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Phologe

SHF KILLFD HIM in the darkeu part of the night, before the
dew bad settled on the grass.

It war casy, He came to the window when she'd tapped ber
claws against it It was exactly what she'd haped he wonld do.
Sliding up the square of glass, Sticking My bead out fo investi-
pate. Like an idiot. Like prey.

One less moron in the world, She ficked the blood off ber
mouth, the coarse whiskers sliding against ber tongue.

He didn't even have time to scream, He was no different
Sfram any of the athers. His eyes bad gone round as coins, bis checks
trirned fish-flesh white.
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It was when their mouths made that terrified O that she sprang.

It was the perfect momeni, They saw her coming for them.
They knew what was about to bappen. But none of them ever had
a chanie to make a sound,

Except when their necks snap. That makes a sound, she
muged,

She'd expected to feel more fear, breaking the rudes like this,
Instead, she'd discovered that she Iiked it The power of deciding
whe and when. Letting ber instincts take over without worrying
abont the consequences,

After all, she wasn't the one who would take the blame for kill-
ing theve sad tele rag-doll bumans. She wouldn’t pef canpht—isbe
was too good. Too careful.

Tf way the other one who would pay,

Drizzy with success, tantalized by the so-close pleam of revenge,

she disappeared back info the woods,

E‘//./ O..

THE SMOOTH MIRROR of the pools surface shattered
as three boys cannenballed into it at the same time. Shricks
erupted from the cluster of girls who got splashed.

“Claire, this is the fest party!” Emily gushed, nibbling on
a potato chip,

Claire scanned the crowd in her backvard. Bikini-clad
girls and soaked boys in swim trunks perched on the patio
furniture, drinking soda and laughing. Anyone'l! come to your
party if you bave a pool, she thought, She scratched the backs
of her hands against the sharp edge of the table and wished
they'd quit itching, It was like the worst poison ivy ever, only

there weren't any bumps and it wasn't red.
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eah, I guess,” she said. Claire had known most of these
people since elementary school, but aside from Emily, she
had never been close with any of them. It was the hottest
June since 1910, and the huge pool in her backyard had
made Claire instantly popular. Which still wasn't saving very
much—more than a few people at the party had been sur-
prised to find out it was Claire’s birthday. Ob, well, T guess
baving people come fust to use the pool is better than not at all
Yep, That's me—glass always balf=full. She sighed.

“What do you mean, T guess? Aren't you having fun?”

Emily’s mouth curved into a worried little frown.

“No—I mean, yeah, it's fun, I just don't know a lot of these
people so well.”

“But they're here, right? And I heard Yolanda saying that
she'd missed wyou since school let out. People do like vou,
Claire. You just don't want to believe it,”

Emily grabbed ancther chip. *So, vou really didn't get a
ear, huh#”

“Nope. I was hoping Mom was just trying to make me think
that she was leaving me stranded, but T got a pair of sapphire
carrings from her this morning, so I think she's serious.” Claire
rolled her eyes. It wasn't like they couldn’t afford for her to have
her own car. Her mom just didn't think she needed one.

Claire’s ears itched like they were on fire, just like her
hands, and she pushed back her shiny brown hair so she could
tub them,

“What are you daing?” asked Emily. *Matthew is totally
watching you! Act normal!”

Claire dropped her hands, feeling the tingle of a flush in
her cheeks. Matthew Engle gave her a little wave, and rolled
his eyes in the direction of the gigpling group sitting behind
him. She smiled at him, and he grinned back. A shock of elec-
tricity shot through her as he motioned for her to come over.
Besides being one of only two guys in the entire school who
wasn't an immature jerk, he was cute. Really cute. Turn-your-
brain-to-mush cute.

“It’s mot like 1 have a chance with him, anyway,” Claire
said, turning back to Emily,

“Of course vou do! Youre smart, vou're funny, and vou
look totally amazing in that bikini, You definitely need to go
talk to him.”

“Only if you come with me.”

“Oh, fine. But you don't need me. You'd be okay on your
own,” Emily grabbed her soda and pulled Claire to her feet.

Claire took a decp breath and strolled over to Matthew.

“Hev."” Wow, Claire, way to impress bim with your conversa-
tional skills.

“Good party,” he said.

A shriek erupted from the other side of the circle of
deck chairs, buying Claire time to think of something half-
intelligent to say.

