been in such a panic to find me that
he'd raced right past me. He'd probably be angry with
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himself when he realiged what had happened. He
wasn't perfect. Not that | planned 1o point that out to
him.

Lucas and Rafe strolled into camp with an easy
stride. With their dark coloring, they looked almost
like brothers.

“I was right,” Rafe said, “he’d run faster than the
river had carried you downstream. He went right past
the area where you came ashore,”

“That’s what you get for holding the university
record i the mile,” Connor said.

Lucas barcly acknowledged Connor's remark
before crouching beside me., “You okay?”

“Yeah,” | answered, embarrassed by all the
attention. “l didn’t mean to cause s0 much fuss, |

don’t know why the rope gave way.”
“They dida"t tell you?”
I gave him a confused look. “Tell me what™
“The rope was cul.”
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EIGHT

*What arc you talking about?” Dr. Keane demanded.

For a minute, looking into Lucas’s eyes, I'd almost
forgotten that we weren't alone.

“After Lucas took off, Connor and 1 pulled the
rope to shore.” Rafe said. “We thought maybe the
rope had rubbed agamst the bark and become frayed,
but the edges were even. Someone used a Knife on iL”

“Who'd do such a thing?” Monique asked.

Lucas unfolded his body in that predatory way he
haued. “Do you have any enemies, Professor?”

“Omne of my colleagues and | compete for grants,
but | hardly think he's the type to sabotage our
expedition,” Dr. Keane said calmly, but his gaze was
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darting around the sherpas as though he were looking
for something suspicious. “It doesn’t make sense for
anvoree 10 feel threatened by what we're doing. |
suggest we all turn . We lost some time loday as a
result of this hittle.. .mishap. I'd like to make it up
lomorrow.”

I'd almost died and he considered it an
meonvenient musfap ? And he wanted to ignore all
the mplications of a cut rope? Even if I wasn't sure
what it all meant, | thought it might bear talking
about,

Mason gave me a look that said he wanted o say
something. Maybe he wanted o apologize for his
father.

With groans and grumblings, the students headed
into their tents, All except Mason, 1 could tell that
whatever he wanted to say 1o me, he didn't want o
say it with an audience. | took pity on him. 11 wasn't
his fawlt his dad was a jerk.

| pushed mysell to my feet and walked over to him.
I forced a tired smile. 1 guess the candlelit dinner
B0t going to happen.”™
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His cheeks tumed a dark hue as he Mushed. “Not
tonight, but mavbe we could take a short walk?”

| nodded and we started strolling away from the
fire.

“Don’t go beyond sight of the camp,” Lucas
ordered gruffly.

| glanced over my shoulder at him. He didn’t look
happy. | had almost died and evervone's mood had
soured. 1 didnt know whether to be flattered that 1
had so much influence or irritated. “We won't.”

*He sure B protective of you,” Mason said as we
headed just beyond the camp.

“He's protective of everyone. [1's his joh.”

*“You should have seen him streaking off when you
were washed away, I've never seen anvone move like
that, almost a blur.”

“Apparently he's some badass track star.”

“Yeah, apparently s0." We stopped when we were
far enough away that no one would hear us. He ook
my hand, the one that wasn't clutching the blanket. 1
was going to race off with him, but Rafe held me back.
There was no way | could have kepl up with him
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anywiry.”

“That’s okay. You were there when 1 needed you to
be.”

“I tried, but all the sherpas are so profective of you
that they make me feel like an outsider.™

“It’s okay, really.” 1 hated that he felt so badly
about all that—and that he'd wanted 1o be there for
mi, but the others hadn't let him 1 knew he didnt feel
completely comfortable around them, [ figured it was
because he was such an academic. He was pretiy
young to be in grad school already. He probably had
an amazingly high ICx

“S0 what came first—the woll or the bear?™ he
asked.

“Is this a chicken-or-the-cgg question?” | didn't
bother to keep the irmitation out of my voice. [t
seemed like such an odd question,

“Seriously. I'm just curiows. 1 mean, bears don't
usually attack.”

“Tell that 1w the Boy Scout who was attacked in
Alaska a few yvears back.” [ suddenly realized that my
irritation with him was a8 stupid as his question. What
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did any of it matter? | was alive. “The bear.™

“50 there was a bear, and then a wolf came 1o your
rescue ™

“l dom’t know that he came to my rescue. | mean,
yeah, he chased off the bear, but maybe he just didn’t
like bears.” | tried to laugh it off. *Might have nothing
o do with me. I'm not even sure he knew | was there
until afterward.™

“What did the wolf look like™™

This was getting so ridiculous, 1 wgged my hand
free. “It was black.”

“Just black? Like the one we saw last night?™

Mo, 1 thought. But 1 didn’t want to tell him that, |
didn’t know why, | felt protective of the wolf 1'd just
seen. “What were you expecting?”

He shifted his gare to where the sherpas were still
waiting around the campfire. Dr. Keane didn’t tell us
when to go o bed. | had a feeling that tonight, just to
b obstinate, they'd stay up really late—and probably
ot b quict about it

“1Ldon't know,” he said quictly, *1 thought maybe it

would be a miture of colors.” He leaned woward me
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and lowered his voice even more. “Belween you and
me, | find it odd that Locas didn't find you before we
gol there.” Wihar was fre falking abour ?

I remembered the conversation he'd had with his
father that first nmight. Was he thinking Lucas.. was
the woff? That was just insanc!

Was this conversation really happening? Obviously,
I'd suffered some oxygen deprivation while I'd been
under the water.

“I think if Lucas was running fast and I was under
wiler—which 1 was for a while—he could have lost
sight of me,”

“Maybe,” Mason  mutiered.  “There's  jusi
something odd about this whole thing.”

“Whantever. I'm tired.”

“I'm sorry. 1 didn't really bring vou over here to
give you Lhe third degree. | was just curiouws. A lot of
unexplained things happen in this forest.”

“People play tricks on campers all the time, trving
1o freak them out. Like telling ghost stories around
the campfire.”

“I guess.” He smiled at me. “I'm glad you're okay. |
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was actually a little jealous thinking of Lucas coming
to your rescue. I'm really glad he pulled that idiot
movie and went too far. Means he's not perfect.”

I touched his arm, “No need to be jealous.”

“Maybe we'll have that date tomorrow night.”

“Maybe.”

He leaned forward like he was going o Kiss me.
Then stopped. Probably becawse he felt the same
thing 1 did. Without even turning around, [ knew
Lucas was walching.

I saw the determination hight up Mason's eyes, and
I knew he was going 1o kiss me, He wanted to do it to
gel even with Lucas for something. But 1 wasn'l
playing that game. Before he could tum his attention
back 1w me, 1 said, “Goodnight™—and walked away.

Tilvis camp is on festosterone overfoad,

I was almost to my tent when Lucas said, “Hey,
Kayla, can you join us for a sec?”

The words formed a question: his tone didn’t It
wias a command. 1 was physically and mentally
exhausted. Still, 1 shored up my reserves and trudged
over o where he and the other sherpas were gathered.
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I wondered what was wp with their secretive
expressions. | had the fecling that whatever they'd
been discussing. they didn’t want the Keane group to
know,

“How are you doing?” Lucas asked. True concern
was reflected in his voice. 1 blinked back the tears that
wanted o reveal my weakness. I was still trving (o
prove myself, not onby to Lucas but also to the other
guides. Lindsey gave me a reassuring smile.

“I'm doing okay. I owe that wolf my life. You heard
about that, nght? With the bear?”

*¥eah, Rafe told me. Somry | wasn't around to be
more help.”

“You never struck me as someone who would panic
and keep running without looking back.,” Even as 1
said the words, realiang | probably shouldn’t have
said them with the other sherpas standing around
listening, | knew they were true. Lucas didn't panic.
Ever. He didn’t make stupid mistakes.

“The water was going so fast that 1 thought you
were farther down, 1 didn't think 10 slow down and
muke sure.”
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I nodded, even though the words didn't ring true.

“I'd leave the woll a steak if | could,” I said,

“I'm sure he'd appreciate it Anyway, | called you
over because we wanled to know if you saw
anything—noticed anything strange on the riverbank
before you started to cross over.”

Glancing around at the serious faces of the sherpas,
I shook my head. “1 had a second to glance back
before | went under, bot it was just shadows, Why
would someone try to sabotage this expedition? It
doesn’t make any sense.”

“We're not sure it's the expedition,” Rale said.
“We're thinking it might be someone with a grudge
against the sherpas, against us.”

“That's not exactly true,” Lucas said, “IU's a grudge
against me.”

“Why would someone have a grudge against you?”
I asked. *1 mean, you're Mr. Congeniality.™

His tecth flashed white as he smiled, *Cute.”

Yeal , | thought, you absolutely are when you grin
fike that.

“So—serionsly. Who would hold a grodge?™ |
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asked.

“Devlin. He was a sherpa here last summer. He did
some stull he shouldn’t have done, ok chances, put
campers al risk,” Bnttany explamed,

“Lucas kicked his butt,” Connor said. He sounded
so in awe that 1 was surprised he didn't give Lucas a
fist bump.

“After which, Devlin ook a hike.” Apparently Rafe
wanted to add o the story.

“But that doesn’t mean he hasnt returned or that
he's not hanging around,” Lindsey wamed.

Reflexvely, everyone glanced around. It scemed
strange that they were concerned abowt some slacker
sherpa from last summer. Why would he be here now?
£ was the newhie. [ was supposed 0 be nervous.
fhev weren't. It gave me a bad feeling about
everything.

“We'd know il he were around,” Connor said.

“Not if he staved far enough back.,” Lindsey
responded.

“Lindscy has a point,” Lucas said.

“MNot 1o add to the paranoia that’s being stirred up
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here, but 1 keep getting a sense that I'm being
watched,” I told them.

“That’s right,” Lindsey murmured. “That first
mght, she was all spooked—"

“1 wasn't spooked. It just fel like someone was
watching. And last night, too.”

“What about last night?” Lucas asked.

“When we were dnnking the beer, | had a sense
that someone was walching. 1 mean, 1 saw a woll
later—"

“Whal color™

“Mason just asked me the same question about the
woll that attacked the bear, Is there something going
on with the wolves in the park that | necd 0 know
about? You said they don't attack people.”

“They don’t, but we've had some reports of at least
one that warrants watching. So what color was the
woll vou saw?"”

“Last night it was hard to tell. I 1 had 1o guess 1'd
say black, but it could have been just the night
shadows, The thing is, Mason was with me last night
when [ saw the woll. He said he saw the same
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wolf—or at least he thinks it was the same
wolf—hanging around the night of my birthday party.”

“Mason was oul in the woods during the party?”
Lindsey asked. *And the wolf™

“Mason said he couldnt sleep, But I don't think
he's what 1 felt watching me. 1 think it was the wolf,
because 1 had that same creepy feeling last mght.” 1
gave o small laugh. “Of course, a wolf couldn’ cut a
rope, s0 | don’t know that all this means anything.”

Lucas exchanged a strange look with Rafe,

“What?" [ asked.

“Devlin had a pet wolf,” Lucas said. “1If it's around,
there’s a good chance that Devlin is, oo, Everyone
needs to stay alert. We'll start posting guards at night.
Rafe and Brittany, yvou're up first.”

A few minutes later. il fell great to crawl into my
sleeping bag. I was battered and bruised, but
remarkably | hadn't suffered any major cuts or
scrapes. All in all, 1'd been incredibly fortunate.

With that realization, my thoughts shifted 1o the
wolf, | wondered if he was off somewhere nursing his
wounds. Was there a female wolf waiting for him
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somewhere? Didn't wolves mate for life? Were they
more boyal than humans?

“Kayla™” Lindsey whispered.

I rolled over without thought, groamng as my
muscles and bruised skin protested. Last summer we'd
shared a tent and talked late into the night. As much
a8 I liked Britiany, | wasn't as close 1o her as 1 was to
Lindsey, and 1 had a feeling Lindsey wasn't quite
comfortable talking about everything with Brittany in
the tent, *Yeah?”

“What do vou think of Rafe?”

Of all the things I'd expected her to ask, after
everylthing that had happened today, that question
hadn't even popped up on my radar. *1 think he’s nice.
Why?”

“1 don't know. He's been around forever. I've
grown up with him. IU's just that he seems—different.
More in command than usual. | mean, I've been
thinking aboul him a lot—and it"s just weird.”

“You mean you like him?”

“Yeah, | think so.”

“What about Connor?”
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“I know. I den't want to hurt him. I really don™. but
I just don’t know if he's the nght one for me.”

“Diay vou lave 1o decide this summer?”

“It's sorl of a tradibion in our famibies that you
figure out by the time yvou're seventeen who you're
supposcd 1o be with. My birthday's coming up.™

“That s s0.. medieval.”

She released a tight laugh. “Yeah, I know. [ just
wish Lucas had paired me—instead of Brittany—up
with Rale as guards tonight. 11's not any fun at all (o
be paired up with Connor. We haven't been gelting
along lately.”

I furrowed my brow. “Maybe he'll pair me up with
Connor to guard later on.”

*¥eah, right. Do you not see the way Lucas looks
at you? You are definitely sharing guard duty with
him,"”

Suddenly the inside of my sleeping bag was way too
warm, | slipped my leg out and rolled onto my side,
half in and hall out of my bag. “l don’t know that it
means anything. [ mean, sometimes 1 get the
mmpression that he considers me a lot of trouble.
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Besides, he's pretty hot. He probably has a girlfriend.”

“I've mever scen him with anyone more than a
couple of times. He's never gotlen serious with a girl.
Al least, not that 1 know of,”

“I'm not even sure he likes me. Serously. He's
always barking at me.”

She laughed Llightly. “Literally?™”

“What? No, He's just moody, but then 1 guess he
has a lot of responsibility.”

“Not only that, I'm sure he's trying to live up 1o
evervone's expectations, His famaly s pretty powerful
m the arca.”

“1 didn’t know that.”

“Oth yeah. The Wildes pretty much rule things.”

“Have they lived around here long?™

“For sure. Old family. Thev've been here. like,
simce the Civil War or something.”

“l wonder if they were around when my parents
were killed. My therapist savs 1 need to face my past,
but it's a little hard when | don't have dear memories
of it and 1 don't know anyone who was there.”

“*That must have been hard. Watching your parents
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die. I can’t even imagine...”

“I didn't actually see them die. Mom had shoved
me back imio this™=—an image came o me and with i
came  sounds, smells—"into  this httle cave or
something, There was growling.” Were there wolves?
Had the hunters shot at them and hit my parents?
Was my mother trying to protect me?

“Do you know exactly where it happened in the
park?”

I shook my head. “No. 1 didn’t ask anyone last year,
I don’t think 1 really wanted to face the specifics. It
was cnough just to come here, But this vear... 1 can’t
explain i1, Lindsey, but 1 feel different, | feel like I'm
supposed 1o be here. That I'm on the verge of some
discovery.”

“Like what?"

“I'm not sure. But that wolf oday...I wasn't afraid
af him. [t was like 1 knew him. How weird is that?™

“Were woles there when your parents were
Killed?”

“I didn’t think so. 1 thought the huniers were jusi
crazy. But I've been having these snippets of memory
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and there are wolves, but they aren’t rabid or
anything.”

“Mavbe you need to relax with those thoughts, Let
them take you wherever.”

“Maybe.” | released a deep breath, “I'm too tired
to think about it clearly tonight. [ feel like 'm about
to crash from the adrenaline rush.”

She reached out and squeezed my hand. “I'm just
glad you're okay.”

“Me, 100" | smiled at her, “Night.”

I rolled back over and tred (o go (o sleep, but T was
thinking about the wolf again. Why had he seemed so
familiar? Had my real parents and 1 discovered a den
of wolves? Maybe some cubs? Were my parcnis trying
o protect them from the hunters? 1 wished 1 could
remember more about that day. How long did wolves
live? Why did I feel a connection with this one?

Then I heard a lonesome howl, and | somehow
knew, Anew, it was fm calling to me. 1 felt this
stirring deep down in my chest. | wanted to sit up,
throw my head back, and howl in retum. | wanted 1o
answer his call. My strange reaction to his howl was
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frightening. It was as though he was calling oul o
some primal part of me that | hadn’t even realized
existed,

Faee your fears, Dr. Brandon had sad,

It was difficult to do when they constantly changed.
Originally, they all centered around my past and what
had happened with my parents. These fears brought
forth the nightmares, But lately my fears had more to
do with my future, with the unknown. with this strange
stirring  deep inside me. Sometimes 1 just felt as
though I was going through changes that 1 couldn’t
understand, And [ didn’t know who to talk with about
them, because | couldn’t pinpoint exactly what was
happcning.

But 1 did know one thing: | wasn't afraid of that
wolf, 1 slipped out of my bedroll and pulled on my
boots. Lindsey didn’t stir. 1 grabbed my first aid kit
and flashlight before creeping outside. Brittany and
Rafe were standing on the far side of the camp
talking, not really paying attention. And even if they
did spot me, they were watching for any danger that
might come into the camp. | certainly wasn't a threat
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to anyone, and we weren't forbidden from leaving.

I hesitated a moment and thought about going 1o
gel Lucas, but [ didn’t plan to walk far. 1 didn’t think
I'd need to. | scurned around 1o the side of the tent
and then strode oul into the thickel, using the
flashlight 1o guide me until 1 reached a spot far
enough from camp that my talking voice wouldn’t be
heard, but close enough that my scream would be. |
switched off my flashlight and waited. It was silly 1o
think, to hope, that the wolf would come.,

A crescent moon shone down on me, It was enough
tor see by, In the aty, | had never realized how bright
moonlight could be—or maybe 1t was just that my cyes
were getting better at adjusting to the darkness—but
my night vision was somehow keener.

Suddenly 1 heard a gentle padding. It seemed my
ears were more alert as well. 1 shifted my eyves (o the
side, and there he was.

| dropped down o one knee, wishing I'd brought
him something to eat. The moonlight gleamed along
his multicolored fur as though drawn into it. “Hey,
fella.”
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My voice caught with an edge of self-consciousness.
I talked 1o Fargo, my Lhasa at home, all the time. But
this was different. This was an animal of the wild, vet
he didn’t seem threatenmg. | didn’t want to make any
sudden moves, didn't want to frighten him. 1 wanied
1o thank yow™

To my amazement. he eased a little closer, close
enough that 1 could pet him. [ hesitated, before slowly
burying my hand into his thick pelt. On top the fur
was stff, but undemncath it was soft and comforting.
Working to keep my voice calm and even, 1 saud,
“Dont be afraid, 1 know you got hurt. | want to see
how bad it is.”

I wasn't exactly sure what 1 could do to help. Try to
clean it, put a hittle antiseptic on 1? | was afraid if 1
bandaged it, he would be more visible to predators. |
knew wolves varied in color so they could hide in their
surroundings more easily. 1 cooed sofily as | moved
down o his hindquarter—the one that had gotien
hurt. I'd never been this close to a wild creature. It
was thrilling and unnerving. | knew if he decided to
attack me that 1 wouldn't stand a chance of surviving,
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but T also instinctually knew that he wouldn™t hurt me.
I didn't know an animal could be so stll. [ brushed my
hand through his fur, expecting to feel matted fur and
dried blood, Bt ot felt the same as the fur at hes
shoulder. 1 reached for my fashlight and shone it on
his backside.

There was no blood, Mot a trace. That didn’t make
sense, | could have sworn he'd gotten hurt. | thought
maybe if he'd gone into a river or pond, the blood
might have washed away, but there should have been
gouged flesh where the bear had clawed him, Very
gently 1 mowed his fur aside, but [ could find no
wound. Mysulied, 1 sat back on my heels, *I guess it
wias the bear's blood,”™

It wasnt as though I'd fully recovered from the
ordeal in the river—I could have been mistaken about
what had really happened.

I looked @t the waolf, His head was twisted around
s he watched me. 1 said, "You're so beautiful. I'm
glad you're all right, but you can’t hang around here,
You might get hurl.” Especially if Dr. Keane or
Mason spotted him. “You need o go back 1o your
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pack.”

Suddenly he snapped his head forward, He gave a
throaty growl.

“What 15 i, boy?” Then | chastised myself. Dnd 1
really think he could understand what 1 was asking?
That he could answer me?

He glanced back at me, belore taking off like a
speeding bullet. I'd been worned that maybe I'd just
been unable to find the wound, but now 1 knew for
certain that he wasn't hurt at all,

I sat there for a whale, stanng mio the darkness
where he'd disappeared. I'd seen TV specials about
people who communed with wild animals, but this was
my first experience. Part of me thought it should have
felt weird, but at the same tume, it had seemed almost
nalural—as though the woll and 1 were somehow
connected.

It was strange. Ever since I'd returned 1o the forest.
I'd had this odd sense of belonging. [ feh a
protectiveness toward the wolves especially. It was
maore than the fact that they were beautiful, It was as
though they had human  qualities: They  were
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mtelligent, monogamous, family-oriented. Maybe it
was that sense of family that drew me w the wolf,
Having lost my parents, family was so important to
s,
“Rayla?”

Startled by Lucas’s wnexpected voice, 1 twisted
around. “Hey.”

“What are you doing out here?”

My encounter with the wolf felt very personal and
private. | didn't want 1o share it Besides, 1 thought it
was possible that he'd think | was a hittle psycho,

“Just another night of not being able to sleep.” |
pushed mysell to my feet.

“I've been there—when you're so exhausted, you
think you'll crash and instead vou stay awake.”

“It’s a little irritating.” Although [ thought if I went
back 10 my sleeping bag. I would crash. If he noticed
the first aid kit, he didn't say anything. For all | knew,
he'd seen me with the woll and was just being nice,
pretending to believe my lics.

“Do youw ever sleep? | asked.

“Not much. A bad habit | got into this yvear at
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college—spending way too much time studying. when
I'wasn't partying.”

“Don’'t take this wrong. but 1 can't see you
partying.”

“My first semester away from home, | went a little
wild. We all did. Me, Connor, and Rafe. On campus,
they called us the wildmen. But by the end of the year,
we'd settled down” He glanced around, “You
mentioned seeing a black wolfl last night. How about
the wolf this aftermoon® Was it black?

*MNo.” While I'd hesitaled (o tell Mason the wolfs
true color, [ knew that Lucas was all about protecting
the wildlife. “His fur was different colors—kinda like
your hair, actually. Black, brown, white.”

“Most wolves have varying shades of fur, which is
the reason that the black woll stands oul. Probably not
a good idea 1o go out alone until we spot that wolfl and
know he's not poing 1o cause any harm.”

“You say that as though you know the wolves.™

“Ower the years, we've seen a lot of them. Don't
think we know them all, but some are [riendlier than
others.”
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I nedded. The woll I'd begun to think of as mine
certainly seemed as though he'd never harm me.

“1 think the day’s catching up with me,” I said.

Without saying a word, Lucss walked me back to
mw Lent. He wailed while 1 crawled back inside.

I was right. It didn't take me long to go w sleep. |
dreamed about the candlelit dinner that Mason had
promised me, Only in my dream, it wasnt Mason
sharing the dinner with me. I was Lucas,
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NINE

Lindsey was right. My night walch shift was with
Lucas.

“If you're not feeling up 1w i, 1 can Keep watch
alone,” he sad when I joined him in the middle of the
camp after Lindsey had nudged me awake when she
finished her shifl.

“No, I'm fine.”

He gave me a pointed look,

“Okay, s0 I'm not fine , but I'm capable of keeping
watch without straining myself.”

He gave me that little twitch of his lips that
resembled a smile. “You need a jolt of caffeine before
we get started? ve got some coffee going over here”
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“Oh, that'd be great.”

We sat on a log by the fire and he handed me a
mug of coffee. It was a cool night, and the warmth of
the fire felt wonderful. Lucas was leaning forward, his
elbows on his thighs, both hands around his mug, his
cyes on his coffee. His profile was o me. He was
ruggedly handsome.

“1 scare you, don't 17" he asked quietly.

If I'd already taken a sip of coffee, 'd have either
spewed it or choked on it

“¥ou're kind of imtense,” | admitted.

He released a dark chuckle. “Yeah, | take
protecting this stretch of wilderness seriously, and
when people like the professor and his group come
nto i, P'm not sure they respect it like they should.”
He glanced over his shoulder at me. “1 grew up here. 1
lowe it Don’t you feel the same about Dallas?™

“I've never really felt like 1 belonged,” 1 confessed.
“I've always felt more at home in the woods.”

“S0 we have that in common.”

It was strange to think we might have a bond. “5o
what are vou majoring in?"
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“Political science.”

I arched a brow. “What? You're going to go into
politics?”

He gave me a wry gnn. “Tryng to mprove my
communication skills,”

I had 1o admit that he wasn’t one for small talk, but
once he started talking, 1 didn’t think he had any
problems communicating. As a matter of fact, 1 found
mysell  enthralled whenever we got into a
conversation. It was obvious that when he cared about
something, he cared deeply.

“Lindsey said vour dad was someone important in
the community.”

“Yeah, he's served as mayor of Tarrant and was on
the school board, s0 1 guess my interest in politics
comes naturally, He's always had high expectations.”

“Dnid he find out about you beating up that Devlin
gy

“Yeah. He wasn't happy about i.” He shook his
head. “Parents. Sometimes, no matter what you do,
you can't please them.”

“Tell me about i.”
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We sat in silence for a4 minute, each of us sipping
our coffee.

“The color of your hair reminds me of a fox 1 once
saw,” he sad quietly,

“Thanks. | think. That was a compliment, right?”

He chuckled. “Yeah. Most definitely.”

“I've never seen a fox in the wild.”

“Maybe I'll show vou one before summer is over,”

“That would be nice.” 1 really did think it would be.
Better than a candlelit dinner where the main entrée
was a can of beans. Even as 1 pictured that, 1 felt
guilty at making light of Mason's attempt 10 romance
me. The Tunny thing was, given the choice between
trudging through the woods scarching for a fox and a
candlelit dinner i the finest restaurani=—I would
choose the fox. 1 should have thought, “Lucas gets me.
He's the one.” Instead, 1 swallowed hard and decided
to change the subject, because | had a feeling that
when it came 10 relationships, Lucas wouldnt fool
around. He would be as intense in love as he was with
all things. I was still carrying around too much
baggage to be intense with anyone. Mavbe when 1'd
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had a chance to unload some of it....

=50 you really think it was that Devlin guy who cut
the rope?” [ asked.

If my change m conversatwmal lopic surprised him,
he didn’t show it

“1t’s the only thing that makes sense,”™ he said.

“But see, it doesn't make any sense at all to me.
Okay, so he got fired. Move on already,”

“He™s not going to move on, not until he gets even.
Since ['ve been off at school, he's had to wait. This
place, these woods—this 15 where he’'ll want to lake
his revenge,”

“Revenge”? Just because you Kicked his butt? That
scems a little extreme.”

He released a harsh laugh. “Extreme? That's
Devlin. Inm some ways, 1 think hes borderline
pevchotic.”

“But what did he accomplish by cutting the rope
excepl spooking everyone?”

“For him, that's enough motive. Create chaos.”

“Dwo you think Dr. Keane and his students will be
safe when we leave them?™
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“Yeah. Devlin wants to discredit me. He won't hurt
them.”

“You sound like you know him pretty well.”

He turmned his silver gaze back on me. 1 should.
He's my brother.”

I felt like 1'd taken a punch to the chest. My shock
must have shown on my face, because he got up,
tossed his coffee into the fire, and strode away. |
thought he was going (o disappear into the forest, but
he stopped at the spot where I'd seen Rafe and
Brittany scrving as senines.

S50 he'd fought with his brother and gotten him
fired—turned him in for improper behavior. 1 set my
mug aside, got up, and walked over to him. | wouched
his arm. “That must have been hard, not 1w ook the
other way.”

He gave his head a quick shake. “It was like he
morphed into Anakin Skywalker and went to the dark
side or something. He was doing all kinds of crazy
shil. He knows these woods as well as 1 do. He could
hide out in them, survive in them, without anyone
knowving he's here.”
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“His bad behavior isn't your responsibility.” |
sounded like Dr. Phil.

“I confronted him. Humiliated him.” He touched
miy cheek, His fingers were warm agamst my skin. His
eves had darkened to the shade of pewter. 1 really
want to show you that fox, but my job right now is to
gel the professor to his destination, then 1 have to find
Devlin and deal with hime 1 have to focus on that.” He
dropped s hand 1w his side. He looked
uncomfortable, as though he had a lot more that he
wanted to say, things it might be oo soon (o say,

“You should probably take up your sentry post over
there,” he said, indicating the opposite comner of the
cmp.

“Neah, sure. Good idea™

Dhsappointment at his dismissal hit me hard. As |
strode across the camp, | decided that whatever I felt
for Lucas was just a passing thing. | had Mason's
attention. I'd always been a one-guy girl.

Mason was il. Mason was safe. Lucas had demons
o fight. Maybe when he'd reconciled things with his
brother, he'd have time for me.
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Or maybe this strange pull 1 felt for him would
snap, like the rope over the niver. Maybe it could be
severed as neatly.

Yeah right, Kavia Madison. Dr. Brandon was
wrong, You don't need fo face your fears. You need
to firce reafity.

Ever since your parents died. you ve shout down alf
Jour feelings. Lucas scares you because with lim, you
feed agai,

And when you feel vou can be hurt,

I mever wanted 1o be hurt again, Mason wouldn't
hurt me.
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TEN

The next day, because | was still bruised and sore, we
traveled at a slow, casual pace. | could sense the
tension in all the sherpas. We'd decided not 1o
mention our suspicions about Devlin o Dr, Keane
and his group. That we suspected the rope was cul was
all they needed 10 know. Lucas wis convineed that
once we left our group, they would be safe.

When we ok our first break, | gingerdy removed
my backpack, set it on the ground, and sal on it
Joining me, Mason extended a handful of wildflowers.
They weren't abundant in this arca, so he'd had to
keave the trail every now and then whenever he
spotted ong,
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“Thought these might make you [eel betier.” he
said,

I ok them from him and smelled them, “Thanks.”

“They're different kinds.”

“1 can see that.”

“Some of them weren't casy o spot, but [ was
keeping an eye oul.”

“That was sweet,”

“It’s against park policy 1o pick wildfowers,” Lucas
suddenly said.

As usual, 1 hadn’t heard him approach, but he was
standing over us.

“S0 fine me,” Mason said. “IU's not like there's a
florist out here that | can call,”

“There's only a few,” I said. “I don’t think he did
any real harm.”

Lucas narmrowed his eves al ws. Without another
word, he walked away.

“What a romantic guy,” Mason mumbled.

Lucas was romantic, actually, just not in the
traditional sense. And he was right. The flowers would
be wilted and dead by lunch. But still, 1 appreciated
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Mason's efforts. What 1 didnt appreciate was
walching Monigque scurry over to Lucas, She was
absolutely too beautiful, I'wanted to scrub the freckles
off my face,

“5o, how are vou feeling?” Mason asked, bringing
myy attention back to him.

“Jusit a few aches. Nothing 1o worry about.”

“If I'd been through what you went through, | think
I'd be ready to call the trip quits.”

“Yesterday was kinda like river rafting. There was
some excitement o it.” Understatement.

“Probably better with a raft, though, don't you
think ™™

I chuckled. *Yeah,”

“50, maybe tonight we can do that candlelit
dinner.”

I scrunched my nose. *1 think Lucas is going to
want evervone W stick close w camp.”

*He's niot our boss,”

“He's mine.”

“Nou should consider staying behind with us, once
we gel o our destination. We could have some fun.”
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“1 know they're going to leave someone behind—"

*So volunteer.”

“Mavbe.” | didn't know how Lucas would feel
about it, but the dea had a cerlam appeal. It might
give me a chance 1o explore the area, to figure out
where my parenis had died. The problem was that
when [ was five, all the forest had looked the same to
me, and even if it hadn't, it would have changed in the
dozen years since [ left.

For the following two days we made temific progress,
Lucas always ook the lead. We were traveling where
niy campers had gone before, He had a wicked-looking
machete that he used to clear through the brush, He
pushed each of us to our personal limit, and when we
reached that, he pushed ws further. Every night we
preity much collapsed once the campsite was set up,
Mo flirting, mo fun.

Dr. Keane secemed pleased with the pace. Once he
got 1o wherever it was he wanted o be, we'd leave him
to his business, and return at the end of two weeks 1o
help them haul their stuff back.
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There hadn't been any other strange incidents. We
were still taking turns keeping guard at night. Lucas
was always my partner. 'We didn’t alk. We wok
opposite sides of the camp. | studied him until he
turned his head 1o look al me—then 1 shilted my
attention away and tricd to appear nonchalant, hoping
he didnt realize how much time I spent Cantasizing
about him,

Thoughts about him occupied me as much as
memories of the woll | heard him howl every night
before | drfted off to sleep. 1 kept expecting him o
show up while 1 was on guard duty, For some reason, |
didn’t think Lucas would be alarmed by him strolling
through camp. Because the howls never sounded far
away, [ was certain he was following us. That
knowledge gave me a sense of secunty that | couldn’t
explain.

It was late afiernoon on the fourth day since my
river incident that we broke through the brush into a
gorgeous clearing. 1t was larger than any we'd reached
before. In front of us was a narrow stream, the waler
babbling as it traveled. [t wasn't nearly as ominous as
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the river we'd crossed before. A short distance away,
the land sloped up more steeply, and 1 knew we were
al the base of the mountains, The valley was spread
out before us, [t was all so peaceful.

“What do you think, Prodessor?” Lucas asked,

| glanced back to sce Dr. Keane nodding. “This will
do very nicely, very nicely indeed.”

As we set up the camp, 1 fell a growing sense of
accomplishment in knowing that we wouldnt be
packing it all back up the next moming. Dr. Keane
and his students would be here for about ten days.

The sherpa guys had gone hunting in typical us-
Tarzan-you-Jane fashion. They were hoping 1o snare
some rabbits. | was gathening kindling at the edge of
the copse of trees when Mason approached.

“Have you given any thought to my suggestion?” he
asked. “T really want you 1o stay here with us.”

He reached for my hand and then looked confused
when he saw they were both filled with Kindling. So
mstead he slid his hand up my forcarm and wrapped
his fingers around my elbow. 1 like you, Kayla. A lot,
I mean, more than a lot. 1'd like some time o well,
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to explore what I'm feeling. Maybe find that shooting
star.”

My whole life—or at least since my parents had
dicd—I'd hked whatever was safe, I'd scarched for
safe. Lucas wasn't safe. He stirred things in me that
I'd never felt before. Scary things. Enormous feelings
welled inside me whenever he was around. Sometimes
I felt like the girl inside me would crawl out of my skin
and I'd become someone totally different if 1 spent
too much time with Lucas.

Lucas was the big, bad woll, and Mason was the
one who'd built the house that the wolf couldn’t get
mio. Mason was a warm blanket on a winler night.
Lucas was., .| didn’t know what he was, But he scared
the hell out of me.

“I don’t know how they deade who stays belund.™ |
told him honestly.

“Volunteer. You can share a temt with Monigue.”

She wasn't my first choice, butl since she was the
only girl she was my only choice. | envisioned listening
to her talking incessantly every night as we got ready
for bed about how hot Lucas was. | thought it might
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drive me crazy, but on the other hand [ could talk
about Mason, Besides, | couldn’t think of a better way
to face my past than to spend a few days out here just
hving, instead of hiking until 1 was too exhavsted at
might 1o really care about anything.

“I'll ask Lucas.”

“Gireat. I'm really glad you're going to stay.”

“I'm going to fy 1o stay, We'll have to sec what
Lucas says."

“I'm nat so sure that's a good idea.” Lucas had his
arms crossed over his chest and his I-am-the-leader-
so-vou-will-not-mess-with-me  scowl,  muining  the
perfeet lines of his face.

“Why™" I asked.

*You're a novice,”

“I've camped my entire life. Ull admit I'm not as
familiar with these woods as you are, but they're
woods like any other woods. The camp is set up,
They're going 1o do a little day hiking and looking
aroend. | don’t see that it's a big deal, Besides, you
have 1o cut me loose sometime,”
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“Why do you want to stay?” he demanded to know,

“For the experience. To face my past—"

“Why?”

“Because Dr, Keane 15 mieresting with all his wald
theories, and it might be fun—="

“Why™

I gritted my teeth. Why was he being so difficult?

“Because | like Mason, okay? | want to spend some
fime with him, get to know him. I'm comflortable
around him.” Apd fm por ahays comforrable
arovend vou,

“Fine. Stay.”

His words were terse. Harsh, Filled with anger, |
didn‘t know why 1 felt let down when he tumed on his
heel and strode away. I'd gotten what 1 wanted. More
time with Mason, More time where evervihing was
safe.

Why did 1 feel as though I'd lost something that
wis more important?

That night when | went to bed, for the first time, [ was
kooking forward to my shift as guardian. Mason had
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been a little over the top with his excitement about me
staying with the group. He even gave me one of their
green Keane's Kampers Teshirts o wear—how
pvenile. He'd stuck to me hke paper to glue, It was so
obvious that he was incredibly happy that 1 was going
to be around. It should have made me feel just as
elad.

But Lucas was as sullen as Mason was happy. He
kept his distance. He and Rafe did a lot of low talking
on the other side of the camp. Al one poant, il looked
like they were arguing. Lucas's face ook on a stormy
expression, and he fnally walked away.

“Man. | thought he was going (o hit him,.” Mason
whispered beside me, and I realized ihat 1 wasn't the
only one watching the little drama unfold.

I had a sneaking suspicion they were discussing me
and my insistence that | stay behind, But why would
Rafe care? For that matter, why would Lucas? We
hadn’t hooked up or anything.

When Lindsey finally returned to the temt and
nudged me with a tired “Your wrn,” [ was more than
ready 1o get out of the tent. 1 wanted 1o talk with

Drark Cunrdian # 1 Moondight

Lucas, try to explain—

What exactly?

I wasn't sure. | just knew that 1 didn’t want him to
keave mn the moming still upset with me. But he was
the one who'd said he had more important things to
worry over than me. Mason made me feel like 1 was
the ondy important thing.

A girl needs that.

But when 1 stepped out of the tent, it wasn't Lucas
waiting for me. It was Connor,

“Where's Lucas?” | asked.

“Asleep, | guess. I'll take that side.” He started to
walk away.

“Connor?”

He stopped and looked back ot me. He wasn't
wearing his usual teasing grin, [ wanted the reason (o
be that it was so late, but 1 knew he was upset with me
as well.

“I don’t understand why my staying is a big deal.”™

He sighed. *1 know. And that's the reason it's a big
deal.”

“So why docsn’t someonc explain it to me?” 1 gave
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him a pointed glare.

“It’s not my place.”

What a lame excuse. “Whatever. 1t's only ten days.
Geez. You guys are aching like I'm betraymmg you or
something.”

“We just didn't expect you o be the one o stay.
That's all.”

Because | was the newbie? If Lucas was really
concerned about it, he could have msisted 1 leave.
Things were 5o confusing. | was grateful I'd have a
few days o mysell withowt Lucas bombarding my
thoughs.

In typical guy fashion, Connor walked away as
though all my questions had been answered. Only |
had more questions. But he wasnt gong 1o answer
them. 1 thought about waking Lucas up, but [ didn’t
want to bother him. Especially when he got so little
sleep as it was.

And if he was able 10 sleep, how bothered could he
really be about me staying here? Not much.

| walked the perimeter and when 1 got 1o the
stream. | stood there and watched the moonlight
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dancing over the waler.

It was only then that | realized | hadn't heard the
woll howl that night. 1 wondered if we'd traveled out
of his termtory. If we'd left him behind. It made me
sad o think so, almost made me consider heading
back tomorrow, just 1o have him closer again.

But that was a silly thought. It was probably all
coincidence anyway—his howling when | went 1o bed
each night.

I was going to have fun here with Mason.

The sherpas left at dawn. As 1 stood at the edge of the
camp and watched them leave, [ saw that Lindsey was
the only one who looked back. This semse of
abandonment was nidiculous, It wasn't like we'd never
see each other again.

As for the atmosphere of betrayal, that was even
sillier.

I wasn't exacily sure why 1'd thought it would be
exciting 1o stay behind. Dr. Keane was a professor,
and nod 1o dis academics, but i he taught class with as
much enthusiasm as he planned activities in the wild, |
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never wanied (o take one of his classes. 1 figured
everyone slept through it

For two days, we stayed so close 1o the camp that 1
hesitated to call what we were doing liking. We were
pear the mountains. There were virgin trails o
explore, skills o be tested. But Dr. Keane was
constantly checking the gear—a little late for that,
since it wasn't @ though an RED store was
pearby—making notations in his  notebook, and
looking off into the distance.

After lunch on the third day, | went up to Mason
and said, “We need 1o make a break foril”

He grinned. “Yeah, my dad s a lile
controlling—and he can be sort of unimaginative,
What'd you have in mind?™

“Exploring the mountains,”

“Let's do L™

Even though 1t was early aftermoon and we
wouldn't be going too far, [ grabbed my backpack.

Hiking with Mason was way different from hiking
with Lucas. [ told myself it was because we didn’t have
any particular goal 1o be reached, whereas Lucas
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always had a goal. But Mason didn't lead. Instead we
qust walked side by side,

“50, do yvou Know where you're going o college?”
he asked,

“Thought I'd start oul at the community college.
Mo SATs, ACTs, or anv kind of Ts nceded to get into
the one at home.” [ gave him a rueful smile. “1 suck at
bests,”

He grinned. “Me, too. Even when | study my buit
off. Soon as they say 1o take out that number two
pencil or that blue book—game over, man. Needless
Lo say, it doesn't endear me o dear old Dad.”™

Today was the first time I'd heard him say anything
even remolcly derogatory about his father. *You and
your dad seem 1o get along.” Well, except for the
might that they'd talked sbout werewolves,

“Yeah, usually we do, but when you get right down
to i, he's still a parent. He doesn’t always remember
what it's like to be young.”

“I hear you.”

The shadows had begun lengthening, | owas
surprised by how much progress we'd made. We were
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away from everything and evervone, except the
wildemess,

“We should probably turn back,” | suggested.

“Not yel.” He reached into one of his pants pockets
and pulled owt a thick white candle. “1 promised you
dinner by candlelight.”