“Oh, ewwww! [ am so serious—I don't want to hear any
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more.” Yolanda Adams slapped her hands over her cars and
turned away from the group.

“What#” Claire asked.

Dan Maxwell glanced at her. “The last guy who got killed
by the werewolf? Turns out it crushed his skull. One of the
other ER nurses told my mom about it. His brains were ooz-
ing out all over.”

“Dude, shut #p.” Matthew shook his head. “Didn't you
just hear Yollie say she didn’t want to hear about it any-
mored”

“Right,” said Emily. “Like theres anything else to talk
about in this town.”

The werewolf was all over the news—in the last month
alone, it had killed three people, No one went out after dark
anymore. Werewolf attacks were the sort of thing that hap-
pened once in a while in Eastern Europe, maybe, or rural
Japan, but in the United States they had become as rare as an
outbreak of cowpox,

Emily turned to Dan. “Even if Yolanda won't listen to
your gory details, I'm always up for insider information.” She
grabbed a handful of pretzels and arranged herself next to
Dan. Emily made it look so easy. Claire watched her best
friend flirt effortlessly with a guy who wasn't even her type.
Emily only got serious about guys who wore a lot of black,
looked sort of unwashed, and were totally into art.

Claire turned back to Marthew, wishing that she had

Emily’s confidence around guys. She glanced at the empty
plate beside him.

“So, um, have you tried the salsa vet? Lisbeth makes it
from scratch.”

“No, but that sounds great. Come on, 1 need another
drink, anyway."

Matthew grabbed Claire’s hand and pulled her over to the
food table. The press of his warm skin against her palm made
Claire dizzy, even after he'd let go.

“You probably hear enough about werewolves at home,
huh?” she asked him, scratching her earlobe. Again.

He shrugged, “Dad’s spending so much time at the lab
and on TV, he really hasn't been around much. He's dyving to
get into Lycanthropy Researchers International—he's been
getting a lot of crap from the media about how he's not as
qualified as the other members of the Federal Human Protec-
tion Agency. He's convinced that this new case is going to be
his ‘big break." Matthew sounded irritated.

Claire raised an eyebrow. Dr. Engle was leading the hunt

in Hanover Falls for the werewolf, It was part of his job for

the FHPA—the whole agency was all about researching were-
wolves and stopping attacks on humans, Claire had seen him
on TV a ton, especially lately. He always said the same thing
during interviews: “I am honored to be able to help my own
hometown in its hour of need. Hanover Falls is currently the

FHPA's top priority, and T will make sure it stays that way
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until this situation has been resolved.” Then he would adjust
his tie. Every time. He creeped Claire out.

“My mom isn't home much, either,” she offered.

Matthew looked at her, his warm brown eyes locking
onto hers,

“Yeah, she just had that big shoot in Greece, right?" he
asked.

Claire nodded, amazed that he'd remembered. Her mother
spent at least one week every month, usually more, traveling
for her photography. Travel magazines, art-book publishers,
galleries—they all wanted Marie Benoit behind the camera.
Claire didn't mind all the trips, Things were actually easier,
maore relaxed, when her mom wasn't home.

“Okay, everyone, time for cake!™ Claire’s mom called, stick-
ing her head out one of the back doors.

She stepped out, holding the door for Lisbeth, the latest
in the long line of au pairs who stayed with Claire while her
mom traveled, No one else had lasted more than a year, but
Lisbeth had been with them since Claire was thirteen. Claire
loved Lisbeth, even though she wished her mom would real-
ize that she was too old to need someone around all the time.
Tt was one thing for Lisbeth to be there when her mom took
long trips, but surely Claire was old encugh to come home to an
empty house in the afternoons, But ifher mom didn't think that
sixteen was old enough to get a car, then she probably wouldn't

listen to Claire’s ideas about how much supervision she needed

from Lisbeth, either. At least having Lisbeth meant not having
to ask her mom’s permission all the time, and Lisbeth wasn't
nearly as strict.

Lisbeth walked onto the patio carrving a giant chocolate
cake with Happy 160h Bivthday, Claire in white icing. A ring of
candles burned around the top.

Everyone turned to look at Claire, breaking into a halt-
hearted rendition of “Happy Birthday to You.” Claire forced
herself to smile, even though she was completely mortified.

Claire leaned over and blew out the candles.

“Did vou make a wish?” Matthew asked.

“Yeah.” Claire nodded, unable to look him in the eyes,
since her wish totally revolved around him.

The patio door burst open and Claire looked up, relieved
for the interruption. Dan's mother tore inte the yard wearing
bloodstained hospital scrubs,

“Mom?” Dan sounded confused and annoyed. Mostly
annoved,

“Get your stuft,” she panted. “We're going.”

Claire’s mother stepped forward. “I'm sorry, is something
wrong?”

“Yes. The news just came over the police dispatch at the
hospital—someone thinks they spotted the werewolf at the
edge of the woods, These woods,” She gestured over the brick
wall that surrounded the Benoits’ backyard. Her hand shook

as she pointed. “In broad daylight. The paolice are patrolling
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until the FHPA squad comes. I'm sorry, Ms. Benoit, but 1 can't
let Dan stay here. It's too dangerous.” She looked at the rest
of the group. “It’'s too dangerous for all of vou. You all need to
go, now.”

Right on cue, several cell phones around the pool started
ringing,

Emily looked up at Claire, her phone glued to her car. Irb

on the news, she mouthed. My mom’s freaking.

Cars screeched into the sweeping drive of the Benoits’

house and the guests grabbed their stuff. Claire scratched at
her hands and shivered as she watched everyone stream into
the house, A strong hand gripped her upper arm and she
jumped.

Matthew stood behind her, A grin played across his face as
he pulled her behind the pool house. He was so close, Claire
could feel the heat from his skin,

“Arcn’t you scared?”

“Nah, Why should I be? The chance of a werewolf attack-
ing in broad daylight—it's practically zero.”

“But that's why everyone’s freaking out, right? Because
if someone actually saw a werewolf during the day, it might
mean it would actually strike before dark?”

“Claire! Come inside, please,” Claire’s mom called from
the back door.

The thread of electric energy running between Claire and

Marthew faded,

Argh! No!

He stepped back, tucking a lock of Claire’s hair back
behind her ear.

“Td better go,” he said. “T had a great time. A really, really
great time.”

She nodded. “O-okay. Thanks.” Her voice shook. “Be
careful getting home.”

“Don’t worry about me—I'll be fine. Call you later!" He
smiled and darted around the pool house.

Claire leaned against the wall, dizzy with happiness. O
my God! He said bed calll Ob my God! She wrapped her arms
around her damp bathing suit and twirled around.

“Claire,” her mother called from the deor. “Everyone's

leaving. Claire?”

After the party, Lisbeth was too freaked about the werewolf
to deal with the mess outside, but, of course, Claire's mom was
too bothered by the mess to let it be, She cleaned it up herself,
her lips pursed, while Lisbeth hid in the kitchen deing dishes.
By dinnertime, the tension in the house was thicker than the
frosting on the birthday cake.

Claire sat at the kitchen island between Lisbeth and her
mom. Half-caten sandwiches lay in front of them—rare roast
beef for Claire and her mother, and a vegetarian-friendly
grilled cheese for Lisbeth. The news was running another spe-

cial expanded edition about the werewolf sighting, which was
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pretty much just them saying, “We don't know anything else, but
awe'll telf you as soon as we do. In the meantime, bere’s everpihing
we do know, again,” over and over and over. Claire ignored it,
but her mom’s eyes were glued to the screen, watching as a
police sketch artist held up a rendition of what they thought
the wolf might look like.

Lisbeth picked at the remains of her sandwich and pat-
ted the back of her sunburned neck. “I'm worn out. I'm gonna
slather on some aloe and go to bed,” she announced. She
leaned over and pecked Claire on the head. “Happy Birthday,
sweetie, Sixteen. Wow.” She sighed. 1 better hurry up and find
a guy to sweep me off my feet, or vou'll head off to college and
I won't have anvone to take care of but your mother.”

It sounded like she was joking, but Claire could see the
concern that crinkled up the corners of Lisbeth’s eyes.

Grigss phe thing with that guy from ber yoga dlags must have
Sepped.

“Nah, you can come with me and fold my laundry in the
dorm.” Claire stuck her tongue out at Lisbeth, Next to Claire,
her mother snorted.