“But if we have it here and now, we'll nsk losing
the light and owur way back to camp. It's really not
wise—"

“Wise, schmize. S0 we won't do dinner. Let's at
least do a snack by candlelight.”

It sounded a lot more romantic than I thought it
would probably be, but what the heck? It was more
romance thanm Lucas had ever given me. Also, | was
writated that three days later, | was still thinking
about him, Without all the equipment to haul and the
mexperienced hikers to slow them down, he and the
others were probably already back at the village
preparing to take another group into the wilderness
before returming for us,

Mason and [ shrugged out of our backpacks. It felt
great o get the weight off my shoulders. 1 did a couple
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of stretches. Mason balanced the candle on an empty
tin can. He turned back 1o his backpack. “Go ahead
and =it down. [ just have a couple more things to set

up,

I sal cross-legged on the ground. “You know, |
don't know if lighting the candle is really a good idea.
It's not exactly steady, and I'd hate w make the
nutional news as the romantic couple who accidentally
burned five million acres of forest land.™

“You're probably right,” he answered, clearly
dhstracted.

I tried to lean around him. “What are you doing?”

He swung back around and sat down beside me,
“Mothing.”

“I'm glad you asked me 1o hang around.” 1 told
him.

“It really means a lot to me that you stayed.” He
touched my cheek. “1'd never hurt you."

“That’s kind of an odd thing 1o say.”

*I haven't dated that much. All the academics, you
know? Guess I'm a loser in that regard.”

“Don’t be silly. [ mean, what does it say about me if
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you're a loser?”

“Right, yeah. 1 really like you, Kayla,” Then he
leaned in and Kissed me.

But it wasn't gentle or sweet. It was so un-Mason-
like, rough, almost desperate, that 1 pushed him away.

He pushed back—hard. 1 hit the ground. He
straddled me. “I'm sorry,” he whispered low. He
started kissing me again. Rougher than before,

Panic surged through me. What was he doing?
Why was he doing it? Until this moment he'd been so
mce. | started slapping ot him. He grabbed my wrnists
with one hand and held them sbove my head. He
lowered his mouth near my car.

“Just go along with it,” he said in a low voice,

“MNo! Get olf!”

I shook my head from side to side, trying o break
free, but he cdamped his free hand on my jaw and
tried to kiss me again. 1 fought to buck him.

My heart was pounding insanelv. I'd never been so
terrificd, never felt so helpless.

Then 1 heard it. The low, warning growl. Mason
went completely still, his lips only an inch from minc.
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Strangely. 1 saw satisfaction case over his face. |
shifted my eves o the side.

And there was my wolf. He bared his tecth in s
menacing snarl,

Mason molled off me. He scrambled back, and |
scooted away.

Suddenly, there was a muffled pop. The wolf
released a yelp and staggered.

I looked back. Mason was holding a pistol, aiming
il at the wolf.

“Wol” | sereamed. | lunged—too late.
The wolf leaped. Mason fired again and the wolf
went down,
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ELEVEN

“Arc you insanc?” | velled as 1 rushed over o the
wolll T couldn’t believe what had just happened—any
of it.

The woll wasn't dead, but his beautiful silver eves
had a glazed look to them. He was panting. He made
a futile effort 1o nse and slumped back down. | buried
my fingers in his fur, searching for the wounds, | saw
only a trickle of blood and realized Mason hadn't
been shooting bullets, but darts,

“Giot him, " | heard him say.

| snapped my head back around. He was holding a
walkic-talkic. He strolled over and crouched down
beside me. “He's not hurt, just drugged.”
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I slammed my fist into his shoulder, then punched
him in the chest. “You creep!”

“Hey!™ he yelled and grabbed my hands. “Take it
casy, | wasn't really gomg to hurt you over there. | just
needed him to think that.”

1 jerked free and shoved him again, | wanted to rip
his eyes out for terrifying me.

“Hey, will you stop?” he yelled, scrambling back.
“God, 1 wasn't going 1o do anvihing. 1 was jusi
pretending. | needed him to think you were in
danger.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I knew he'd show himself if you were being
attacked.”

Was he insane? Did he think the wolls personal
mission in life was to protect me? 1 mean, sure, mavbe
we'd bonded a little with the bear attack, but he was a
wild animal, not a domesticated dog. That he was
following me, that he'd come o my rescue again—no
one could have predicted that. It was just a huge
coincidence. While 1 was stunned by the wolf's
presence, | was furious with Mason's actions and




Drark Giuardian #1: Moeondight

betravals

“50 this whole romancng thing was a ploy 1o
attract the wolf?” 1 didn’t bother 1o keep the anger
out of my voice. His actions were unacceptable. To
frighten me, to make me think he was going o hurt
me...0o use me as bait. It was dchumanizing.

“Don’t say it as though my feelings for you are
msincere,” Mumson said cajolingly. *1 do like yvou,
Kayla. A lol. Bul we had something larger 1o
accomplish and we necded you to be part of it."

I was so angry that 1 could barely see straght. 1 felt
as though Mason had made a fool of me. But worse,
he'd used me, used me to capture the woll. My voice
was sccthing when | asked, “Mason, what is going
on?”

But he wasn't looking at me. He was mesmerzed
by the wolf. “Look how big he is. Look at how human
his cyes are. Everything else changes but the eyes
rernain human, 10s just like he told me il would be.”

“Who! What in the hell are you talking about™

Before he could answer, | heard the crackle of
brush being trampled. Coming from between the
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irees, Ethan and Tyler carried a cage with metal bars.
It was a litle smaller than the crate they'd been
hauling. Was that what had been inside it?

Dr. Keane was behind them. He strode forward
and slapped Mason on the back. “Good job, son.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

As they slipped a muzzle over his mouth, the woll
muade another valiant effort to rise,

“I gawve him two doses of trangquilizer. He should be
knocked out cold with that much,” Mason said, clearly
baffled, “Should 1 shoot him agaim?™

“No, he's drugged enough that we can handle him.
His resistance is strong. That's good,” Dr. Keane
murmured. “He'll need all the sirength he has.™

I got right in Dr. Keane's face and stood on my toes
s0 he could sce how angry | was. “What are you going
to do to him?”

Dr. Keane looked a1 me as though | were an
irritating gnat. “Why, study him, of course.”

My heart was thundering as [ trudged back 1o camp. |
felt as though I'd betrayed the wolf. 1 thought about
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how protective Lucas was of the wildemess, the
animals, and especally the wolves. | hoped he never
found out about this. 1 could think of only one way to
make this night. 1 had to hgure out a way 1o set the
woll free.

Ethan and Tyler set the cage up at the far end of
the campsite, near the woods. An insane excitlement
reverberated through the camp as everyone came
around to stare at the wolf, 1 hated that he was on
display  like that. 1 wondered if animals felt
humiliation. Even if he didn't, | was embarrassed for
him. He seemed like such a proud creature. He
deserved better treatment than this. My heart ached
for him.

After a while, everyone wandered off. Everyone
except Mason and  me, Mason was  incredibly
fascinated by the wolf, But how could he do this to so
beautiful a creature? It wasn't right. I'd thought 1
knew Mason, but 1 realized 1 didn't know him at all,
Why hadnt I left with Lucas and the others? And
what was | going w0 do now? They had put a simple
key-lock on the cage door, But | didnt think they'd
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keave the wolfl unguarded.

“Isn't it gorgeous?” Mason said, without taking his
eves off the wolf.

My therapist had hypnotized me once to try 1o gel
o the root of my fears. | had a feeling I'd looked a lot
like Mason did now—like 1'd been smoking something
illegal.

1 was furious with Mason and myself. Why hadn't |
seen this coming? There weren’t many wolves with
this unique shading of fur. I knew it was the one that
had saved me from the bear atlack. 1 owed this
animal. And because of me, he was locked in a cage.

The woll strred. 1 watched as he struggled 1w his
feet, The cage was small, He couldn’t stand up fully.
He couldn’t pace. He would be hard-pressed 1o turn
around. They'd removed the mule once they'd
gotten him into the cage. | looked into those silver
eyes and 1 felt the same connection 1'd felt right after
the bear attack. What was there for Dr. Keane 1o
study? He was probably a descendant of the wolves
that had been reintroduced into the wild. | had a
fecling the wolves” tendency niot 1o atlack man was
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about o be turned around. Dr. Keane and his
students were declaring war on a species. Why were
they doing this?

Mason crouched, poked a stick through the bars,
and jabbed the woll in his side. He issued a low,
warning growl and drew back his lips o show his
teeth.

I grabbed the stick from Mason and tossed it aside.
| was seething with anger. “Don’t do thatr”

Mason stood up, “You're right, If he's angry, he
won't shili back.”

“5hift? What are vou talking about? He's a wolf
and it's illegal (o capture them.”

He gave me a grin that scemed to say, Wihat world
der vout fives in 7

“It"s mol a weddf,” he sabd, “Well, obviously it’s a
woll right now, but before it shifted, it was human.
With that fur coloring. I'm pretty sure it's Lucas.
Makes sense. The way he watched yvou, 1 knew he
wouldn't leave yvou behind.”

Okay, someone needs 1o go back on s meds, |
laughed. “Are vou freaking mental?”
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He narrowed his eyes at me. “Lycanthropes exist,
Kayla, Here, im this wilderness. Theres a whole
village—"

*Nuo, they don't,” | miterruptled. “And no, there's
noL If anvthing, it's just legend, crazy stories people
tell around the campfire.”

With a wicked grin, he leaned toward me. “I can
prove it's true.”

He crouched down. ungipped his backpack. and
removed a gun. It wasn’t like the one he'd used
before. This one looked hke the Glock my dad
carried.

“What the hell—"

Before 1 finished my sentence, he calmly aimed it at
the woll—

“No!” 1 sereamed, lunging for Mason, Again, (oo
kate.

He pulled the trigger. The wolf velped and fell o
his side, Blood gushed from his hip.

Students started rushing over,

“It’s okay. Just an accident. The gun mishired. No
big deal,” Mason called out, waving them back.
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Mo big deal? He'd purposely shot the wolf!

I shoved him hard and he staggered back. “What is
wromg with you?” 1 demanded to Know,

“I'm proving my point.”

Nou are mental.” If 1 could get my hands on that
gun, I'd shoot him, [ grabbed the lock and rattled it.
The woll was panting. I could see the pain in his eyes.
“Get this open so | can do something for him, before
he bleeds to death.”

“Calm down, He's not going to bleed to death.™

“Don’t tell me to calm down, I'm not going o let
you hurt him again. | need to see the wound.”

He gave me the calm smile that 1 was starting 1o
hate, “Okay,” he said, crouching. “Look.”

| dropped 1o my knees and curled my hands around
two ol the bars.

“Leck at his hind leg where 1 shot him.” Mason
said.

Almost as quickly as the blood had gushed. it began
to slow to a drizze. Then it stopped altogether. Using
another stick, Mason liftied the fur. The wound was
closing, like a time-lapse video that I'd secn in biology
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class. | wouldn’t have believed it if 1 hadn’t seen il
with my own eyes.

“When they're in woll form, they heal faster than
we do” Mason smd. “Imagme the medical
ramifications. If we can isolate the gene, we can create
a serum  that would replicate the rapid cell
rejuvenalion. Someone 15 in a devastating car wreck,
bleeding to death. We give him an injection and he's
healed before an ambulance gets him Lo the nearest
hospital. Then, of course, there are the military uses.
An army of shape-shifting soldiers, with ther
heightened sense of smell, hearing, and sight. It would
be invincible,”

He made it sound as though he were doing all this
for the good of mankind. Did it make me an awiul
human being because 1 thought it was wrong 1o exploit
this species like that? Not that 1 believed for one
minute that it was a werewolf—that it was Lucas. For
some reason, this particular woll had amazing healing
propertics—but it had to be a genetic mutation, a
fluke. It wasnt a special species of humans who
changed imo wolves, or wolves that changed into
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humans.

Mason looked a1 me. “Of course, the real money
will be in recreational uses. If we can create a drug
that wall transform you for qust a couple of
hours—wouldn't you take 07 Just to know what it's
like? Lycanthrope partics will be all the rage. And
we'll hold the patent. And if the FDA doesn’t approve
it—who cares? We'll make more money on the black
markel amyway.”

S50 it wasn't about the good of mankind. It was
shoul money.,

“It was really selfish of yvou to hold back, Lucas,
You should have willingly donated yoursell o our
rescarch, Instead we had to come out here and lure
you into our trap. It was so easy once we realized how
protective you were of Kavla.” Mason poked him
again, and the woll growled.

“It’s not Lucas. You sound insane,” | insisted.

UM course it is. You'll see. He'll grow too weak (o
hold this shape, and hell revert back o human form,
Then vou'll know.,™

“They're not going to let vou walk out of here with
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awolf.,”

He gave me a cocky grin, “We're not walking, We
have choppers landing in the morning. Why do you
think we wanted a spot at the edge of a large valley?
We'll take you with us, and once you see everything,
you'll understand the significance of our work. | want
you 1o be part of it. We'll have that candlelit dinner to
celebrate.”

In my mind I was screaming, * No way!”

But | knew | had to play it cool. Until | could figure
oul a strategy of escape for me and the wolf, 1 had to
start pretending that 1 thought all this was amazing. |
had o lie. And | needed more information.

“50 what? You're taking him back to the
university?T”

“God, Kayla, how naive can you be? Get with the
program. It was all a con. My dad isn't a professor.
He's head of research at Bio-Chrome. Ever heard of

us? “Studying chromosomes for a better tomorrow”?™

I had a wvague recollection of some  stupid
commercial I'd seen on TV,

“But his students—"
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“We're all his research team. We're geniuses.” He
laughed. =1 graduated from college at seventeen., My
roommate used o live around here. He wold me about
the rumors thal shape-shifters were hiding m this
forest. Even told me to keep a special eve on Lucas, 1
started doing rescarch. Way oo many sightings for it
not 10 be true. And now we'll not only prove it but
we'll benefit from i.” He looked back at the wolf,
“You're going to make history, Lucas.”

Mason tumed his attention back 1o me. “Can you
envision 1?7 Can you see whal we're gong (o
accomplish? 1 want you to be part of i, Kayla. We
want you 1o be part of the team,”

“I'm still in high schoold, Mason,” 1 said. playing
along. There was no way [ was going (o join his team.

He rolled his eves. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity, Kayla. My dad can get you a high school
equivalency diploma. You can start taking college
courses online while you work on the research. This
will all be cutting-edge. We'll all be millionaires,
We're offering you an opportunity to be part of it.”

I swallowwed hard, “It sounds great,” 1 lied. “I'm so

Drark Cunrdian # 1 Moondight

in."”

“I knew you would be once you understood
everything. And don’t worry about Lucas. He'll come
to understand it all, too.”

Mason got up and walked away, leaving me there.
My fingers were wrapped so tightly around the bars
that they were beginning to ache. I studied the wolf
and held his gaze. He held mine,

It was a strange connection. Maybe 1 was a litile
msane, too. | knew  werewolves—shift-shapers,
keanthropes, whatever you  wanled 1o call
them—existed only in movies and TV shows, Still, 1
keaned near and whispered, “Lucas?”

With great effort, he lifted his head and licked my
fingers.

I released my hold on the bars and scrambled back.
It couldn't be. It just couldn’t be. Werewolves did mor
exisd,

And this wasn't Lucas.

| jerked my head wp at the sound of someonc
approaching. Ethan was holding a rifle. | didn't know
if it held more tranguilizer darts or bullets. He gave
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me an awkward smile.

“Pretty cool, huh?” he asked. He sat on the ground,
leaned against a tree, and set the nifle on his lap.

“Are you afraid he's going to stage a prison break?"
| asked lightly, trying (o appear as nonthreatening as
possible.

He shrugged. “Until we study him, we don’t know
what he's capable of. Besides, he’s not the only one.
The others might try something.”

This was just getting better and better.

I was furious at Mason and his father, and 1 was
ternfied for the woll. | was plotting an escape. But 1
knew none of that showed on my face as 1 st by the
camplire following supper. Mason was loasting
marshmallows again, which seemed so bizarre, Dr,
Keane wag sitting on his little stool. 1 envisioned
kicking it ouwt from beneath him and laughing as he
tumbled 1o the ground. But he wasn't worth my effort.

I had to act mormal. [ had o give them the
mpression that 1'd accepted their insane plan and
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that I could be trusted.

Mason offercd me his perfect marshmallow, 1 gave
him a (Mirtatious smile before popping il into my
mouth,

“hee, Dad?” Mason sad. “l wld you once she
understood, she'd see the value in our work.”™

Dr. Keane gave me a suspicious look, so | smiled
brightly and said, “1 think you're an absolule genius.”

Dy, Keane's chest puffed out slightly amd he
yammered on for a while about all the money they'd
muke once they hgured out the werewolves” secret o
transforming.

“50 you think there are more creatures hke this
onc?” 1 asked, pretending 1o be interested in his
insane ideas.

“0Oh, absolutely,” Dr. Keane said.

I glanced over at the cage. Tyler was standing guard
over it now. “Shouldn’t you feed him? Or a leasi give
him some water? You wouldn't want him (o die on
you."

“Oh, | think he's a long way from dying. Right now
it's imperative that we weaken him, so he’ll revent o
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human form. Takes a lot of energy to stay in woll
form,” said Ewvil Scientist—my new name for Dr,
Keane.

“How can you even know that?” 1 asked.

“Because it makes sense.”

“What if the wolf form is his natural form and it
fakes more energy (o remain in human form?” 1
asked. I'd been trying to make conversation, but the
words sent a chill through me. 1 didn™t believe any of
their insame theories, but what if they were true?
Would 1t be cool (o be able to shift mto another
shape? Or would it be a nightmare? A nightmare, |
decided. Ever since my parents were Killed, 1'd spent
my life trying to fit in. | couldn’t imagine anything
more horrifving than being so different from everyone
else.

Evil Scientist pondered my question for a moment,
then smiled his wicked evil-scientist grin. “1 guess we'll
do some experiments and Tigure it oul. Which came
first? The wolf or the human?”

| wished I'd kept my mouth shut. 1 didn't want
them experimenting on the wolf. [ felt an obligation to
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protect him.

Mason ook my hand. “Don’t look so wornied. It's
not o our benefit to hurt him.”™

Right. And shooting hem was vour way of making
K feed pood,

I didn't say anything aloud. | just plastered on a
smile that said. “1 think you're absolutely wonderful.
Great boviriend material. I'm the luckiest girl.”

“The chopper will be here at dawn,” Dr. Keane
sald. “We'll need 10 break camp before that. We
probably all need to turn i early.”™

As everyone got up and headed toward the tents,
Mason took my hand again and pulled me into the
shadows. “1 just want vou 0 know that | wanted you
o stay here because | do like vou. I wasn't just about
using you to capture the werewolf.”

“Nou could have just told me. Then 1 could have
helped.”

*We needed your reaction to be honest.” He
touched my cheek, “1 really like you, Kayla,”

I smiled. “I like vou, too.” The lie came casily,
maybe because he'd told me so many hies that 1 didn’t
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have any problem repeating a few back to him.

He leaned in to kiss me, [ put my hand on his chest,
I couldn’t bear the thought of him Kissing me. “1'm
sorry.  After  ths  aftemoon, I'm  a  little
bruised—physically and emotionally. Even though 1
understand why you did what you did. and 1 would
have done the same in your place, I'd like to go a little
slow now.,”

“Sure. You're right. I[t's been a day of discovery.”

A day of betrayal was what [ was thinking.

He walked me 1o my tent and soud goodmght. 1
crawled into the ent 1 was sharing with Monique. She
wits already curled up in her sleeping bag and reading
a book.

“So0 all the fhirting you were doing with Lucas...?”

She smiled. “Just part of the lure. Although he is
hot. And if he is this wolf, that makes him s0 much
hotter.”

She was sick. Totally.

As | got ready for bed, 1 slipped my metal nail file
out of my backpack and tucked it into the pocket of
my shorts. [ would need it o pick the lock.
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It may seem strange. but after all, my adoptive dad
i a cop. | was bound to pick up a few tips on criminal
activities like hotwiring cars and breaking and
enlenng.

I made my way into my skeeping bag. “Goodnight.”

It was several minutes before Monigue tumed out
the light. T lay there, not moving, just planning.

I finally heard Monigue's breathing drop into that
slow shallow rhyithm thalt meant she'd gone o sleep. 1
hadn't zipped my sleeping bag because 1 hadn't
wanted the rasp of the apper to wake her wp. |
scooted out from my bag. Looking over my shoulder
at her, I tugged on my boots, A bright moon provided
enough light for me to see her silhouette, She didn't
move at all. [ slipped my hand back into my sleeping
bag and wrapped my fingers around my flashlight. 1
always kept it handy in case 1 had to get up in the
middle of the mght. 1 definitely needed it tonight.

I crept out of the tent. 1 didn’t take my backpack
with me. 1 wasn't planning to leave—I didn't think I
could make it back o the village on my own anyway. |
just wanted to sct the wolf free. If Mason and his dad
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figured out it was me, they might get mad, but they
weren't going 10 shoot me. Would they? Of course
nol. | did think they'd pome over 1o the dark side, but
they were scientists, not murderers.