Lisbeth rolled her eyes. “T'll let that go because it’s your
birthday.” She leaned into Claire. “See you in the morning,”

“Night."” Claire stopped scratching the backs of her hands
against the rough underside of the granite countertop, She
snaked one arm around Lisbeth for a quick hug,

Marie tore another bite out of her sandwich and nodded

at Lisbeth without taking her eyes off the news. Claire felt
Lisbeth stiffen beside her—just a little—before she turned
and left the room.

Claire fished an ice cube out ot her glass and held it against
the prickling itch in her ear.

“Are you still mad at Lisbeth about the cleaning thing?”

Her maother’s jaw stopped midchew and she looked away
from the replay of another interview with Dr. Engle. Claire's
chest tightened under the full force of her mother’s dark eves.

“No, of course not. I'm angry at that ignorant, pomp-
ous guack. He's the reason Lisbeth was too scared to be out
earlier.” She ripped off another corner of her sandwich and
chewed fiercelv. "He's appointed himself judge, jury, and
executioner—testing that stupid ‘cure’ of his without even
confirming that his subjects really are werewolves. Ruining
lives so that he can hurry to impress a group of scientists and
hiding behind the government to do it—he makes me sick!”
She threw the remnants of her sandwich onto her plate and
strode over to the kitchen door.

Martthew's dad was working on a drug that supposedly cured
lycanthropy. It somehow ate the disease out of the werewolf’s
brain so that it couldn't transform anymore, During a TV inter-
view Claire had heard Dr. Engle explain how it worked, but it had
been way technical and confusing—even the interviewer looked
kind of lost. All she really got was that it had to be administered

at the full moon, but when they were in human form.
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No one really cared how it worked, just that it did. Onee
a werewolf had been treated, it staved in human form, forever.
The Austrian werewolves he had tested it on were left in a
permanent coma. They were still in some locked wing at the
Vienna University Research Center, but pretty much every-
one agreed it was a well-deserved punishment for attacking
humans.

“But the Austrian attacks stopped after he injected the
werewolves,” Claire pointed out. She glanced over at the
television. Dr. Engle had the same golden-blond hair that
Matthew did, but his face was sharper—all planes and angles.

Marie gripped the doorframe. Tension rippled across her
back. "And vou assume that there is no other explanation for
that?” She spoke without turning,

Claire swallowed the wad of sandwich she'd stuffed into her
cheek. “T, uh, hadn't thought about it. I guess there could be.”

“That, my love, is his trap. Many fall into it. I hope that
you won't make the same mistake. I am going to have a bath
now. Please put vour dishes in the sink when you're finished.”

Claire’s mother slipped up the steps while Claire toyed
with the crust of her sandwich and listened to the mind-
less drone of the newscaster. Dark spots the size of pinpricks
sprang up on the backs of her hands. She scratched at them
with the tines of a plastic fork,

Claire sighed and trudged upstairs to find the cortisone

Cream,

A hand shook her shoulder.

“Claire. Claire!”

She cracked open one eye.

“Mrrrhimph,” she mumbled, as Lisheth shook her again,

“T brought you up a tray. It's nearly noon.”

Claire pulled the covers over her head and nestled farther
down into the bed. She heard Lisbeth walk a few steps and
waited for the door to close, already sinking back into sleep. That
is, until the covers were jerked oft her. Lisbeth stood at the end of
the bed, her arms full of fabric and a grin spread across her face.

“Your mom will be home in an hour—you need to be up
and dressed by then. She wants to take you shopping.” Lisheth
sat down on the end of the bed and snatched a triangle of
toast oftf Claire's plate. Claire watched Lisbeth examine it for
any sign of contamination from the strips of bacon before she
crunched into it.

“Hey, I thought that was for me!” Claire sat up and made
a halfhearted grab for the toast.

“Hey, yourself.” Lisbeth took another bite, “Cook’s treat.
You're lucky I brought it up herc at all, missy.” Her face turned
seripus. T figured vou'd be tired after the commotion vester-
day. I'm sorry vour party ended that way.”

Martthew’s promise to call her echoed in Claire's memory.
Actually, I think it ended pretey well *Yeah, well, at least every-

one came in the first place, right?”
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Lisbeth ruffled her hair. “That’s very positive of you,
Claire-bear. Ya gotta go with the flow, right?”

Claire rolled her eves. “*Oh my God, Lisbeth, no one says
‘go with the flow" anymore. You sound like some long-lost
hippyv. And don't call me Claire-bear.”

Lisbeth stuck out her lower lip and pretended to be hurt.
*I bring vou brunch in bed, and all I get is abuse. Fine, I'm
going back downstairs.” She leapt off the bed.

Claire threw a pillow at Lisbeth, who ducked it expertly
and laughed as she slipped out of the room. Mem will be here
in an bowr. Claire sighed. NMothing like being at the beck and
call of someone who barely remembered you were alive.

Her mom was gone so much, and even when she was home,
Marie spent most of her time locked in her darkroom, or pac-
ing her office while she negotiated an even more astronomical
salary for her next shoot, 5till, it would be worth getting out
of bed if it meant going shopping. Claire picked up a piece of
bacon and nibbled at it, then tossed it back on the plate and
walked over to her closet. She threw on a pair of shorts and a
tank top, then hurried into the bathroom to get ready.,

She was running the flat iron through her hair one last
time when muffled music started floating out of her laundry
basket.

“Crap!” Claire yelped. She dug through the pile of dirty
clothes until she found the jeans she'd been wearing yesterday

morning, Plunging her hand into the pocket, she yanked out

her cell phone, glancing at the caller 1D Her heart pounded as
she flipped open the phone.

“Hello?" She blushed at how breathless she sounded.

“Claire? Sorry, were vou still asleep?” Matthew asked.

“No, I'm up. 1 just couldn’t find my phone.” Ob, way 2 go,
Claire. Now be thinks you're a difz.

“Cool.” He paused. *So, I was wondering—do you maybe
want to come over later? We could hang out here and watch a
maovie or something,”

Claire bit her lip to keep from squealing.

“Yeah,” she said, “that sounds good. What, uh—what
time?”

She did a celebration dance around the room while they
made plans. As soon as they'd hung up, she tore down the stairs
and slapped, barefoot, across the marble floer into the kitchen.

“Lisbeth!” She called.

A blond head pecked around the corner. “What?* You'd
better be ready, your mom’ll be here any minute.”

“You have to drop me off at Matthew's house later, okay?
I mean, I can go, right? To watch a movie?”

Lisbeth grinned, but a little worried linc appeared between
her eyebrows, “Matthew? Isn't he older than you are?”

“Only by a year.”

Lisbeth put her hands on her hips and cocked her head
at Claire. “Isn't he a Pisces? They're not very compatible with

Geminis, you know.,”
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Claire rolled her eyes. *Oh my God. Enough with the
astrology crap. Just—can 1 go, or what?”

“Olkay, vou can go, but when he gets all emotional, don't
say I didn't warn you.” Lisbeth shook her head. “Now go
upstairs and —she stopped midsentence—"hey, why are your
hands so red?”

Claire shoved them deep into her pockets. Overnight, the
pinprick rash had gotten worse—it was on her ears, too. The
seratchy denim hem rubbed against her wrists and it felt like
heaven, “I think it's poison ivy. I already put some stuff on
them.”

The back door swung open. Claire's mother stepped into
the house, her satiny-dark hair damp with sweat. *It's scorch-
ing out there, again,” She looked at Claire. “Are you ready to
go shopping?”

Claire nodded, kissed Lisbeth on the cheek, and hur-
ried into the cool interior of her mother's waiting Mercedes.
“Thanks for taking me.”

*Of course,” her mother said. “Your sixteenth birthday—

it’s important. A mark of change. We should celebrate.”

7
ggr?; &t

THREE STORES AND four big shopping bags later, Claire
and her mother slid into a booth at one of the restaurants
attached to the mall, It was like the world’s most upscale
diner—hamburgers and tuna melts, but made with Black
Angus beef and ahi tuna, served on ultramodern plates, The
waitress took their order—two hamburgers, rare, with friecs—
and glided back to the kitchen,

Under the table, Claire scratched furiously at her hands.

“So, do you have any plans this weekend?” her mother
asked, sipping at a glass of iced tea.

Claire played with the straw that the waitress had set next
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to her Diet Coke. Shed nearly told her mom about going to
Martthew's—no less than five times since they'd left the house,
but her mom hated Dr. Engle so completely. . ..