The camp was cerily quiet. 1 straightened and
slipped around behind the tent. | moved stealthily
until 1 reached the outer perimeter where Ethan was
onmee again walching the cage. He was sitting cross-
legged. Every now and then, he poked the wolfl with a
sharp stick. 1 guess he figured if he wasn't getting any
sleep, the wolf shouldn't either. Or mavbe it was part
of their plan to wear the wolfl down until he shified
back into human form. Personally, 1 thought it was a
bad idea to prod wild creatures.

I tightened my hold on the Nashlight. It was a good,
heavy, solid tool. When needed. it made a terrific
club, And right now 1 needed a club.,

My heart was pounding so hard that | was surprised
the goy didnt hear it. Actually, 1 was surprised it
didn’t wake the entire camp. | took another step—

Smap!

| landed on a dry twig and grimaced. Ethan started
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o twist around—

I swung with everything I had in me. The flashlight
slammed against his skull. 1 felt the shock of the
contact ricochet up my arm. Ethan keeled over in a
sprawl. He never even saw me. | knelt beside him and
checked his pulse, It was steady. He probably wouldn't
be out for long. 1 had o work fast.

I took a quick look around. 1 couldn™t believe they
had only one person guarding their precious prize, but
I figured they thought he was securely locked up. And
only Evil Scientist had the key.

I scrambled around to the door. turmed on my
flashlight. and set it so the light dluminated the
padlock. It wasn't anything fancy. This was going to be
casy, | pulled the file from my pocket and went to
work.

“I'll hawe you out of here in a minute,” | whispered.

I was surprised by how alert the wolf seemed.
Especially since they'd been denving him amy sort of
comfort or essentials—like food and water—while
trying to weaken him. Sadists.

He issued a low growl, almost a purr. A throaty




Drark Giuardian #1: Moeondight

sound. 1 ignored it. 1 didn't want him tryving to
communicate with me, 1 just wanted him 1o get the
heell oy,

I heard the lock chek. | snapped it apari and jerked
open the door, Swallowing hard, 1 scooted back.

With lithe movements, the wolfl sauntered out of
the cage and went over o the guard. He began
sniffing around. | wondered if he was considering
eating him.

I mowved over 10 him, “No!™ 1 hissed. “You have o
go. Shoo! Gol™

But he didn't go. He just got very, very still,
unnaturally so, and I could feel a small electric charge
m the air. | stood up and glanced around. We were
still lucky. No one was in sight. Maybe if 1 hit the woll
with my flashlight, it would frighten him away. 1
reached down, grabbed it from where I'd left it on the
ground, and turned back—

The woll was gone. But 1 felt no relief. As a maitter
of fact, 1 felt close o panic. Because while the wolf
was no longer there, Lucas was,

A very naked Lucas was crouched near Ethan. 1
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couldn’t process that. He was a werewolf? D, Keane
and Mason were nght? Noo mo. no, There was
another explanation. There had to be. My world tilved
and | had an urge to scream hystencally.

I stared at his bare back while he tugeed off
Ethan's cargo pants. He had absolutely no tan lines.
He was like a perfect bronzed god. I might have fallen
m lust nght then and there if 1 didn’t know that he
came with issues in the form of a furry body and
caning incisors,

“Good luck,” 1 smd. My voice quivered, and [ knew
I sounded completely dazed, 1 was close to totally
bosing it. Maybe | was still in my tent dreaming. 1 took
a step back toward the shadows.

“Wan!™ Lucas ordered in a low voice.

I glanced back. He'd already pulled on the panis
and was zipping them up.

“I have 1o go.” [ said.

Before 1 could race away, he was beside me,
grabbing my arm.

I jerked away. “Leave me alone. You're free. Just
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“I'm not leaving vou here with Mason. Not after
what he tried 1o do to you—"

“It was all fake. He wasn't going o hurt me.” 1
shook my head “1 don't know how or why, but he
knew you were around and he was trying to draw you
out. Obwiously it worked.”™

He clenched his jow. =1 fell right into his trap. 1
forgot about everything when he attacked you. 1 just
wanted to rip his throat out. He might try it again—"

“No, I'm on 10 him now. I won't let him put me in
that position.™ As a matter of fact, | was thinking that
I might head out on my own as soon as 1 saw that
Lucas was safely gone.

“You have 1o come with me,” Lucas said.

“I'll be fine.”

“No, You won't be)” he said with incredible
scriousness, But then he was always serious, The guy
never laughed, and he seldom smiled. But, oh, when
he smiled, the things it did 1o my heart,

“They don’t know it was me who let you out,” 1
msisted.

“That doesn’t matter. In less than forty-gight hours
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there will be a full moon, the first Tull moon since vour
birthday.”

e

“The first transformation happens during the first
full moon after your seventeenth birthday.”

“Okay, great, nice to know, but we don’t have time
for a Werewohves for Dummies lesson. You need to
get out of here.”

I should have run when he stepped over Lo me, but
I didn’t. | stood there gazing into his silver eyes. They
held me captive, They wouldn't let me look away, |
felt this strange pull. I wanted to lean into him, |
wanted o wrap mysell around him. Around Lucas,
who always made me feel like I wanted (1o crawl out of
my skin. His eyes were so solemn. But ihere was
something else there, something possessive,

I wanted this 10 be a romantic moment, like those
corny movies. | wanted him to take me in his arms and
kiss me like his life depended on it. Then [ wanted
him to run off into the woods and disappear forever,
Be safe.

Why was it suddenly so important to me that he be
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safe?

He wrapped his hands around my arms. [ thought
he would jerk me toward him now and plant that kiss
that I so desperately wanted.

Instead he said solemnly, “Kayla, you're one of us.”
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TWELVE

For such a little word, ws had huge ramifications, £
could mean the human race. Well, except that he
wasn't human, not totally. Or at least, [ didn’t think he
Wi,

It could mean that since I'd rescued him, [ was now
destined 1o follow him around. In some cultures, when
a person sived someone’s life, they were tied together
forever. 1'd read that somewhere. My babbling mind
was searching for other explanations for ps . Maybe it
meant..,

God, who was [ kidding here? There was only one
thing that it could mean and it wasn't what | wanted it
to mean. L5 Whatever he was, he was including me
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in that little circle of weirdness. It wasn't natural.
People did not tum into wolves, 1 had enough freakish
baggage 1o deal with. [ was not going o add being
physically abnormal to the hst.

Ethan moaned.

Lucas ook my hand. “Come on, we gotta go before
he sounds the alarm.”

I shook my head, “I'm not like you.”

“We'll discuss it later. We have to go.”

“I'm not going.”

“Kayla, in less than forly-eight hours they’ll know
the truth about you, then you'll be the one in the cage,
If you survive the transformation. You need me (o
help you do that.. & you want 1o survive.”

This was just getting better and betier. Not only
was he sayving that | was going to go all furry, but...1
might die in the process if he wasnt there? My mind
was trying to process this, and it just wouldn't. | was
human. I was not like him. And o 7 How many of ws
were there? 1 couldn’t make sense of any of this. 1 just
couldn’t  understand . U was o large Lo
comprehend. My mind wanted to shut down.
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There really were people who could transform into
wolves? And [ was one of them?

The whole idea was wotally out of control.

Ethan groaned louder and staried struggling o gel
up, Lucas and I were back in the shadows, but it
wouldn't be long until Ethan was awarc of us.

Lucas apparently had reached the end of his
paticnce, because he dipped down, picked me up, and
slung me over his shoulder. Before 1 could even catch
myy breath o voice a protest, he was running. Fast, His
feet, as always, were slent.

How could he be so strong, so quick, so quiet when
I was draped over his shoulder? What was he?
Superwolf?

I was sull clutching my fashlight. 1 thought about
swinging it between his legs, That would stop him and
dump me on the ground at the same time. But |
didn't. 1 just hung there with trees rushing by in a blur.

You re aone of us.

fm owe of them.

| thought about this strange fear that had been
circling inside me—the fear with origins 1 couldn’t
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figure ouwl. [ considered all the strange inner
sensations 1d had, the fecling that 1 was changing in
wiays | couldn’t comprehend.

I told myselt they were normal teenage fears,
normal teenage changes,

| wasn't one of #frem . Lucas was wrong, Mavbe he
wanted me to be like him.

But he was mustaken. 1 wasn’t hike him. 1 was
normal. [ was Kayla Madison, confused teenage girl,

I was not about o become a werewoll.

I don’t know how long or how far Lucas ran belore 1
finally velled, “Okay already, stop!”

He didn't listen. He just kept going.

I hit his butt with my flashlight. “Stop! I mean it!
Stop or Ull—"

Fiwhae? He's bigger, tougher, stronger.

Maybe he heard something in my voice, or maybe
Fee wiis Just worn out, but he came to a halt and let me
down. My feet hit the carth, but my legs were wobbly
and | collapsed onto the ground.
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He crouched beside me. He was breathing heavily,
like I did when [ ran up stairs, But it seemed like afier
all that running with me over his shoulder, he should
be pantmg, gaspmg. I'd never in a million years be so
in shape.

The moonlight was breaking through the branches,
but I wanted more. | wanted sunlight, bat i wouldn’t
be here for a few more hours. | turned on my
flashlight. 1 didn’t shine it directly into his face, |
didn’t need to. Just having it on was enough.

“¥ou didn’t run mio anythmg,” [ said. It was a
mindless thing to say. [ gouess he thought so, oo,
because he looked a hintle surprised.

“I have really good night vision,” he finally said,

“Is that because you're a—"

“Yeah. Vision, hearing, smell—they all improve
after the first transformation.”

Il nodded and swallowed. “So  what are
you. . .exactly?”

“Technical term is lycanthrope. We refer to
oursches as Shifters. People who don't know any
better call us werewolves.” He glanced around. “We
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need to starnt walking. put more distance between us
and the Statics.”

“Statics?” Lasked.

“Those who never change.” He said st wath a hunt of
sadness. | didn’t know if he was feeling sorry for those
who didn’t have the ability w shift or those who did.

He took my hand and pulled me to my feet. 1
swayed, If 1 hadn't knocked against him, 1 probably
would have hit the ground agamm. His arms came
around me and he held my gaze. “1 know it's a shock,
everything vou've leamed tonight.”

Yu think? 1 shook my head, then nodded. I was
still 0 confused. My brain wasn’t firing on all
ovlinders. “What did you mean when you said “if |
wanted to survive™?”

Gently, he touched my cheek with his fingertips.
They were rough and callused. 1 didn't want (o think
that earlier in the night they'd also sported claws that
could rip my face aparl. “The first time you shift it's
painful, like childbirth. In a way, | guess that makes
sense, You're giving birth o your inner wolf, So you
necd your mate there to coach you through i.”
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“My mateT" Is he for real?

“Don’t you feel it?” he asked. “This pull between
s
Was he talking about this thing that terrified me?

I stepped away from him. “l don't wam this!”™ |
stalked around in the littde bit of area we had between
the trees. ©1 didn't ask for this!™ | came 1o an abrupt
halt. “5Sowhat? Al some point in my life [ was bitten?”

“It's genctic, just like Keane said.”

“You're saying that I inherited this ability o shift?
What? Like from my parents? That they were"—I
stuttered and stopped, trving to wrap my mind around
the ramifications—"that they were wolves?”

He just looked at me.

“That’s insane! They would have told me.” 1 had
this flash memory of wolves, ignored it. “And you're
wrong. I'm not one of you,”

His large shoulders rolled imto a shrug “Okay,

vou're not. But you'd better stick with me—just in
case I'm right, Besides, Evil Scientist will know you
helped me escape and he's not very forgiving,”

My brow furrowed so deeply that it hurt. *How did
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you know that I call him that?” 1 backed up a step.
“*Oh my God! You can read minds?" My voice
shimmered with outrage and accusation. He didn't
bother to deny it. Diad he know everything | thought?

“Ohnly when I'm in waoll form,” he said, He took the
flashlight, clicked it off, and handed it back to me.
“Mo sense in broadcasting where we're going.”

He grabbed my hand and tugged me deeper into
the woods. 1 didn't want to go, but he was right.
Unfortunately. I was stuck with him until 1 could
higure out my allernatives,

My cyves adjusted to the wilderness bathed in
moonlight. 1 was following so closely behind Locas
that 1 pretty much stepped where he stepped. His
hand held mine firmly. He was so tall and broad, and
his fingers felt so strong wrapped around mine, that |
wondered if he was naturally this way or of it came
about when he first shifted into woll form. Of course,
| guessed that maruraffy was the wrong word. On the
other hand, for him shifting was natural, Nee to shift
was weird.
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It was an upside-down, insane world that T was
suddenly part of,

I had a gazillion questions, bul since we were trying
to be quiet untl we reached wherever we were
going—l hadn’t asked and he hadn’t said, but his
strides  definitely had a purpose—I kept all my
questions o mysell. Besides, he was moving fast and 1
was having a difficult time keeping pace. | had
thought I was in decent shape, but 1 was breathing like
a dog afier it chased a Frisbee. Dog, wolf—1 needed
to stop thinking aboutl animals.

I didn’t have a lot of time left to figure out how not
o shift mto a wild creature—il 1 truly was about o
shift. 1 still had dowbts about that. Wouldn't you
Amemy |, deep down, if you were part woll or had any bit
af woll in vou? It just all seemed inconceivable, But if
it was about to happen, surely there was some way (o
prevent it. If | fought it...mind over matter. Or in this
case, mind over woll. 1 just wouldn®t accept il

Because if 1 accepted it did 1 have to accept Lucas
as my mate? Shouldn’t | have a choice in the matter?

He'd asked if 1 felt the pull. 1 couldn’t deny that 1
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did. And that it terrified me.

It wasn't like a crush. Itwasn’t like seeing a guy and
thinking I'd like him 1o take me to the prom. It was
soul-deep, as though he was everything, the one,
forever. | had to remind myselfl that 1 barely knew the
guy. But still 1 couldn’t shake the fecling of being
meant for cach other—as corny a8 thal sounded.

We were going into a parl of the wilderness that 1'd
never been to before. The brush was thick, the trees
growing closely together. The thick canopy overhead
nearly blocked out every drop of moonhght. He was
dragging me up an incline and then stopping me from
skidding down on the other side.

I remembered that he was barcfoot. His feet would
be a bloodied mess of scrapes and cuts. He never
complained. He never grunted. He just kept going as
thowgh the hounds of hell were on our tail.

Only e was the hound of hell.

| was completely lost. My movemenis were robotic,
meade without thought.

Eventually we were scrambling up the side of a
rocky, forested slope. | knew instinctively that Lucas
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could have shifted and been far away by now. He
could have traversed the rugged termain easily.
Instead, he had to keep reaching back for me.

*“¥ou should go on,” | insisted after shding down a
couple of feet and skinning my elbows,

“I'm not leaving you,”

“But you're the one in the most danger. They won't
harm me,”

He stopped and gave me a hard look over his
shoulder, “I'm not leaving you, Kayla.”

Stubborn, So what f Mason and his “fmends”
found me? They'd just keep trailing after Lucas, and |
could dnlt away. But it was obvious that Lucas wasn't
going o listen. | pul some extra muscle into my
efforis.

When | hinally caught up to him, he smd, "Okay,
just keep climbing. I'm going back to erase our trail. |
won't be gone long.™

In a pamnic, 1 grabbed his arm. “You'll lose me.”

1 cam track your seent.”

“Really? Do you need to take a picce of my
clothing or something, to remind yvou?”
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“No, bul—" He leaned in against my throat. 1
heard him inhale, “You smell so good. I'd find you
anywhere.”

Was that his idea of romance? | couldn’t deny that
it did warm me. Before 1 could respond. he was gone,

I wanted 1o sit down and think about all this. 1
wanied to try o make sense of il. Everything had
started to gel weird after the river. Maybe I'd really
drowned, Maybe | was in hell, But that didn’t make
sense either. What | did know was that Lucas was in
danger and of 1 didnt start moving, Keane and s
group might catch up with ws. [ wasnt worried about
me. | wasn't the one they wanied to study, But [ didn't
want anything to happen o Lucas.

My worries for him gave an urgency W my
movemenis. | was determined not to be the reason
that he ended up back in that cage. Being studied, like
an animal in a lab. An amimal. That word resounded
in my head. When I looked at Lucas now, | saw a
human who transformed into a wolf. Mason and his
dad saw a woll. They didn’t see the human anymore,
the person. They saw only the unusual creature whose
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existence defied logic.

Their view of him justified putting him in a cage.
My view had compelled me 1o set him free.

I shpped, caught hold of a sapling, and clung to i,
cialching my breath while trying to figure out how |
could go farther. Everything suddenly scemed
crammed topether. Small crevices and rocks. Which
way would keep him safe?

“You made better progress than | expected,” he
sald as he approasched me.

I nearly screamed at the unexpectedness of s
arrival. He needed 1o wear a collar wath bells or
something so 1'd hear him approaching.

He sat beside me. ™ You okay?”

I nodded. “Just taking a minute to catch my
breath.”

“It gets harder from here,” he said.

“Oh, great.”

“But 1 have a plan.” He got up, moved away, and
ducked behind some brush.

“What are you—" Something landed on my face. |
pulled it wway. His pants. “Uh, Locas?”
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“It’s okay. I'm going to shift. I'm more surefooted
s a wolf, You'll climb on my back, and we'll make
better time.”

*¥ou're not a horse.”

“Trust me. This i3 the only way 10 get where we
need o be.”

I couldn’i see him clearly. “I do trust="

He was gone and the wolf stepped out.

“We should take this show to Vegas,” I mumbled.

He released a tiny growl that sounded more like a
chuckle. Could waolves laugh?

He nudged my thigh.

“1 don't think [ can.”

He licked my hand.

“Oh, okay, when you put it that way.” | tied the
pants around my waist. | straddled Lucas and dug my
fingers into his fur to hang on. 1 bent my legs back and
put my feet on his backside so they weren't dragging
the ground. I ¢clung to him when he started moving, |
could feel his muscles bunching and streiching
beneath me. He was s0 powerful. 1 wondered if 1
would be as well. Did he work out or was his physique
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related (o his genes? He had such a hot bod—

I shut down the thought, remembering that when
he was in this form, he could read my thoughs. |
worked to make my mind go blank. It was an mvasion
of privacy, this ability he had, and we were going (o
have to set up parameters, but until we did. 1 stared
menially arranging the shoes in my closet back home.
My mom wiss a shoc-aholic, so | had ot least fifty pairs
that I could think about while Lucas clambered over
uncven terrain. We went through narrow crevices,
Eventually he stopped and gave his body a hittle shake.
I climbed off him. He wandered over to a bush and
went behind it.

“Throw mc my pants,” he said, standing up so his
head and shoulders were visible.

“You do that really fasi.” 1 tossed him the pants.

“You will, too, once you get used to it and learn the
tricks.”

Number one: I'd never get used to it. Number iwo:
I wasn't convinced 1 was going to go furry. Number
three: 1 didn’t want Lo learn any tricks,

Lucas came oul from behind the bush, “Shoes?
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You really own that many pairs of shoes?”

I released a self-conscious laugh. “Can you tum
that off? Getting inside my head?”

“There's a way to mule your thoughts, T'll teach
you,”

“Good, because it wouldn't be fair if you knew
everything 1 was thinking bul vou were screening your
thoughts from me.”

“There isn'l anything I'd think that | wouldn't want
you o know." He ook my hand again. “It's just a little
farther.”

We went down a little bit and ook a tumn, In the
distance 1 could hear the rushing of water.

| stumbled over something, lost my balance—

Lucas caught me before | could do a face-plant.
How did he move so fast? I he was right aboui me,
would [ have reflexes that quick™ Did I'want them?

“Almost there,” he said as he helped me to regain
my balance.

“Where's ‘there"?

“A hiding place.”

When 1 thought of a hiding place, 1 thought of
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someplace small and dark. A place where you
crouched and quaked. I wasnt looking forward to it.
Especially since 1'd be cramped into and nestled nght
up agamst Lucas. Would | be able to resist my urges?

We stepped out of the woods and mto a small
clearing. Moonlight spilled around ws. The rushing
water I'd heard was a waterfall cascading down the
side of the mountain. Lucas let go of my hand. | was
stunmed (o realize that 1 suddenly fell berefl. 1 almosi
reached for his hand. Not becawse | was afraid, but
because 1 didn't want to break the connection
between us.

“Wow, this 15 awesome.” For a minute [ forgot that
we were being hunted by Evil Scientist and his crew.
“I didn’t know anything remotely like this existed
around here.”

“We have a lot of similar places in this forest.”

““We'? You say that like yvou own the forest.”

“Techmically it's federal land, but yeah, it's ours.”

“What? 5o there's really a village hidden away out
here, like Mason said? Are there really others like
you?"
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He got eerily still. as though he was trying to decide
how much he could trust me. [ guess my attitude
about not wanting (o be whatever he was caused
doubts about my sincenty, If | was going to reconnect
with Mason’s group, 1 hgured the less [ knew the
better.

“Go ahead and turn on your flashlight,” he said,
totally ignoring my question. “You'll probably need it
where we'ne going.”

“And where is that?”

*Into the waterdall,”
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THIRTEEN

The waterfall cascaded into a pool. Lucs twold me
there were some underground streams that fed inlo a
river farther down, OF course, there was also a river
high above that furnished the water for the waterfall, |
thought maybe we would sce it the next day.,

But for now, Lucas was holding my hand again and
keading me around the edge of the nppling pool. The
grass eventually gave way to rocks, pebbles, and small
stones that were as slippery as glass. 1 lost my footing,
If Lucas hadn’t been holding my hand, 1 would hove
tumbled into the pool. Instead, with a tug of my arm, |
was lumbling into him, against his warm skin, The
shock of it should have had me pulling back, but |
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found mysell melling into him. He felt so good. his
skin smooth, his muscles firm.

His arm came around me, holding me in the shelter
of hes embrace.

As we gol doser o the waterfall, it was like walking
toward thunder. The rushing water echoed around us
and blocked out any other sound. It was disorienting
and almost frightening, In contrast, a delicate mist
fickled my face. Bul | knew it was an illusion. Getling
caught in that waterfall could kill a person,

Lucas pulled me behind i, T had only a second to
run my flashlight over the curtain of rushing water
before Lucas drew me into the black abyss,

He released his hold, 1 shored up my courage and
didn't release an embarrassing screech begging him
not 1o leave me. It was quieter in here, the waterfall
muted but still present. [ swept the beam of the
flashlight around the cavern. Someone had been here
before us.

“This is one of our lairs,” Locas explained as he
crouched to switch on a battery-operated lantern. It
provided more light than my fashlight did, so | turned
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mine off to preserve the batteries. 1 planned to keep it
with me. I fell safe with it. Maybe because my
adoptive dad had given it to me. 1t was like having him
here with me. Suddenly | desperately wished he were
my real dad. Then all of this might not be real. What
was | thinking? It wasn't real anyway.

If 1t was genetic, then I had 1o have inherited it
from my parents. And they certainly weren't wolves,
They didn’t heal the wiy Lucas did when Mason shot
him. They died.

“Hungry?” Lucas asked, bringing me oul of my
MOTOSE MUsings.

“No. Thirsty, though.”

He tossed me a bottle of water. The cave was cool.
S0 was the water. Clear plastic crates conlaining
provisions were stacked along the walls. Lucas
grabbed a granola bar and started chomping away
while he opened another crate and took out a blanket.
He walked over to me and draped it around my
shoulders,

“You necd it more than | do,” 1 said. “At least ['m
wearing a shirt.”
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“There's more. Besides, | can always go furrv.” He
gave me an meredibly sexy grin, and my whole body
reacted with a jerk of awareness,

As though suddenly embarrassed, he tumed away
and walked back to the crate. He took out more
blankets and a couple of slecping bags. He unzipped
the bag and laid it down fully opened and spread out.
“Thought we could lay down together, share our
bodies” heat,” he sad, indicating that 1 should stretch
out on the bed he'd made. He was still holding the
one sleeping bag, 1 hgured he was gomg 1o cover us
with it.

I'd never slept with a guy before—and even il all we
did was sleep, we were still going to be in bed
together, our bodies touching. maybe curling into
cach other. 1 didn’t know if 1 was ready for the
intimacy. On the other hand, absorbing his warmth in
this cool cavern sounded heavenly. But sleeping
together, even innocently. seemed oo soon,

“Uh, after everything that’s happencd, how can you
even think about sleeping ™™ | asked.

*Homestly, I'm about 1o collapse.”
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I'd somehow shoved to the back of my mind that
he'd gone through an ordeal. Been shot, no less. Or
maybe it was just that he was so good at covering up
what he was feeling. Or maybe he was superwoll, But
I'd been leaning on him since his escape, when mavbe
I should have been letting him lean on me.

“What do you need me 1o do o help you?” [ asked.

“Just sleep.”

I looked at the makeshift bed again.

“I'm not going (o attack you the way Mason did,”
Lucas said.

I glanced over at him. “1 know. The thing is—["ve
never slept with a guy before.”

A comer of his mouth hitched wp. “Ii's easy. You
close your eyes and dream.”

And I could imagine all the things I'd dream lying
50 close o Locas, Still, [ nodded and stretched out on
the sleeping bag. Luces eased down beside me.
Cautiwusly, 1 didn’t know if it was because he was so
exhausted or he thought 1 might bolt. Or maybe he
sensed how stifl and sull 1 was, I'd spent a lot of time
thinking about what it would be like the first time |
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slept with a guy. 1 hadn't expected it (o be in a cave
with a guy as dark and dangerous as Lucas. Even
though 1 knew he wouldn't hurt me, for some reason
tonight my body didn't feel as though it belonged to
me. It wanted to roll over and snuggle up against him.

“Are you okay with the dark or do you want the
light left on?™ he asked.

“The dark is fine,” It wasn't, but no way was | going
(o admil 1 was scared of what 1 was {ecling toward
him. It scemed like the dark would only intensify it.

I heard the chick and the hght went oul. My eyes
quickly adjusted and | could see the waterfall. The
moonlight made i look like falling glass. It was
somehow very comforting, [ slowly began 1o relax

“This 15 my favorite of all the lairs,” Lucas said
quictly.

| wondered if he'd lied abowt being able 1o read my
thoughts only when he was in woll form. Maybe he
could read them anytime.

“Looks as though you set this place up like you
were expecting trouhle,” [ said

“We always expeat trouble.”
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He scooted a little closer. 1 could feel tiny tremors
going through hime “You're cold.” 1 didn't mean for
my voice 1o sound accusing, but it did.

*Nuo, Just the aftershocks of an adrenalme rush and
a shifting. Warmth helps.”

He'd risked cvervthing to save me from Mason.
How could I not risk my emotions by moving closer to
him?

I rolled over until 1 was sprowled partway over him.
I knew all about adrenaline rushes. When my parents
were killed, 1I'd thought I'd never stop shaking, His
arm came around me, holding me close, and |
snuggled even closer with my head nestled in the nook
of his shoulder. He brought the other slecping bag
over us. We were warm and cozy in our hittle cotoon.
Being next to him like this was wonderful. My body
grew limpid. [ could smell the heat of his skin, feel the
heat of it beneath my cheek and fingers.

“Is it a rush?” 1 asked guietly, not waniing o
disturb the peace settling over us, bul wanling to
deepen the connection. *Being a wolf, I mean.”

“It’s mot something 1 think about. It's what [ am.”™




Drark Giuardian #1: Moeondight

“How did it happen? I mean [ know you said it was
genetic, but how? Was the first one bitten by a wolf or
something ™

His deep laughler rumbled through the cavern.
“It's 0 stupid when they do that in movies, Why
would anyone think getting bitten by anything would
turn you into that thing? Same with vampires. So
stupid. But no. Lycanthropy isn't something that
started because of a bite.”

“Then how?™

“We've been here since the dawn of time. Bui seli-
preservation made us secretive. Centurics ago, we
lived in the general population, but there's always an
awareness when we meet our own Kind, You've
probably felt it when you've met people, but because
you didn't know we existed, you might not have
recognized it for what it was: like calling o like,”

| thought about the first time | met Lindsey last
summer. It was as though we were instantly best
friends, I"d felt a connection, a history. I'd been able
to tell her anything. “Is Lindsey...™" 1 couldn’t say iL.
It was too incredible.
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“¥es," he said quietly. “She hasn't had her
transformation. She’ll turn seventeen next month,”™

“We're mends. Why didn’t she say something?™

*Would you have beheved her? If she couldn’t
show you?”

*“1 don't know. I'm not sure 1 belicve you—I belicve
that you can transform, okay. That fir going to—I'm
not convinced. But you're saying there are others like
you living out among people?”

“Sure, At schools, universitics,. We  live in
communities. We're doctors, lawyers, cops, We're hike
everyone else, excepl we shift.”

*Excuse me , bul that makes you oor like everyone
clse,”

“Okay, vou have a point. And ves, there & some
rsk to us hiving among the Statics, but it's easier for us
o fit in than o have our own country or something.
Yes, sometimes we're outed. Our kind has been
burned at the stake as wilches, humed down as
demons, 50 centunics ago, the elders created a
brotherhood of...0 guess you can think of them as
knights. They're young warriors. We call them Dark
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Guardians. They're charged with protecling other
Shifters.”

| scoffed. “1 don’t think much of their protection
techniques. Where were they tomight when you
needed them?

He cleared his throat. “Well, the code is—if a Dark
Guardian is stupid enough to get discovered, he’s on
his omm, We risk our lives for others. We don't ask
others to risk ther lives for us.”

I pushed myself up until | could see his face. “Wait
a mimute. Are you telling me you're a Dark Guardian?
That you're a knight or whatever?”

“Yes, exactly, My job is 1o protect you, That's the
reason | sent the others on and | stayed back, 1o make
sure no one hurt you and to be there when the full
Moo rose.”

He was my protector? That explained the way he
always watched me. | wasn't ready to face the full
moon and all those ramifications. 1 still had way oo
meany questions about Lucas, “So you can die.”

*Sure. Fire. Bullets.”

“But I saw you heal.”
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“Pretty amazing. huh?” His voice held a hint of
pride. “I was just lucky that moronic Mason doesn't
know that silver is our Achilles” heel. That part of the
Hollywood crap 1s true, For some reason, a wound
mflicted with silver doesn’t heal like a normal wound.
Knife, sword, bullet—if it's made from silver, we're in
some deep shil.”

I realized that he trusted me with the secrets to
destroving them. Maybe it wasn't trust. Maybe it was
self-preservation. Silver had suddenly tumed from an
accessory 1o the source of my potential demise.

“Is there any way not to become.,.” My mind was
screaming i freak , but | couldn’t say that, Surely he'd
take it as a major insult.

“Ni,” he said quietly. His hand curled around my
neck and he eased me back to his shoulder, his arm
bolding me close o his side as though he could
prevent me from feeling the blow of that word. “But
it’ll be okay. Trust me. 1 know yvou have a lot of
questions, but I'm fading. Kayla. Let me get some
sleep and I'll answer everything tomorrow.,”™

“Okay.” 1 heard his breathing go shallow and felt
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the slow rise and all of his chest against my cheek.,

I watched the waterfall streaming past. | thought
about getting up and just walking straight into it. Let it
push me benecath the water and hold me there. |
didn’t want to be a wolf. Maybe Mason thought that it
was lotally cool and that people would buy
recreational drugs for a couple of hours of being furry.,
but I wouldn't have taken it if it were free.

I hoped Lucas was wrong. That the conneciion he
felt was something else. Maybe his perception was
skewed and he had misread me. 1 couldn’t be a
Shifter.

And as far as | was concerned, iF 1 was, my life was
suddenly going to suck. Big time.

I was crouched al the edge of the cave, Listening (o the
thundering waterfall, studving my nails. I'd crawled
out of the bed while Lucas was still asleep. 1 had a lot
(o think about. Part of me wanted 1o start running
from him, from all this, and never stop.

Lucas was so quiet that my heart nearly burst
through my chest when he dropped down beside me. |
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was proud of mysell for not giving any indication that
he'd startled me.

“You're up early. You okay?" he asked.

Was that a senous question? My world, my hie,
might not be what 1 thought it was. Of course | wasn't
okay. But | managed to do little more than sigh. “Just
thinking. I've mever had much luck growing long mails.
1 guess that's about o change.”™

He chuckled. O at least 1 thought he did. With the
waterfall, we had to talk loud, so low chuckles were
difficult to hear, but he was smiling. Then, as though
he thought we were at risk of ruining our throats if we
kept trying o have a conversation where we were, he
jerked his head to the side. 1 followed him back into
the cavern.

“Dr you know if my adoptive parents know...about
me, [ mean? What I am? Or what I'm going to be?”

“I don't think s0. When your parents were killed,
you were whisked away before a Dark Guardian could
be sent for. Once the government gets involved, it's a
little hard to reclaim our own.” He opencd a crate and
tossed me a can of VE,
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“1 thought wolves were carnivores,” 1 said dryly as 1
popped the top.

“Wolves are. Shifters aren't.” His wone said that I'd
msulted him. He handed me a protemn bar. *Need to
cal. Keep up your strength.”

I wre open the wrapper and eyed him dubiously.
“Nou don't think of yourself as a woll.,”

“I'm not a wolf. It's a shape | shift into, that's all.”

“That's all? Most people dont go all furry and
snarling. Not 10 mention the loonies who are trying 1o
caplure you for rescarch.”

“What you—what they—see as unusual is normal
for me. 've always known it was in my DNAL |
couldn’t wait until | tumed cighteen.”

I felt a little hitch in my heart. “1 thought yvou sud
seventeen.”

“Seventeen for girls. Eighteen for guys. Has to do
with that whole girls-mature-sooner-than-guys thing."

“Oh, I thought maybe I was going 1o have a
repricve.” The protein bar tasted like sawdust in my
mouth.

He opened a smack-sized bag of Double Stuf Oreos
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and handed me a cookie. Tears sprung (o my eyes. |
koved these, 1 looked up at him. He was walching me
intently.

*1 guess you read my mind sbout these, oo, Will |
be able to do that? Read minds?™

“Yeah, but at first it's just confusing babble. You
have to learn to sort the voices coming in.”

“Is there a werewoll school or something where |
can learn all this?™

“We prefer not 1o use the term werewodf, That has
such negative vibes, Name one movie where the
werewolf i the good guy, We're Shifters. And no, we
don’t have a school, but we do have training. It takes
place in these woods.™

| finished my cookies, drew my knees up to my
chest, and wrapped my arms around them. “Does it
huri?”

He knew what [ was asking about, and it wasn't the
traming, He knelt in front of me, He was still barefoot
and shirtless. Didn’t any of the boxes contain clothes?
I'wanted so badly to just reach out and run my lingers
across his chest and over his shoulders, Instead |
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focused on his silvery gase.

“Not if you trust me,” he said quictly,

| released a brittle laugh. “Are you sure you're not
wrong about me?”

Abruptly he stood up and held out his hand.
*Come on. 1 want W check the perimeter. Then we
cam relax and enjoy the beautiful day. After all, we're
not vampires.”

Lucas found a T-shirt. It cither wasn't his or it had
been his before he'd developed muscles, because it fit
him like he'd melied his body into it 1 was really
beginning o suspect he was reading my mind even
when he wasnt in woll form.

I followed him as he went a short distance into the
woods  that  circled our refuge. He was  so
graceful—like a Cirque du Soleil performer who is all
muscle but moves with powerful grace over the stage,
I'd abways noticed how buff he was, but now | could
see the predator in his movements.

I didnt think they were gomng (o0 take him by
surprise again, And if they did catch up with us, |
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suspected he'd go after them with a vengeance. Like a
Hollywood werewolf, He might not like the way his
kind were portraved on film, but | sensed in him a
determmation o defend me. It was  almuost
irightening—but it was al=o thrlling.

Would he be willing to die for me? Did [ want him
o be willing?

Of course not. But it was still a turn-on to know he
ok protecting me so seriously. 1 wasn't quite sure
how [ felt about the “mate” angle yet. | couldn’t deny
that I'd been drawn to him from the begimnimg—swith
a fierceness that had been so scary, I'd shoved the
attraction away and focused on Mason, What 1'd felt
for Mason, | could deal with. What 1 felt for Lucas
was oul of control.

It was even scarier to think maybe Lucas was
thinking the same thing abowl me—baul he was strong
enough to control it.

As we walked he would suddenly become very still
Lo listen and to sniff the air. [t was a rush to think that
soon my senses would be heightened—if | truly was a
Shifter. It just seemed impossible.
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| probably should have been paving attention to
how he was checking things out, | should have been
trying to learn whatever it was | was supposed 1o
learn, Instead | was thinkimg about clothes. Shafting
inte a woll was going to be hell on my wardrobe, And
what was [ supposed to do? Have hidden stashes of
clothes all over the place?

“Yes," he said quietly, then stiffened.

But he didnt go as rgid as 1 did.

*You can read my thoughts even when you're not
m woll form,” [ accused.

He plowed his strong fingers through his gorgeous
hair. “Omnly when I'm concentrating on you.”

“And you're concentrating on me now?”

“How can [ not 7 You smell so good—"

“Are vou Kidding me? I'm filthy.”

“But beneath that is the natural Tragrance of your
skin. That's what 1 smell.” He started siriding back
toward the clearing. “Come on. Lets take a swim.”

I nearly tripped trving to keep up with him. [ was
still somewhat in shock over the fact that he was so
aware of me, was smelling my skin. *5o0 what? You've
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gol bathing suits stashed in boxes somewhere in that
cave?”

He glanced over his shoulder and gave me an
utlerly wicked grnin. “Who needs bathing  suits?
Haven't you ever heard of skinny-dipping?”

Okay, there was a chance that lomorrow night he was
going to see me in the flesh before he saw me in fur,
but I still made him wrn his back while 1 stripped out
of my clothes and dove into the pool. It was cool,
refreshing, and  amazingly clear. When 1 broke
through to the surface, he was already in the water,
several feet away. S0 maybe he was a little bashful,
too, about being naked in front of me. Even though
I'd already seen his backside.

Treading water, 1 mked, “So that tattoo on your
shoulder. What's it mean?”

“Every male gets a tattoo when he's ready to
declare the girl he has chosen to be his mate, It
represents her name, written in the ancient language
af our pack.”

“Who did you choose?"
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He gave me a look that asked if 1 was really that
dense,

“Oh” 1 swallowed hard. 1 was totally amazed that
he could feel something that strongly and not let on,
How could he declare his feclings to a tattoo artist
without knowing if 1 returned them? *1 didn't even
think you noticed me last summer.”

“Oh, | noticed, It was like B, right (o the gut.”

“You didn't say anything.”

“You'd just turned sixteen and were still in high
school, and T was going off to college.”

“1I"'m still in high school and you're still in college.”

“Bui you're older, And s just a year until you're
finished with high school. Once you graduale, you
could go to the same university 1 do.”

“50 I'll see my adopted parents again™”

“Sure. You'll return home at the end of summer—a
little different than you were when you arrived here.”

Fiat’s an understatement. Even if 1 didn't shift, 1
wias never going to forget everything 1'd leamed—and
I'd be looking everywhere for Shifters.

“We live out in the world, among the Statics,” he
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continued. “Pretty normal. Or as normal as we can be
when we're charged with guarding the seeret of our
existence,”

I was shill dumbstruck by whal he'd decided last
summer when he mel me. “But the decisions you
made last summer about us—what if you never siw
me again?”

“I knew where you lived, Kayla. | would have come
for you, if Lindsey hadn’t convinced you 1o join us
here this summer. [ wouldn't have let you discover the
truth about yourself alone,™

“S0 Lindsey knew what you felt.”

“Yeah, but there's a code. You don’t tell someone
who a guy has chosen.”™

I was flatiered—and unnerved.

As though he was a typical guy who wasn't
comfortable discussing his feelings, he began 1o swim
across the pool. Long, powerful strokes. The muscles
in his back bunching and fexing. The tattoo—my
name in ancient letters—seemed to pulse.

He'd made a commitment o me withoul knowing
il I'd ever reciprocate. 1 was immensely fattered. but |
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also felt incredibly overwhelmed. The depths of what
he felt for me went beyond anything I'd ever felt for a
guy. And yet. I couldn™t deny there was something
between us,

| started to backstroke in the opposite direction,
realized | was flashing a little more than | wanted to,
and went back o dog-paddling. Or in my case, 1
suppose it was actually wolf-paddling.

He came back toward me and stopped about two
feet away.

“¥our tattoo, Rafe has one ssmilar to "

“Yeah"

My eyes widened, “He's a were—" | stopped mysell
m the nick of time. “He's a Shifter?™

“Yes™

“Whose name is on his back?”

“1 cant tell you. [ ook an oath of secrecy.”

Well, that was irritating. [t wasnt that 1 was a
gossip, bul 1 was very curions.

“What if you guess wrong?” | asked. “What if you
misread the feeling? What if the girl doesn’t feel for
you what you feel for her?” | had so many questions. |
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didnt really understand how this mate thing worked,
but it scemed bigger than either of us,

“It"s a bummer. You go through life with some
chick’s name on your shoulder, and no other girl =
going to want you because you gave vour devotion (o
someone else first.”

“That’s harsh.”

“It ensures we don't choose lightly,”

It was really overwhelming to think he'd selecied
me—or destiny had., [ wasnt quite sure how this
whole fate/mate thing worked. “But you barely knew
m last summer.”

“I knew enough, kayla. For us, when you meet your
soul mate...you just koow, | don't know how to
explain it. Didnt you feel anything when vou met
me?”

“Beared,” 1 admitted. “Owverwhelmed. 1 definitely
noticed you, but [ never thought about you and me. |
mean, look at you! You're older, hot, in shape...and
I'm all crazy red hair and freckles.”

He grinned. “1 like your red hair and freckles. And
I like that you have an inner strength that 1 don't
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think vou recognize. You took a big risk frecing me
from that cage.”

“What they did was wrong.”

“But nel everyone would have done anything about
it. And when you were beating down on Mason—I
loved ™

| felt the heat of embarmassment warm my face. “1
can’t believe I fell for all his smooth talking.”

“He fooled a kot of people.”

“Not yow.”

“l had some suspicions, but that's all they were. |
come from a society that for centuries has been
persecuted based on witch hunts. [ dont make
accusations without proof.”

Even if waiting for that proof had nearly cost him
his freedom, maybe even his life,

“What about Connor? And Brittany? Are they—"
My mind was suddenly reeling.

“Most sherpas are. It's how we control what part of
the wilderness Statics are allowed 1o see. If we kept
them out completely, they'd get suspicious. As il is, we
guide them where we want them to go and keep them
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away from where we don’t want them to be.”