LishetHl! just tell her if° I don’t. Claire swallowed hard.

“I'm going to Matthew's later to watch a movie,” she said
as casually as she could.

The waitress appeared next to their table and slid two plates
in front of them. Her mother looked at the food in silence. To
stop herself from saying anvthing else, Claire stuffed a huge bite
of hamburger in her mouth. She couldn't bring herself to look
at her mother’s face. Instead, she stared at the hamburger bun,
watching as the juices from the meat turned the bread rose-pink.

“Claire.” Her mother sighed. *1 don't think that’s a very
good idea. The Engles—"

“Mom!" Claire interrupted her. “Matthew's not like his
dad, okay? You don't even know him. What about what vou
said last night? All that giving-people-a-chance-to-prove-
themselves junk?”

Her mother dipped a French fry into a tiny dish of gourmet
ketchup, “I see vou feel strongly about this, chérie. Fine, then,
you may go this time. But if you sec Matthew's father, I want
you to keep your eves open and your mouth closed, And T will
warn you—we must have a very serious discussion when you get
home, Now, eat your lunch before it gets cold. I have film that
needs to be developed this afternoon, and the day is slipping

away.”

Claire nodded and bit into her hamburger, smiling as she
chewed. In a few hours, she'd be with Matthew, and right then

that was all she really cared about.

Emily sat on Claire’s bed, pawing through the shopping bags
that Claire had tossed on top of the covers. Claire had called
her the minute she'd walked in the door, and as soon as Emily
heard the words “Matthew Engle” and “date” in the same
sentence, she'd hurried over. Claire had heard Emilys car start
before they even hung up.

“So, um—I'm sorry your party ended the wayv it did. That
was pretty awful. Are vou doing okay?”

“Are you kidding? I'm doing great.”

“I figured that Matthew asking you out would make up for
evervthing clse. How did it all happen, anyway?”

“Matthew sort of caught me while everyone else was mak-
ing a run for it. And then he called this morning and asked me
to come over and hang out.”

Emily grinned at her. “See, I told you things would work out.
1 knew he liked you—I knew it! Oh, I'm so excited for you.” She
pulled a bottle of pink nail pelish off the bedside table and held
itup to her toes experimentally, “So, what are you going to wear?”

“T don't know.” Claire leaned against her closet door and
kicked at a pile of shoes. “It's gotta be something with long
sleeves, since I've got this stupid rash on my hands that I do

not want him to see. What do you think?”
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“It needs to be something sexy but not obvious. I mean,
it should make him want you without being sure that he can
have you, right? What about . .. hmm .. .7

Emily hauled herself off the bed and walked into Claire's
closet, flicking through the tops that hung near the back.

“What about this?” She held out a red scoop-necked shirt.
“You could wear it with that pair of jeans with the rip in the
knee? That would be perfect, as long as vou won't die of heat-
stroke.”

“You're a genius. I totally forgot I even had that top, And
I don't think heatstroke’s much of an issue in the Engles’ base-
ment,” Claire rummaged around in her closet, digging out
the right jeans from a pile on the shelf. "Any other advice,
oh-dating-guru-who-is-also-my-best-friend?”

“Don't chew gum. If he tries to kiss you, then you'll just
have to swallow it, and that can get really awkward, Put some
mints in your pocket instead and you can pop them if you
need to.”

“Mints. Got it.”

“Oh, and one other thing .. ."

“Yeah®"

“He's not actually a god, Claire, He's a cute guy. And he's
fucky that vou're coming over. Just relax and have a good time,
okay?”

Claire groaned. “T'll try, but I'm not making any promises.

Listen, I'm actually leaving in about an hour, so—"

“Then why am I still here?” Emily interrupted. “Go finish
getting ready—I'm already gone. God. Matthew Engle. Do
you swear to call me tomorrow?”

“Sure.” Claire grinned. “T'll give vou the complete run-
down.”

Emily gave her a hug and headed downstairs, Claire went
into her bathroom, hoping a shower would calm her down.
Emily mentioning the possibility of Matthew kissing her had

made her all jittery.