“Mason believes there's a village somewhere out
here.”

His face went all hard, his eyes hke smoothly
polished stones, “Yeah, 'm still trying to figure out
how he got tipped off w that. | mean, there are
kegends. but he seemed 1o be just a litthe too sure.”

In my surprise, | forgot to keep treading water, |
wenl under, closing my mouth just in Gme 1o avoid
having to resurface sputtering. | really do like to limit
qust how foolish I look. I pushed myselfl back up.

Mow Lucas had a quizzical look on his face that
reminded me of a dog tlting its head in confusion. |
would have laughed if | weren't still absorbing what
he'd said. “There's really a village™™

“Wolford, The elders live there. The rest of us
meet up there for the summer solstice. It's pretty well
hidden. No way will kooky Keane and his robotic
followers find .”

| wasn't so sure, but | was thinking of something
clse he'd said. “Why are you trving 1o figure out how
they got tipped off? You like puzzles? You're the
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stralegisi™”

“I thought you figured it out. I'm the pack leader,
The alpha male of the group.”

I didn’t know why 1 didn’t realze ot before, The
way Rafe deferred to him. I'd always thought Lucas
was just the one in charge of the sherpas.

“S0 how does that work? Do the efders you
mentioned vote on it?

Mo, You Dght for it While in woll form. You
challenge and take out the current leader.”

Like wikl animals? What was he? Man or beast?

=And that's what vou did? Just beat him up?”

He held my gaze as though he needed to judge my
reaction 1o his words. “It's a fight to the death.”

This time when | stopped treading water and went
under, | wasn't sure | wanted to surface, There were
things about his socicty that | wisn't sure | wanted to
b part of.
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FOURTEEN

“Devlin was pack leader before me.”

Lucas and | were no longer in the water. We were
dressed again and lying on a blanket near the pond
but far enough away that the waterfall didn™t drown
out our words. This place seemed too peaceful for
everything | was learning about Lucis. The sky wis so
incredibly blue, with fluffy white clouds drifting by,
When darkness arrived, 1'd be that much closer w0 a
full moon. My body tingled with the thought—as
though it couldn’t wait, But psychologically, [ couldn’t
accept that 1 was going 1o go all furry, I'd broken my
arm when | was cight. They'd taken X-rays. Surcly a
Shifter's hones were differemt, were multijointed,
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How else could they transform from a human to such
a different creature? It was inconceivable to me,

“1 didm’t get a chance to kill him,” Lucas said, and 1
heard the disappoantment in his voce, “He ran off,
like a coward. S50 my ascension 1o the role of pack
leader is a little taimted.”

I rolled my head to the side and studied his
handsome profile. He was focused on the sky. Maybe
telling me all the dark secrets about his past was as
hard for him as it was for me. | couldn’t imagine
killing anyone—but to do it to gan power...] wanted
to understand Lucas, but his was a scary world.

“Why did you want to be in charge™ | asked,

He turned his head to watch me. “Devlin was an
mcredibly bad leader. He kept putting the others at
risk. Taking chances. Exposing the existence of our
society. He had to be stopped. But in the end I didn’t
stop him. I'm pretty sure the black woll you saw—it
wiis him.”

“50 when vou said he had a wolf for a pet...?"

“1 was twisting the truth. Sometimes we have 1o do
that. Just like the night Keane was talking about
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werewolves and we were all making fun of it like it
was ludicrous.”

I could see where a lot of fast thinking would have
to take place in order to not give things away,

“50 you think maybe he's how the Keanes found
out about you.. .the Shifters?”

He gave me a dark grin. “About you, too. You're
one of us,”

“Yeah.” He was convinced. | wasn't. Bummer for
him if he'd chosen a non-Shifter. 1 sat up and crossed
miy legs beneath me. 1 know [ should probably be
thrilled about that—"

“It’s & lot 1o wrap your head around,” he said as he
shoved himself up on an elbow.

“Do I need w do something to prepare?” It seemed
like 1 should do something. Obviously | no longer had
a reason to shave my legs. 1 ran my hand over my bare
begs, and tried to make light of what [ couldn't really
accepl. “As a woll, will my legs be bald if 1 shave?”

“Was my wolf face bald?”

I released a self-conscious laugh. “No. You actually
were as gorgeous as a wolf as you are...” 1 let my voice
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trail off. Had I really wanted o confess that?

He gave me a crooked grin. “You think I'm cute.”

“Cute, no! Definnely not. Beautiful.. yes.”

He pushed up untl he was sittmg and leaned
toward me. *1 think you're beautiful, too, I've thought
that from the first time 1 saw you.”

| felt mysell grow pleasantly warm. “Is that the
reason you looked at me all the time?”

“Yeah. 1 figured vou'd see how [ felt. Guess it was
kinda creepy, though, having this guy watch you and
never talk o you.”

“You don't seem the shy type.”

“The first time [ saw you it was like something had
slammed into my chest. Sertously. | didn’t think 1 was
ever going to breathe right again. | didn’t know what
to say 1o you,”

He skimmed his fingers along my cheek. Looking at
him now, he appeared 1o be any normal teenage boy,

“The night before the sherpas left, you and Rafe
had an argument.”

“Yeah. He knew you were one of us, thought 1 was
being irresponsible to leave you behind, But 1 didn’t
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want to force you to go, to make you resent me, and |
hadnt figured out how 1o tell you yet about our
abilities. And okay, to be honest, 1 was jealous that
you were so mto Mason,”

“I don’t know that [ was really into him. [ liked him
because he was uncomplicated, because he didn't
make me feel all these insane things that you do. That
pull vou were talking about—I1"d never felt anything
like it before. S50 what is 17 Like an animal bond or
somithing?”

“It can be mtense, but it can’t make you feel what
you're not really feeling. If that makes sense, We feel
these primal urges because we walk the fine line
between man and beast, but at our core we're human,
We just have the ability (o shift into another form,™

“Nowu say thal like it’s nothing.”

“I grew up watching people shifting back and forth
with the ease of someone clicking the remote o flip
through channels on the TV.”

*50 who coached you?™ | asked.

“Males go through it alone.”

“Doesn’t that make it more painful?”
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“Doesnt seem fair, does it? But it's a form of
natural selection. The weaker males don't survive,”

“Were you afraid?”

“I couldn’t wait, but then | knew what was coming,
When | was a kid, my parents ook me into the woods,
explained things, showed me—"

“Oh my God!™ I glanced around quickly because it
was safer than looking at him or inside of mysclf,

He sat up straight, “What? What is in?”

“My parents...those deer hunters said they saw
wolves,” 1 buried my face m my hands, *What if it was
my parents? Showing me? We ran. Mom pushed me
back bencath some brush. There was growling.” 1I'd
repressed the images. “There were wolves,” | said
with a certainty I'd never before fell

| lowered my hands and met Lucas’s gaze, knowing
the devastation he must have seen in my eyes. “The
wolves. Could they have been my parents?”

“It makes sense that they might have been.”

Only if 1 bought into the whole I-am-a-werewoll-
too idea. Twas having a difficult time accepting that.

“If you die in woll form, what happens?” | asked.
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“Our species always reverts back (o human form
right before death.”

“50 the hunters might have been correct when they
said they shot wolves?™

Lucas nodded.

I shook my head. “No, my parents weren't naked.
And if they were shot, wouldn'it they have healed?

“Mot if they were shot in the heart or the head.”

“But they would have been naked,” 1 mused. And
they weren't. At least | didnt remember them that
way,

Last summer | hadn’t wanted to go to the part of
the forest where they'd died. Suddenly, I realized that
in order to face my past and present fears, | necded to
return 1o that place. I didn’t even know how 1o find
out where it was.

Later that night I prowled around the cavern with
nervous energy [ couldn™t explain. Or maybe 1 just
didn’t want o face the truth of i Spending the
afternoon with Lucas in our isolated world here had
made me more aware of him. | thought 1 could smell
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the scent of his skin. It was going 1o be more difficult
to lic with him tonight and just hold him and be held
by him.

I walked to the edge of the cavern, closed my eyes,
and listened to the water crashing down, [ wanted to
empty my mind of all thoughts. But one remained: 1T
didn't shift tomorrow night, would 1 lose him?

In spite of the roaring waterfall and my closed eyes,
I knew the moment he stepped behind me,

“Rayla?”

I loved the deep rumble of his voice and the way
my name sounded when he spoke it 1 twrned (o face
him.

“MNothing between us has changed.” he said.

“Everything's changed. | know you betier now, It's
like I've had a crash course in Lucas Wilde, I'm
feeling things I've never felt before.”

“Giood things?™

“Scary things. Intense, What if I'm not what you
think I am?"

“You mean you're nol brave?”

| released a sell-conscious laugh and shook my
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head. “That's not what—""

“You don't have an inner strength? You're not
courageous? You're going to change. Kayla, but what
I feel for you sn't because you will change—it's
because of everyvthing that won't change.”

“Oh." | didn't know what to say 1o that. | thought it
was probably as close to a declaration of love as |
might ever get.

“Come on.” He took my hand and led me over (o
the sleeping bag,

I drew comforl while wrapped within Lucas’s amms,
| could hear his heart pounding, feel the warmth of his
body. It was different tonight. Our closeness had
changed, cvolved, He wasn't Lucas, my boss. He was
Lucas, my Dark Guardian.

Even if 1 didn't think I needed a guardian, | knew
he’d always be there.

“Will it happen"—if it happens, | thought—"as
soon as the moon appears?”

*Mo, not until the moon reaches its zenith.”

“How will [ know™™

“You'll start 1o feel.. different. Don’t let it scare
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you. I know you haven't known for very long, but for
us morphing is a natural pan of life—like puberty.”

“Yeah, well, I've had a lot of unpleasant cramps
during puberty.”

He pressed his lips 1o my forchead. “So now you'll
have cramps all over, but they come and they go
quickly.”

| had a thousand questions as my time drew nearer.
“When you're in wolf form, do you think like a wolf?"

“1don’t know. I don’t know how a wolfl thinks.”

| released a bubble of laughter, before going quiet.
“Nou know what I'm asking,”

“It’s still you, Kayla. Inside. You just look a little
different. When I'm in woll form, I'm more
aggressive, better able to fight—that’s the reason |
shifted when the bear was going to attack you, | can
run faster as a wolf, so if | need 10 get somewhere
quickly, 'l wsually shift.”

“l thought you were pretty fast kst night—when
you weren't i woll form.”

“Most Shifters are fast and strong, Our bodies
constantly get a workoul.,” He brushed his lips along
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my temple. “ You're going to do fine, Kayla."

A shiver went through me as his voice rumbled
near my car. His skin was warm against my [ingers
where they rested on his chest,

“Nou said | was your mate,” 1 said, my voice low
and hesitant. “Does that mean we gel marmed ™™

“Motl necessarly. Usually mates marry, bul nol
abways. We'll go through the whole dating scene if you
wanl (o go oul with me. Butl you're notl forced 1o be
with me—if it"s not what you want.”

His voice had grown very gquiet.

“If 1 didn’t want to be your mate, would you find
another?”

“Muo, I'd just be alone,”

My heart did a little stutter. I rose up on my clbow
and looked down on him. The moon—just a little shy
of being full—was large and bright. shining through
the waterfall as though it were a gossamer curtain.
“That’s not fair.”

“1 know. The malke Shifters get the raw end of the
deal. They feel what they feel, and the females
choose.”
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“Do they ever light over a female?”

“Sure. Sometimes a girl wants to know who's the
sirongest, who wants her the most. We're human, but
we 're also animal,”

“1 don’t know 1f T'll ever wrap my mind around all
this.”

He cradled my cheek wath his hand and threaded
his fingers up into my hair. “Are you freaked out
about what am?"”

Strangely. I wasn't freaked out by him. By myself,
yes. [ was defmtely having some problems copmg with
that, but Lucas was just Lucas. Lying here with him, 1
could forget that he was sometimes furry.

“No,” 1 answered truthifully.

“Good.” He rolled over until 1 was on my back and
he was above me. He cradled my check with his large,
warm hand. *Good,” he repeated.

Then he kissed me. It wasn't like any kiss I'd ever
had before, but then, hadn't expected it 1o be, It was,
afier all, Lucas. And he wasn't like any guy I'd ever
knowvn before. His lips were soft and gentle, as though
he wasn't sure that | would want this. But how could |
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not?

I'd wished for it on my birthday.

He pulled back and looked at me quizzically. “You
smile when you're bemng kissed?”

I broadened my smile. “My birthday wish just came
truc. When [ blew out the candles, 1 wished you'd kiss
me.”

“Really?™

“Strange, | know. | wasn't even sure [ liked you.
You were always so intense.” | reached up and
combed my fingers through his har. “Now [ know
why.”

I wanted 1o believe what he believed, that 1 was
going to shift, that 1 was his destiny—but it all seemed
00 amazing.

He drew me back into the cirde of his arms. |

pressed a light kiss to his shoulder.

“We should sleep now.” he said. “You'll need all
your strength tomorrow night.”

Practical Locas. | wanted 1o get corny and say
something like, “Strength? Who needs strength when
I've got you?™
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But he was right. Tomorrow evervthing would
change. And sccording to him, that included me.

“Kayla, wake up.”

There was an urgency in Lucas's voice that | hadn't
heard before, I'd fallen asleep wrapped in the cocoon
of his embrace. 1 didnt know when he'd left me, but
now he was crouched beside me, shaking my shoulder.
I squinted at him. | hadn't expected to fall so soundly
asleep, and | resenied that he was waking me up,
“What's wrong?”

“1 don’t know. It's just a feeling 1 have.”

The words hit me like a jolt of calfeine. And 1 could
feel it, too, It was like that first night, the tingly feeling
I'd had, thai sense of being walched.

“Mason, They found ws,” | said,

“No way. They didn't have trackers in their group.
And this arca is too well hidden.”

“We didn't know they had scientists in their group
either—and they did.”

“Giood point.” He shoved a backpack into my arms.
“Here, you wear it. | may have to shift.”
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I started pulling on my boots. “What are we going
1o do?”

“Have a look around and, if we need to, run.”

He stood up with that graceful, hthe movement he
had. Then he reached down, took my hand. and pulled
mie Lo my feet. Still holding my hand, he began leading
me toward the waterfall. 1 want you to wait by the
entrance until I've checked—"

A hgure stepped into the entrance, and just like in
some comy movie, he was wiclding a gun. It wasn't
anyone [ knew, bul Lucas stiffencd and shoved me
behind him. He eased a little closer (o the waterfall,
then he tried to push me back, “Go out the other
side.”

“Oh, Lucas, do you really want her o miss the
party? And where are vour manners? Shouldn’t you
introduce your brother to your girflfriend?”

Devlin? This was Devlin? | peered around Lucas
for a better look. 1 thought if it weren't for all the
hatred in his eyes, Devlin might have been handsome.
At one time he probably was, What had changed him?

Lucas emitted a low growl and went very still.
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“Don’t even think about morphing.” Devlin said. “1
loaded a silver bullet into the gun. If 1 shoot you while
you're in woll form, it's hopeless—you'll be dead.
Maybe not immediately, bul eventually,”

“1 know how silver works, What do vou want?”

“The return of my rightful place as leader of the
pack would be mice.”

“The pack leader serves as leader of the Dark
Guardians. He protects the existence of our Kind, You
led Keane o us™

“That's just 2 guess on your part, but it so happens
that you're right.”

“Ind you lead them here?”

"Moo, Those idiots. 1 washed my hands of them
when they didn't kill you., They took off in their
choppers. 1 imagine they'll be back. But [ don’t care.,
They were supposed o do an autopsy on you, study
you. Instead they planned o draw blood and swab
your mouth. Where's the fun in that 7™

“You've put our entire existence at risk.”

Devlin released a deep sigh. 1 kept trving 1o find
even a hint of Lucas in him, but | couldn’t. His hair
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was only one shade: black. His eves were a lifeless
gray. What had happened to make him the way he
was?!

*Our exstence was already al nsk. There are so
few of us left. Do you think any Static female is going
o mate with us? God, [ hate what we are.”

“Just because one girl="

“Ome girl? She was everything to me. My own
family wouldn't scoept her. She wouldn’t accept me. |
shifted o save her ife one night when some thugs
attacked her in an alley, and all I did was hornfy her.
Do you know what it is to name your mate and then
know you can’t have her? To know you're destined o
spend your life alone and lonely? To always be empty
and have no love to fill the void?”

“1 know it was hard—"

“You don’t know anything! But you will, Before the
next full moon, vou will, You'll know what it is to hate
what you are. I wenl o Keane because | wanled to
find a cure for what 1 am. 1 wanted him o make me
normal. Instead he wanted 1o make everyone like us.”

*So you're not working with them?™ [ asked.
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I feli Lucas stiffen again. [ knew he wanted me 1o
quictly disappear, but his brother was dangerous.

Devlin didn’t answer my question. Instead he said,
“If you're not with her when she shilis for the hirst
time, you could lose her completely. Your heart will
break and then you'll understand my pain.”

“I'm going (o be there for her.”

“We'll see.” Devlin began moving slowly into the
cave. Lucas turned to face him, pushing me away in
the process.

I don’t know what [ was expecting. Maybe 1 thought
they both would shift and go at it. 1 mean, if Devlin
wanted Lucas o sulfer, he needed him alive,

S0 the explosion echoing through the cavern and
Lucas flying backward into the waterfall stunned me,
and my instincts ook over,

My horrified scream was lost in the roar of the
rushing water as | dove in after him.

Being a sirong swimmer was an advantage when tons
of water was crushing down on you., Those rescue
lessons 1'd taken when I'd worked as a lifeguard didn't
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hurt either.

Any other time 1 might have marveled at how
luminescent the pool was with the moon shining
through the cear water, but all my efforis were
focused on retrieving Lucas. | wrapped an amm
beneath his arm and around his chest before shooting
buack to the surface. | swam to the edge of the pool,
away from the waterfall.

“Help me, Lucas,” | ordered.

I heard him groan, felt him trembling, and was
aware of his warm blood flowing around me. | tried 1o
push him out of the water. “Lucas, please.”

With another groan and herculean effort. he surged
up and belly flopped onto the grass. 1 shoved him
completely out of the water. Then | hauled myself out
and knelt beside him.

“*How bad is 1t?" | asked

“Bal,” he answered through cdenched teeth.

1 eased up his T-shirt. With the moonlight and the
aint rays of the approaching dawn, | could see the
dark ragged hole in his side and the blood flowing
from i [ tore off my shirt, leaving just my iank
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undermeath it. I'd tear it off, too, if 1 had to. 1 pressed
my shirt to his side to try to staunch the river of blood.

“Are you sure you can't shift?” 1 asked. “Just for a
few seconds?"

“If he does, he'll die.”

I was startled by Devlin's voice. | wasn't sure when
he™d joined us, but 1 should have known he"d want to
see his handwork,

“He can feel the burning of the silver. He knows 1
wasn't lying about the bulle,” Devlin said with
satisfaction in his voace. *1 don’t want him dead. 1 just
wanted to prevent him from stopping me.”

“Stopping yvou from what™

He jerked me 1o my feet and before | could protest,
he'd looped and lassoed a rope around my wrists,
securing them tightly, then jerking me toward him.
“From taking vou away.”

He started pulling me and I dug in my heels.
“You're insane.”

“According to Nictzche, “There is always some
madness in love,™ He glanced over st me and smiled a
cruel smile. “I was a philosophy major.”
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“Lucas did what he did o protect the pack. You
can’t punish him for that.”

“Of course 1 can. What I'm doing only has (o make
sense to me. That's the beauty of madness, Now, you
don't want (o fght me, because | have more bullets in
this gun. Killing you would take vou away from him
permanently.”

“I'm goang to die anyway, Lucas said | wouldn't
survive il he wasn't with me.”

*“CGuess we'll find out.”

He tugged on the rope, pulling me along behind
him. I wasnt afraid of dying. Okay, | was. | was
ternificd by the thought, 1 didot want o leave Lucas
behind, but 1 didn't have a choice. | didn’t go casily,
but neither did 1 resist with everything in me.

I glanced back over my shoulder. Lucas was
struggling to his knees. Please don 't folfow, 1 thought.
Save vowrrself. Wt for me

I was optimistic that one way or another | could
escape and find help for Lucas.

It was a hard climb up the side of the forested slope
that created the basin around the waterfall and
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pond—especially as my hands were bound. Lucas and
| had come in at the bottom of the slope. Devlin
wanted o leave from the top.

| wis exhausted when we finally reached owr
destination. The sky was awash in a reddish orange to
herald the new day. From up here, 1 could see the
river that created the powerful waterfall I had no
time or desire to appreciate its magnificence.

Breathing heavily, 1 dropped to my knees, “Give
me a minute o rest, please.”

“I forget how hittle stamina humans have before the
first shift.” He was still holding the rope attached 1o
my hands, | wondered if T tugged on it could 1 jerk
him over the edge of the cliff and back into the valley
that we'd crawled out of.

“Lucas is your brother,” [ pointed out, panting.

“Your point?”

“How can you do this to him?"

He crouched in front of me. “He challenged me!
He ook my place as leader. Okay, so maybe [ was
dancing at the cdge of responsibility—but I'd lost
Jenny. They could have cut me some slack.”
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“Mazon told me that his college roommute—"

“Yeah, that was me. He was such a geeky kid, in
awe of his father. When he started talking about Bio-
Chrome, [ thought it was destiny.”

“If you wanted a cure so badly, why not let them
experiment on yow T

“Because | didn't trust Keane not o portray me for
what 1 am: a freak.” He shrugged, “Besides, 1 was in
the mood for a little revenge.” He stood up and jerked
me Lo my feet. “Now let's go.”

I heard a low, threatening growl There were
probably 2 hundred wolves in this forest, and 1 had no
wlea how many Shifters. But | knew before 1 turned
around and saw the familiar multicodored coat of fur
that it wias Lucas in wolf form. He bared his sharp
INCISOrs.

“Dammit, Lucas, what did vou do—dig the bullet
out? You are determined to prove yourself, aren't
you? Unfortunately 1 don’t have any more silver
bullets. Do you know how expensive they are?” Devlin
shoved me o the ground. 1 hit with a jarring thud. “So
I guess we'll setthe this in the way of our kind.”
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From my position, | could see Lucas’s side. He was
still bleeding. Even with the bullet gone, | guessed he
couldn’t heal completely. He'd be weaker—

A shird flew at me and landed over my face. By the
time 1 could snatch it off, Devlin had shifted and a
black wolfl was crouched near me. The black wolf 1'd
scen the night of the beer party. He was larger than
Lucas. His teeth scemed bonger, sharper.

Mason had mumbled something about the eyes not
changing. 1 understood what he meant now. Shifters
retamed their human eyes. | could see Lucas i the
silver and the madness that was Devlin in the gray.

| knew this would be a fight 1o the death, as it was
supposed to have been when Lucas first challenged
Deviin’s place as pack leader. 1 knew Lucas was weak
and wounded. | knew Deviin was strong and
insane—and there was a certain strength that came
with madness. Lucas was risking the loss of evervihing.
Dieviin had already lost it all. He risked nothing. and
that made him the more dangerous of the two.

| knew that Deviin had every advantage. That 1 was
likely to lose Lueas, lose what I'd only just discovered.
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Flowve vonr,

The words were just a whisper in my mind. But it
was enough. Lucas heard them. His head jerked
lowvard me,

It was a tactical mistake. As Deviin launched
himself al Lucas, | realized that with my words, 1'd
sentenced Lucas to death.
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FIFTEEN

With a challenging growl, Lucas catapulted himself
tewvard Dresdin.

Tecth bared. the brothers collided in midair,
snarling. Their strong jaws were snapping. and their
claws were tearing through fur 1o reach vulnerable
flesh. [ could smell the carthy seent of fresh blood on
the air, and my nostrils ared in response. Was it
because | was that much closer to a full meon and
would soon be what they'd become?

They slammed 1o the ground, scrambling apart to
regroup. They slowly cirdled, cach scarching for a
weakness—a  vulnerability—in the other.  Lucas
walted., and 1 knew he was hoarding what litle
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strength he had left. Deviin lunged.

Lucas sprung 1o the side. Devlin landed. Lucas
pounced onto his back, biting into Devlin's shoulder.
Devln yelped from pam and maybe surpnse, oo,
Surely he hadn't expected Lucas to be so aggressive,
Devlin bucked, trying to throw Lucas off. Lucas bit
Devlin again.

They rolled. They snapped at each other. They
broke apart and came back together, Over and over. |
could see Lucas's strength waning. | kept my eyes on
him, wondering what I could do to help and knowing
with a sense of helplessness that there was nothing,
Tomorrow it might have been a different story;
tomorrow | might have been more help, with my first
shift behind me. But for now, Lucas had o batile
alone.

I knew Devlin would show no mercy. Devlin would
go for his throat if the opportunity presented itself.

They fought on. Tumbling. one over the other, they
were getting closer and closer o the edge of the diff.
They broke apart as though they realized that was the
only way 1o slow their momentum. [ tried to blank my
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mind. [ didn't want Lucas to know how frighiened 1
was for him. | didn’t want o make my previous
mistake of distracting him. His breathing was labored,
his side coated in blood.

| clutched Devin’s shirt only because it was
something o hold on to. 1 glanced over at his
discarded pants and saw the gun. | scrambled over to
it and lifted it. It was hard 1o hold with my hands tied,
but I managed. My adoptive dad had taken me to the
shooting range lots of times, [ was pretty good with a
gum, if 1 did say so mysell, Even though up until this
point, all my targets had been outlines on paper.

| simed it, but Lucas was in the way, Was this his
battle and his battle alone 1o fight? Would he hate me
for killing his brother? The bullet wasn't silver. The
edds were it wouldn't Kill him, but it might give Lucas
a chance. I moved over to the side, hoping for a better
angle.

Devlin launched himsell. Lucas sprung up and
slammed into Devlin, sending them both carcening
over the edge of the cliff.

My scream followed them down.
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Still holding the gun uselessly, | rushed to the edge of
the chff and looked over it 1 could see Devlin,
partway down, impaled by the broken branch of a
tree. He wasn't moving and he was in human form. |
assumed he was dead.

My heart was thwdding panfully in my chest.
Where was Lucas?

Then 1 saw him, still in wolf form, making his way
painfully back up the side of the cliff.

“No!” 1 yelled. “Go back down. I'll meet you at the
bottom.”

But he kept trudging upward until he reached level
ground. He trotted over to me. He licked my chin. 1
wrapped my arms around him, buried my face in his
fur, and wept.

Alter all that, my mind was blank. [ didn’t know
what to think, except that maybe he'd welcome the
silence,

When my embarrassing breakdown was finished, |
leaned back and looked imto his silver cyes that
remained the same whether he was wolf or human. =1
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was s0 scared. I know he was your brother and vou
didn't want to fight him, but he forced you. It's not
your fault he's dead.”

He threw back his head and howled. It was the
most lonesome sound I'd ever heard. When the echo
of his sorrow and pain fell into silence he collapsed
APAINSL ME.

I didn’t know what to do, but | knew if 1 couldn’t
stop the bleeding in his side, he was going to die.

His howl had been more than a reflection of his
suffering. It had been a call to the others. Within an
hour, a dozen wolves had reached vs. A black wolf
with brown eves cautiously approached.

Using Devlin’s shirt, I'd been able 1o stop the
bleeding, but Lucas was too heavy for me to camry
anywhere and too exhavsted to move himsell.

Lucas lifted his head slightly and 1 knew he was
communicating with the woll. 1 also suspected who it
was: Rafe, who'd always been Lucas's second-in-
command when we were taking the Keanes into the
wilderness, He disappearcd down the cliff and into the
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cavern for several minuies and when he returned, he
was in human form and weanng clothes, He ook
charge.

The other wolves didn’t seem mchned 1o reveal
their true identities, but when it became apparent that
Rafe couldn't get Lucas into the lair behind the
waterfall alone, another woll stepped forward. His fur
was an almost golden hue, his eyes blue. Connor, |
realized. He, too, went behind the waterfall and
retumed dothed and in human form,

Cmee we had Lucas back m the cavern and beneath
blankets, he shifted. | wouldn't have expected Shifters
to be so modest. Maybe it was only because | wasn't
one of them yet.

Rafe examined his wound. “Looks like it's healing
slowdy.”

“Yeah, if 1 go back into wolf form for a few hours, |
think it'll heal enough not 1o be bothersome.”

“50 why did vou shift?” I asked. squeezing his
hand.

He gave me a tired smile. *Because I wanted 1o talk
with you, be there for vou.” He touched my check. =1
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know what vou're thinking, but you don't know what
I'm thinking—not yet anyway.”

| wished Rafe and Connor would leave so | could
curl up aganst Locas. | just wanted to be alone with
him.

Rafe said, “I'm going to pack some gauze around
the wound to slow ithe Meeding.” He gave Lucas a
painted stare. “You should have called for us as soon
s you started running into trouble. You don’t hive o
face all our problems by yourself.”

“Think you could chew him out later?” 1 asked.
*He's really been through enough today.”™

“Do you want Devlin taken back to the willage?”
Connor asked.

Lucas nodded. *Yeah, my parents need to know.”

“We'll see to him,” Rafe said. He and Connor left.

| touched his side near the wound. 1 can’t believe
you dug the bullet out.™

“It wasn't that bad. He didn’t hit anything vital. I'm
surprised it didn’t go through on its own.”

“S0 it heal now?™

“It'Il take most of the day, and it hourts like a bitch,
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but [ should be okay by tonight.”

By the time 1 was supposed to transform,

“We should both sleep,” he said. “It’s been a rough
day and tomght's gong 1o be challengimg.”™

“Okay.” 1 started to move back a little, and then
changed my mind. 1 leaned forward and Kissed him
slowly, Whether | changed tonight or not, [ was falling
for Lucas...hard.

I drew away and gave him a soft smile, 1 twisted
around and removed my boots. When 1 turned back,
he was a wolf.

I nestled up against his side. Sleep seemed
mmpiossible when [ knew what awaited me tonight. So |
was surprised when darkness daimed me quickly.
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SIXTEEN

When | woke up, it was carly nightfall. Lucas was still
sleeping when I crept out of the cavern and eased out
friom behind the waterfall, It was one of those werd
nights where the moon was visible at the same time
that the sun was. I'd always found the moon peaceful,
but not tonight. Tonight it seemed ominous, a sign of
change that | wasn't sure | wanted 1o face.

| glanced around. No sign existed of the wolves
who'd been here earlier, but | had a feeling they were
still around, guarding ws, They knew what was
supposed to happen tonight. It seemed to me that |
should feel different. Instead | wondered what my
senior vear of high school was going to be like if 1 had
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a boyfriend at a university in another state. 1 was
concerned with clothes and shoes and grades. Typical
teenage stufl. 1 just didnt know if I'd be typical
anymenre,

I felt Lucas's presence before 1 heard him or saw
him. He came o stand beside me. He'd shifted back
o human form. Even though he was siill recovering
from his wound, [ felt strength emanating from him.

“The others are =tll here, aren't they?” 1 asked.

“¥es, Devlin said the Keanes had left. Tonight
wouldn't be a good mght for them o return. The first
shift goes much easier if there are no intermuptions, if
we're nol distracted by other things.”

I glanced at his side. He was wearing a T-shirt and |
couldn’t see his bandages, but 1 knew they were there.
“How are you feeling?”

“MNot bad for someone who got shot. 've gotlen so
wsed 1o shifting o0 heal wounds that I'm a little
impatient that it hasn't healed completely, but I'm
going to be all nght.”

“He could have killed you.”

“But he didn't. And now it's your survival we have
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to focus on.”

My mouth went dry. [ was almost as scared nght
now as 1'd been this afternoon. “If you're right about
what'’s going (o happen, | guess after tomght | won't
b just a girl anymore,”

He gave me a sad smile. *You never were, Kayla.”

| nodded. I know this probably sounds totally
msane—and 1 know it's not like we're getting
married—but I really feel grungy. I'd love to pretty
myself up.”

*A ot of the guys bring the girls here for their first
transformation. There's a box over there with a lot of
girl stuff in it Il show yvou. Then | have some things
to prepare, loo.”

| found everything 1 needed in the cavern. 1
guessed that they were used to girls feeling like they
had to be at their best when going through their first
shift. There were little samples of everything, like you
find in a hotel. Using the very edge of the waterfall
where the water wasn't so harsh, | shampooed and
showered. | applicd a lotion to my skin. | combed out
my hair and finger-fluffed it ontil it dried 1 left it
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leose, hanging past my shoulders. 1 had a brief
moment of wondering what my fur would look like
before shutting down the thought. | didn’t really want
to contemplate the enorouty of what was going to
happen in a few hours.

I bundled up my elothes, then dropped them near
our sleeping bags. Arranged over some conlainers was
a wrap that Lucas suggested | wear, It would provide
me with cover without hampering my movements until
I shifted, Then it would just fall away.

It was white and silky and seemed appropnate for a
first-time Shifter. | draped it around my shoulders. It
had enough volume and folds that | didn’t have o
clutch the opening o keep it closed. | guessed afier
thousands of years the Shifters had Ogured out what
they needed for this moment.

I walked back to the waterfall and stared at the

rush of water. | didnt have Lucas's certainty that |
was going 1o change. While 1 was afraid of what the
transformation might be like, 1 was more terrified that
if it didn't oceur, in spite of his reassurances, 1'd lose
Lucas.
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Lucas and 1 ate by moonlight. We sat on a black cape,
similar to my white one. | assumed it was his and
wondered why he wasnt  already wearing il
Apparenily there were nituals involved here that |
didn’t yet know about.

Dinner was simple: just prepackaged sandwiches
and protein bars. Lucas told me to eat plenty because
I'd need my strength. Sipping myv bottled water, 1
watched as the moon rose higher.

“S0 after the first shift, | can change at will?” |
asked, wanting to know as much as possible in case it
did happen,

Lucas was stuffing our trash into the front pocket
of the backpack. He was all about not littering our
environment. He glanced up at me. *Yeah.”

“50, how do [ do that?”

“The first shify, you have no control over. Your
body is going to do what it necds 10 do 1o weach itself
to shift. When you're ready to shift back 1o human
form, just close your cyes and envision yourself as a
human. Your body will take over.”
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“What af it doesn't? What il 1 get stuck?”

He grinned. “I've never heard of anyone getting
stuck in one form. If you think you're in trouble, just
ket me know.” He shilied away as though suddenly
uncomfortable. “Just remember that Fll be able to
read all your thoughts...and you'll be able to read
mine.”

“That's how we'll communicate?”

“Yeah.”

“This is going o be so freaking weird. Are you sure
you don’t have me confused with someone else?”

*I'm sure.”

“50 what time wall all this happen? When will the
moon be at its zenith?”

“Sometime around midnight.”

I nodded. “And what do you do?”

“If you accepl me—"

“Wait, what do you mean if | accept you?"

“You have to accepl me as your mate.”

*How do 1 do that?”

He grinned again. “With a Kiss.”

I smiled back at him, then my nerves kicked in and
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I grew seriows. “So this is a shiflting and a maling
ritual

I thought he was blushing again. *It docsn’t go any
further than a kiss.. .unless both parties want it 10."

“Have you ever done it? | mean, as a wolf?”

He laughed. It was a deep nich sound, the Lirst Lime
I'd ever heard him truly laugh. It made me feel good,
merde some of the ension inside me uncoil.

“1 can’t believe you asked me that,” he said,

“What? You never even thouwght aboul ™

He gave me a wry grin. “No, I've never done it as a
woll."

“How about.. .you know. In human form.”

He took my hand amnd shook his head. “Wolves
mate for life.”

| swallowed hard. “So you've been, like, waiting for
me?”

“My whole life.”

Mo wonder Devlin had Tost i, But 1 didn’t want 1o
think about him or all the heavy stull that Lucas might
be dealing with. | needed 1o get through tonight so |
could help him get through the baggage he'd picked
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up. My therapist was going to have a field day
analyzing me when | got back from summer vacation.

“50 this silky thing we're sitting on, you'll wear it

He nodded.

“And vou stay in human form until...?”

“We shift together—or as cdose together as
possible.”

“And vou tell me what 1o do?”

He nodded agan.

| squeczed his hands, “Look, | know this is coming,
but...l can’t just sit here and wait for it. Don't take
this wrong, but | need to walk around. And [ need to
be alone for a while w psych mysell up.”

“Okay.”

“Okay.” 1 should hawve felt relief that he didn’t
argue. He needed to rest anyway. It was still a couple
hours until the time for my transformation. 1 got up
and started walking along the edge of the clearing.

What amazed me was that it was such a calm night.
It felt like there should be storms, thunder, and
lightning. Like the world should feel the wrmoil that
was rumbling mside me. This morning I'd thought the
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impassioned words [ dove vowr when Lucas had faced
death. But he'd yet to repeat the words to me, Mates
for life. Shouldn’t the words be given easily?

S50 maybe after lomght, we'd starl dating—let our
humin side catch up with our woll side. It seemed sort
of backward, but 1 guessed he'd had no choice since |
hadn’t known the truth about my circumstances. The
unknowwn was big and scary.

| don't know how long | walked. | walked until my
legs were oo tired o run away or climb the slopes
that surrounded us.

Fage your fears, Dr. Brandon had said.

Bul no way could he have known the fears thal
were cascading through me now. At the edge of the
woods [ stopped walking—and waited. The moon rose
higher. I'd always found it peaceful. It had the power
to change the tides, and tonight it would possibly
change my life.

Eventually Lucas got up and walked over to where
I waited. My knees grew weak and [ was grateful that 1
had a sturdy tree to lean against. He lifted his arm and
pressed his forearm against the bark, over my head, as
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though he. too, needed some sort of support. The
action brought him even closer. 1 felt the welcoming
heat of his body reaching out 1o mine. I'd slept nestled
agminst that body, 1 knew o in both human and wolf
forms. It didn't frighten me.

He dipped his head down. His lips were almost
touching mine. Almost.

“Kayla,” he whispered, and his warm  breath
caressed my cheek. “It's time.”

Tears stung my eyes. | shook my head. The reality
was that | didn’t want to change mto a wolf. It
sounded painful. It wasn't how I'd ever envisioned
mysell. It was a gigantic siep that ternfied me, “I'm
not ready, not yet.”

I heard an ominous, throaty growl in the distance.
He stiffened. 1 knew he heard it too. He shoved away
from me and glanced over his shoulder. That's when |
saw them. The wolves had returned and were prowling
the perimeter af the clearing.

Lucas looked back at me, disappointment reflected
i his silver eyes. “Then pick another. Bul you can't go
through it alone.”
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He turned his back on me and began siriding with
purpose toward the wolves,

“Wait!” | screamed after him.

Bul 1t was oo late.

He staned discarding his clothes with  each
quickening step. Then he was running. He leaped into
the air—

By the time he hit the ground, he was a wolf,
Always before I'd missed the transformation. He'd
cither shifted when | wasn't looking or he'd hidden
hamsell. I'd expected it to be ugly. To be hke it was in
the mowvies. His body fighting the metamorphaosis.
Instead w had been a quick shimmer, graceful and
powerful inits intensity, It had been...right.,

He threw back his head and howled at the moon.
The anguished sound reverberated through me, called
to me. | wrestled against answering, but the wildness
that resided deep inside me was too strong, too
determined to have its way.

| staried running toward him. The grass was soft
and cool beneath my bare feet. He'd almost died for
me. | could live withowt him saying he loved me. But |
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couldn’t live without him. As | crossed the open space,
I dipped down and picked wp the black coak. |
continued on until 1 reached him. [ draped the doak
over him and knelt. 1 choose you.”

In amother shimmering blink, he was standing
before me, again in human form, his body cloaked in
black. I rose and smiled at him. He was a warrior, a
guardian. Whether in human or wolf form, he was
Lucas. He was couwrageous. And a year ago, he'd
kooked at me and known—known what 1 was afraid to
face. That we belonged together, He'd had my name
etched permanently on his skin,

He ook my hand and led me (o the center of the
clearing. When 1 glanced back, the wolves had quictly
disappeared. 50 they'd only been there 1o offer me
options, to force me to choose. Privacy once more
belonged to Lucas and me. 1 was relieved that they
were gone. | didn't want to share this moment with an
audience.

Lucas stopped walking and drew me into the circle
ol his embrace. And waited. Wated for me 1o accepl
him. To kiss him. In some ways, this moment was
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more monumental than what would follow, 1 lifted
mvsell up on my bare toes, It was all the
encouragement he needed. He lowered his mouth 1o
mine.

In a way, it was like every kiss I'd ever had before.
Soft and warm. In a way, it was like no kiss I'd ever
had before. Hungry and wild.

In the blink of an eye—or | might have blinked if
my eyes had been open, but I'd closed them with the
first gentle touch—it shifted from we're friends
festing the walters Lo we're mates, our hves in cach
others s, onr desiinies mieriwineed,

Face your fears, Dr, Brandon had told me. Bui
how did 1 face this? How did I face that 1 felt so much
for him already, that if anything happened 1o him, my
life would be over?

Mates. Destiny. Forever.

The words were a gentle refrain going through my
mind. Sure, 1 had choices. | could walk away, but even
if I did, 1 thought my heart and soul would remain
behind wath Lucas.

He drew back from the kiss, but his arms tightened
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around me. He nuzzled the side of my neck amd 1
heard him inhale my scent. 1 inhaled the masculine
Iragrance that was him.,

And waited.

I waited for the moon to reach s zenith, 1 waited
for my body 1o respond. 1 waited for unbearable pain.
I waited, wondering if 1'd be disappointed or relieved
if nothing happenced.

I felt the first caress of moonlight and my skin
began 1o tingle. | stiffened with awareness and
nervousness. Moonlight couldn’t be fell and yet | felt
it.

Lucas said in a low voice, “Relax, Don't fight it, but
stay with me.”

I felt hintle pinpricks, a thousand tiny jabs inside and
out. | could hear my bood thrumming between my
cars. I could smell the carthy fragrance of the woods
and the sexy scent of the guy standing with me. |
heard the rapid thudding of my heart. My loes
cramped. My ankles popped.

“I love you, Kayla,”

I jerked back and met Lucas’s silver gaze. As far as
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distractions went, he was incredible.

“1 couldn't say it before, not until you chose me. |
lowve you.™

He kissed me again, It was wonderful and
ternfying. It was possessive and liberating,

I felt fire shoot down my spine.

“Mot yer,” he urped. “Siay with me. Hold on 1o me.
Focus on my voice.” He kissed the side of my neck.

I'd had cramps before, but nothing like this, It was
all-cncompassing, from my head to my toes, It built
and built—

“Let go,” he rasped. “Now, let go.”

There was a burst of white, a flash of color, a
concussion that made no sound, but was deafening—

Then 1 was looking into Lucas’s silver eyes and
staring al his furry face. | looked down at my paws, my
legs. At the red fur washed by moonlight.

Are vou okay?

It was his question, asked without words,

Yes

He touched his nose o mine, nuzzled my neck,
then my shoulder. Even though he was a woll, 1 could
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smell Lucas, could smell the essence that was him in
human form.

You re beawiiful |, he thought.

Only when m a wolf? 1 was a little van,

Afways, It's easier to think than fo say.

fdon't feed differcat.

I1's just a shape.

| wanted to Lwgh. I'd been so afraid. And it had
been =0 casy. With lim beside me, it had been like
stepping into silk,

Will I be sore tomorrow?

A firtle.

Wikt dfor we dio nowe?

We play.

Wizt abewst yourr wound?

It'’s almost healed,

He pounced on me, teasingly, lightly, We rolled.
We jostled.

Carch me, 1 thought just before 1 stared racing
across the clearing,

He pgave me a head start. 1 loved the leel of the
wind in my fur. I loved the speed with which |
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traveled. I ran faster than I'd ever run.

But | couldn’t outdistance him. He easily caught up
with me. Then we ran together while the moonlight
washed over us,
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SEVENTEEN

That night | slept within the cocoon of Lucas's amms,
with the white cloak around me. I'd shifted back 1o
human form with no problem at all.

“You're a natural,” Lucas had said with a him of
pride in his voice.

We'd spent a lot of time kissing and talking before
we'd finally drifted to sleep.

I woke up first, The light inside the cavern was dim,
but it was enough so | could watch Lucas sleep. Being
here with him, slecping beside him—I knew it was
where | belonged.

Last night when I'd transformed into a wolf, all that
I'd been, all that I thought I'd ever be, had changed as
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well, Twasn't who | had thought T was, but strangely, 1
now knew myself better than [ ever had before,

The fears that had resided inside me—I knew now
that they were my mner beast awakening, Deep within
me, I'd known a change was waiting, but 1 hadn’t
realized what it was, 1 hadn’t known what to do.

This morning there was no fear. Not of my past and
not of my future. I'd discovered my true self last night,
and in the discovery my fears had dissipated.

And now | had Lucas. 1 was everything he'd
expecied, all that he wanted. And he was what |
wanted

Very quietly, 1 got up and walked 1o the waterfall,

I wondered if my mother had experienced her first
shift here. Had my dad helped her through it? 1 iried
to remember if 1'd ever seen a mark on his shoulder. |
was just a kid when they died. There was so much 1
hadn't paid attention to.

But I had reconciled my memories of the day they'd
died. The transformation had unlocked my past. |
could clearly see them now on that last day we were
together. They'd been trving 1o explain what 1 was,
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what we were. [ could see them looking al me and
cach other with love. They held no fear. For them the
transformation  was  a  celebration  of  what
they—we—were. They'd been so focused on making
certain 1 wasnt afraid that they hadn’t heard the
hunters.

It had been a long time since I'd missed them. But 1
missed them now., | missed them tembly,

Although I didn't hear him, | knew Lucas was there
before he put his arms around me and drew me back
against him, Where he was concerned, my senses were
more in tune since Lthe shift.

“Are you okay?” he asked,

“I was thinking about my parents. Last summer |
wasn't ready to face the place where they died.” 1
turned within his arms and gazed inlo his eyes, "I
think I need o do that, but 1 don’t know where they
died.”

He tucked my loose hair behind my ear. “Someone
i Waolford will know. Your parents were part of us”

Wolford. The place he fought 1o protect, where the
people he guarded sought sanctuary once a year.
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| nodded. I'd doubted it before, but 1 believed it
now. Strangely, the tightening in my stomach and the
nerves that always accompanied thoughts of my
parents’ death were absent. Al long last, | was ready
to deal with my past.

“Should we travel as wolves?™ | asked.

“We will, but 1 can carry the backpack so we arrive
with clothes.”

“Oh, good idea.” | lumowed my brow, “How do
you handle that amyway—ahways finding dothes?™

“We have stashes hidden around. We'll set some up
for you. And whenever possible, you leave your
clothes where you can find them again. You'll learn it
all.”

It took us a day and a half 1o get to Wolford. 1t wasn't
a place | could have found without a goide. It was
near dusk when we arrived. | wasn't certain village
was the right word Tor it

It was a fortress, surrounded by a tall wrought-iron
fence, topped with evil-looking  spikes.  Wolves
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prowled the inside perimeter. Yet for all of its unigue
appearance, it did manage 1o somehow blend in with
the landscape, so | didn't really notice it until we were
nght upon .

Al the gate, Lucas punched numbers into a keypad
and the heavy barrier slowly swung open. It appeared
this place was a combination of ancient and modern.

Taking my hand, Lucas led me up the dirt path
towvard the large foreboding stone and brick structure.
Two tiny Westics came yapping around the cormer,
Lucas dropped into a crouch and petted them.

“Are those really dogs?" 1 asked.

He laughed. “OI course,”

“Can we communicate with dogs?”

“Sure. You just say, “Sit, fetch, come.” I can teach
you the commands.”™

Laughing. 1 slapped playfully at his arm. “Very
funny.”

“Nou can't read their thoughts,™ he said, standing
back wp. The litthe dogs raced away. 1 don’t even
know if they have thoughts”

“I guess | have o leam o accept our limitations
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and think in terms of what we are, not what we
aren't.”

“Something like that.”

I glanced around. “So, where exactly 15 the village™”

“There are a few builldings around, but most of 1t is
gone excepl for this one.”

“It looks like a huge mansion or a fancy hoiel or
something.”

“It's large enough to accommodate people who
stay when they come for the solstice,” Lucas
explamed, “Only the elders live here on a permanent
basis. The others gather for the summer solstice.
That's still a couple weeks away, so there won't be
many people here yet.”

“No problem. I'm fine casing my way into this.”

We walked up the massive steps leading to the
front door. Lucas shoved it open. [ was awed as we
wilked inside.

It was monstrously large. A grand, sweeping
staircase rose from one side of the fover. Portraits
lined the walls and lights ghittered through a huge
crystal chandelier. It was like something oul of
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Homes of the Rich and Famous .

“1t's mot exactly a wilderness cabin, isu?” | asked,

Lucas chuckled. “No.”

“Dro you live in something like this?”

“I live in a dorm.”

I smiled. *You know what [ mean. Did you grow up
in something like this?

“No, Grew up in a normal house.”

L was still having a hard time thinking of Shifters as
normal in any way.

“Lucas!™ A large, booming voice sounded as a man
with a mane of silver hair strode out of one of the
nearby rooms—a room | could see into a litde and
thought was probably a parlor.

Lucas grew incredibly somber, “Dad.”

This was Lucas’s father? He looked like—well,
quite honestly, he looked like he could be a politician.
He grabbed Lucas in a huge bear hug. 1 could see a
thin laver of tears in his cyves, eves as silver as Lucas’s,

He moved Lucas back, but kept his hands wrapped
around his arms.

“I'm =0 sorry aboul Deviin,™ Lucas said. 1 had no
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choice.”

“It’s hard, but it has been for some time now. We
lost him long ago. The grief is strong, but there is also
a measure of peace,”

“Mother—"

“She understands. It's the way it had to be. Devlin
betraved us and himsell.,” He patted Lucas’s shoulder
with a big, strong hand. “You cannot blame yourself,”

While his father's words were comforting, | knew
Lucas did carry a burden of guilt for what had
happened. How could he not? He wouldn't be the guy
I owed if he didn't feel some remorse,

His father murned his attention 1o me, “This must
be Kayla.”

“Yies, sir.”

Mr. Wilde gave me a small smile. “You remind me
of your mother.”

| gasped. “You knew her?”

“Indeed. Your father, too, Good people.”

“Maybe you could tell me about them sometime. |
have so few memones.”

“We'll talk later.”
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“Oh, Lucas!” An atiractive older woman rushed
from the parbor and wrapped her arms around him.
She leaned back and cupped his face between her
hands. Tears welled in her eyes. I know you're a
guardian, but you're still my little boy and 1 was so
worricd about you.”

“Mom, I'm sorry.”

“5hh,” she cooed. “You have nothing to apologize
for. You took a vow o protect us at all ocosts,
sometimes the price is high. We know that” She
hugged him agam, and [ could feel some of the
tension casing away from Lucas.

When she released him, he stepped back, ook my
hand, and drew me near. “Mom, this is Kayla.™

Mrs, Wilde smiled a1 me. “Of course 1t is. Welcome
back to the fold, my dear.™

“It"s good to be back.. .1 think.”

“It's where you've always belonged.” She hugged
me. “We'll talk later. Right now, the elders are wailing
for you.”

Lucas and 1 walked alone through the huge house
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with our footsteps echoing around us. Finally we
reached a room with life-sized statues of wolves on
either side of the closed door. Lucas stopped and
looked at me. “This s the counsel room,” he sud
quietly. “Omnly the elders and the Dark Guardians are
allowed mside.”

“Then [ should wait out here for vou?”

“It’s your choice, Kayla, You don’t have to choose
the life of a guardian, but | would speak in your favor
if you did. I trust you with my life.”

“Do I have to fight for a place?”

“You have to take an oath to serve, protect, and
guard.”

I released a seli-conscious laugh.

“What?" he asked.

“My adoptive dad is a cop. | was thinking about
majoring in criminal justice. | guess this sn't that
different. But there's so much [ don’t know."™

“I'lleach you.™

He had no doubts, and because he didn’t, neither
did L =T want 1o do this, Lucas.”

He ook my hand. opened the door, and we strode
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into a room with a huge, round table. “ Do not tell me
that King Arthur—"

“Maybe. After all, he had Merlin.”

[ heard a squeal and turned.

“Lindsey!™ [ cried.

She wrapped her arms around me and hugged me
tightly. *I'm so glad you're back.”

Ower her shoulder, 1 saw Brittany.

“Nou should have told me, Lindsey,” 1 said. “All
those emails, text messages, IMs, and you couldn't
mention it?”

“You would have freaked out. You might have left
and then what™”

*50 you and Brittany are both Dark Guardians?”

“Apprentices. We haven't shifted yet, but next full
moeen...” She sighed. “Can't wail.”

A banging on the table caught our attention. Lucas
led me around to two empty seats at the table. |
guessed they'd known I was coming.

It was very easy to tell who were the elders and who
were the Dark Guardians. The elders were, well,
elderly. and the guardians were all young and had the
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ook of warriors about them.

An elder stood up. He had a wizened face and gray
hair that towched his shoulders. “1s she one of us?”

“¥Yes, Grandfather, she 18" Lucas smd, 1 was
slightly stunned that this man was Lucas’s grandfather,
but it made sense. The role of leader passed down
from grandfather o grandson. “She & also my mate.
Where she goes, | go.”

Lucass grandfather nodded what 1 thought was his
approval. His pale, silver eves focused on me. “Are
you willing to take the oath?”

“1 am,”

He moved around in front of me, “Kneel,”

It seemed an archaic ritual, but still 1 dropped o
one knee. Lucas knelt beside me and ook my hand.

“Are you sure we're nol getling married here?” 1
whispered.

“I'm sure.”

“Do you, kKayvla Madison, swear 1o hold our secrets
and 1o guard us from all evil and harm that may come
our way?”

“1 s0 swiear.”
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I wasn't sure how 1 knew those were the words |
needed to say, but the old man's eyes lit up and Lucas
squeezed my hand.

*“Then you are welcomed into the ranks of the Dark
Gruardians,” he saiwd somberly.

I heard applause as Lucas rose and pulled me to
my feel. Then, one by one, the remaining elders
mtroduced  themselves.  Afterward, cach  Dark
Guardian  approached and  Lucas  handled the
mtroductions, Rafe was there, of course, and Connor.
There were six others whom | didn™t know: four guys
and two girls. When Lindsey and Brittany finished
their apprenticeship, there would be twelve Dark
Guardians. | supposed in time that I'd get to know the
others better.

When everyone had been introduced, we took our
places at the table, as did the elders.

Lucas’s grandfather, Elder Wilde, then spoke 10 the
group. “It 1= with great sadness that we must report
that DeMin did a lot of damage with his mischicf.
These scientists will not give up casily. We must
prepare for what is to come.”
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Lucas stood. “Much of the danger we now face is
my fault because | hesitated to kill my brother when |
had the opportunity—when 1 should have. 1 Know
there 1s some doubt about my abihity to be an etfective
leader. If anyone wishes to challenge my right to lead,
1 am ready to face that challenge.”

“What? No!™ [ came to my fect so fast that I nearly
knocked over the chair. “If anyone challenges you,
they'll have to get through me first.”

“Kayla—"

“It wouldn’t be fur. Not unfil your wound s
completely healed. And 1 don’t see how it's your faull
that Devlin went bad.”

Several throats were cleared, and 1 realized that I'd
probably broken some protocol.

“She has a point,” Elder Wilde said. “But | don't
think you’ll find anvone willing to challenge yvou,”

The elder was right. No one challenged him. Which
was a pood thing, because U'd been serious aboul
kicking butt if someone did, I'd just found Lucas, 1
wasn'l going 1o let anyone take him away from me.

Discussion continued for a while, but the majority
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wanted to take a wait-and-see approach. Maybe the
scientists wouldn't return. But | thought that was just
wishiul thinking. After a while, we were dismissed.

Later that night, after dinner, Lucas and [ sat on a
bove seat in a grand room with a hoge fireplace. His
parenis sal across from us.

“Nou can’l believe how relieved we were when your
adoptive parents brought you here last summer,” Mrs.
Wilde said. “When you and Lindsey became such
good friends, we knew she'd be able to convince you
to return this summer.”

“Why didn’t everyone just tell me everything last
summer?” | asked,

“To be honest,” Mr, Wilde said, “we weren't sure
what 1o do. You were a unique case, Kayla., We'd
never had one of our own raised by outsiders. There
were several other people in the woods the day your
parenis died. They immediately called the police, and
the authorities gol to you before we could. We'd never
had a situation like this. We were al a loss. We did
what we could to find you, but records were sealed.
We have only so much influence.”
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| hated to think what might have happened if 1
hadn’t come back 1o the woods last summer, It had
been  scary  enough  going  through my  first
transformation with some wea of what might happen,
But to have gone through it knowing nothing at all?

And my poor adoptive parents...

“So, my adoptive parents—I just return 1o them at
the end of the summer and act like nothing has
happened?”

“Can you do that?” Mrs Wilde asked. “Or we
could talk with them, claim o be lost relatives,
arrange for you to move up here.”

| shook my head, “They love me. | dont want (o
leave them until it's time (o go to college.” | squeezed
Lucass hand. “It wouldn’t be fair 1o them. [ want o
let them have this last year with me that they were
expecting.” My adoptive mom had already made all
kinds of graduation plans. | was their daughter, after
all.

“They'll understand me falling in love over the
summer and wanting to go to the same college you do
next year. Besides, you'll need my dad’s seal of
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approval.”

He gnmaced.

“It won't be that bad,” 1 assured him. “You both
serve and protect, so you'll have that in commen.”

“Except | can’t tell him that,” Lucas said.

“But he'll sense L™ My dad was good a judging
people.

I turned my attention back 1o Lucas's parents. “Dao
you know the place where my parents died?”

Mr. Wilde podded. *Fll give Lucas directions.”

Before bed, Lucas and | took a walk around
outside. Being in a house, even one as large as this
one., had me feeling on edge. I'd always liked the
outdoors, but now it meant much more to me. It was
where | wanted to be.

“Are you overwhelmed?” Lucas asked quictly.

“No, your parents are mice. What if Lindsey hadn't
convinced me o come?™

*1 would have gone 1o vou, Kavla.”

I put my arm around him and snuggled in agains
him. “I thought thaings would change when 1 turned
seventeen. | didn't expect them o change this much.™
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I peered up at him. *I didnt expect 1o get a
boyfriend.”

“You've got more than that.” He swopped walking
and turned me (o face lim. He put his hand over his
chest. “My heart, my soul, my life.. .they're all yours,™

| fielt tears sting my eyes. “1 love you, Lucas.”

He took me in his arms and kKissed me. As always, it
was wonderful and warm, and so Lucas,

As we walked back 1o the house, he asked, “Are
you nervous about tomorrow?”

He'd gotten the directions from his father, and we
were going o go 1o the place where my parents had
died.

“A little,” 1 admitted. “1 wish you could slecp with
me Lonight.”

Arrangements had been made for me to share a
room with Lindsey and Brittany. After all we'd been
through together, it seemed odd that we wouldn't be
together tonight—but we were around parents and
apparently Shifier parents weren't any different from
Static parents when it came 10 how they felt about
girls and guys sleeping together.
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“The guardians are all here because of whai
happened with Mason and his group. They'll all be
leaving tomorrow (o head back to the park entrance.
We have other groups to lead, So tomormow, you and |
won't come back here. We'll sleep beneath the stars.”

“Can't wail. Bul we'll return for the summer
solstice?”

“¥euh. In a couple of weeks,”

I glanced around. *“What if Mason and his group
find this place?™

“We'll deal within.”

We walked back to the house. | had high hopes that
tomorrow would truly unlock my past.

The next morning, Lucas and 1 left before diwn, We
shifted so we could travel more guickly. 1 had o admit
that I enjoyved several aspects of my woll form, My
senses were  heighlened.  and  afier  each
transformation they remained a little more sensitive
when | was in human form. | was surprised by how
natural it all scemed to shift from human o wolf and
back again—with little more than a thought.
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| lost track of time, and vet 1 somehow knew when
we were nearing our destination. [ couldn’t explain it.
I slowed from a racing run to a walk—and then 1
halted completely. 1 was breathing unusually heavily
and 1 knew it was nerves, | wasn't afraid of what 1
would discover.

I knew all the secrets now., But everything was
going o scem maore intense. My parents had died
here.

Lucas noticed | was no longer keeping pace with
ham. Still m wolf form, he retumed 1o my side and
dropped the backpack at my feet. After he casually
padded out of sight behind a thicket, 1 shifted and
changed into shorts and a tank. 1 tossed the backpack
his way.

It was only a few minutes before he rejoined me, in
human form and dressed in jeans and T-shirt.

“It’s over here,” he said, taking my hand.

“1 knowy,™

He gave me a surprised look. “Do you recogniae
the place?”

“No, nont really, and vet it's familiar.”
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“Dad drew me a little map of the place. He said the
police reports indicated everything happened over
here.”

I began to get chilled as we neared a place where
the brush was thick. I knew that in all these yvears,
things would have changed. Trees would have died.
Others would have grown., But there was a wall of
rock with thick scrub brush along its base,

Kneeling down | parted the brush to reveal a small
cavern, Images bombarded me.

Hidlirg.

“Be quict, Kayla.”

My parents—

Breathing heavily, 1 stood up quickly and glanced
around.

“What is 1t1?" Lucas asked.

“I remember. They brought me here. They
wanted—" | dropped to the ground and buried my
face in my hands. “They transformed. They were so
beautiful. Then we heard the hunters yelling about
secing wolves, . There were gunshots. So loud.”

I fought to remember evervthing. Lucas knelt




Drark Giuardian #1: Moeondight

beside me and placed his hand on my knee.

“Don’t foree it,” he said.

| shook my head. “No, L..Mommy pushed me
mside that hittle cave. Then she changed to human
form and got dressed. The hunters were drunk. They
kept shooting where they'd seen wolves, 1t was chaos.”™
I shook my head. T couldn’t see it clearly. All I know is
that my parents had been in human form when they
died—because they were dressed. They'd each taken a
bullet through the heart.

“I remember waiting. terrified and quiet.” | looked
at the small cave, now hidden. 1 heard footsieps. It
was ome of the hunters. He found me and took me
away. | guess I'll never have all the answers.”™ 1 twisted
around and faced Lucas. 1 think they wanted to show
me what we were so | wouldn't be afraid, But because
of what happencd, | was always afmid—because |
didn’t understand what they didn’t want me 10 be
afrand of

“Are you still afraid?” he asked,

“No.” 1 touched his cheek. 1 have you.”

“Adways,” he said.
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That night we made camp near a serics of small
waterfalls.

Standing beneath the great black sky, 1 leaned my
back aganst his chest, He brought his arms around
me and dipped his head to nuzzle my neck. He was
my mate. Forever.

Or at least as long as we were both breathing.

I glanced wp ot the moon, Already it was waning
towiard darkness. By the time the summer solstice
arrived, it would be a tiny shiver.

There were shll dangers out there. | could feel
them threatening. When they arrived, I'd face them
with the Dark Guardians, because now | wias one of
them.

But for tonight, we were safe.

I turmed within Lucas’'s arms. He lowered his
mouth 1 mine and kissed me passionately. The taste
of him, the scent of him reaffirmed that we were alive.

For now, 1t was enough. For now, it was everything.
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