“Ow! Crap!” Claire jumped as the searing-hot plate of the
flat iron grazed her neck, She pulled back the silky-smooth
section of hair and inspected the damage. A tiny pink mark
rose on her neck—not too bad. Not nearly as bad as the
forest of red pinpricks that dotted her ears. At least her hair
would hide them. Her hands were a whole other problem.,
Claire pulled on the Emily-endorsed red shirt. The ends of
the sleeves came nearly to her knuckles, and she'd coated
her skin with concealer and powder, which made the itching
worse, but they looked a lot better, If Matthew notices this
stupid rash, I'll die.

“Claire?” Lisbeth’s voice echoed down the hall. “We're
going to be late!”

“I'm coming!” Claire grabbed her cell phone, shook her
hair back over her ears, and licked her lips. She hurried into

the car, Lisbeth was already there, dressed in a sparkly purple

1
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tunic. Silver bangles chimed against one another on her wrists,
and her lips shone with gloss.

Claire looked her over. *You're dressed up.”

Lisbeth shrugged. “T have some plans.”

Claire climbed into the car. “Fine then, be all mysterious.”

A peony-pink flush spread across Lisbeth's cheeks. “T am
allowed to have a private life, vou know.”

“Okay, okay. Sheesh. Don’t smear your lip gloss.”

When Lisbeth pulled up in front of the Engles” house,
Claire tried not to notice that it was smaller than hers. Then
again, most houses were smaller than the Benoits’. Claire's
mother liked privacy as much as she liked nice things, and
their huge house perched on several acres of land.

Matthew's house was the picture of normal—cutesy gar-
den in the front, shutters painted, and a stained glass oval
with a eross hanging in the front window, Claire leapt out of
the car.

“I'll pick you up at nine,” Lisbeth said. “And | mean on the
dot—1I don't want to be out after dark!”

Matthew opened the door before she could knock.

“Hev." He stepped aside and motioned her into the house.
“Clmon in.”

“Thanks,” Clairc said.

“My dad made popeorn.” Matthew rolled his eyes. “Why
don't we go grab the bowl and some sodas? Then we can escape

to the basement,”

“Sure,” Claire said, tugging her sleeves as far down over
her hands as they would go. She could see the kitchen from
the front hall, and it was bright enough to do surgery in there.

Martthew's dad was leaning against a counter in the
kitchen, drying his hands on a paper towel. He looked just
like he did on the news, only he wasn't wearing a tie, and the
sleeves of his dress shirt had been rolled up.

“You must be Claire.” He extended a damp hand in her
direction. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Claire shook his hand as quickly as she could, then tucked
her itching fingers behind her back.

“Your mother is a remarkable photographer,” Dr. Engle said.

“Yeah, that’s right,” Claire said. Something about the
look in his eyes—and her mother’s warning: month closed, eyes
gpen—kept her from saying anything elsc. It was like he was
saying one thing but meant another, and Claire couldn’t figure
out what he was actually thinking.

“Marie Benoit . . . such a fascinating woman. Unique. And
very outspoken, as I recall.”

“Uh, I guess.” Claire looked over at Matthew, He vanked
open the fridge and grabbed two cans of soda. With the bowl
of popeorn balanced on top of one of the icy cans, he jerked
his head toward the stairs.

“If we don’t start the movie, we won't have time to watch
it before dark,” Matthew said. “Thanks for the popeorn, Dad.

I'll, um, let vou know if we need anything.”
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“You do that.”

Dr. Engle didn't take his eyes off Claire. She quivered
under his unblinking gaze and followed Matthew down the
carpeted stairs.

“Don't pay any attention to my dad. He's just weird like
that.”

“It’s no big deal,” Claire said, looking at the shelves of
books that lined the basement walls. The thick spines were
covered with gilded letters. Titles like Fivisection and the
Human Condition and Lunar Phase Sensitivity glimmered at
her in the dim light. Spending all your time reading that kind of
stuff wonld make anyone weird.

“Your dad’s really into his job, huh?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

Claire looked over at Matthew and raised her eyvebrows.
He'd gotten touchy when the topic of his dad had come up at
her party, too, “Touchy subject?”

“Kind of.” Matthew sat back on the couch and cracked
open one of the sodas. “It just gets eld. Evervone else only
sees one side of him, They get so excited because he's on TV
so much. But he can't talk about anything except his ‘cure.” He
didn't even make it to a single one of my soccer games last
season, you knows"

“Really? That sucks.” Matthew was an incredible mid-
ficlder. Claire had heard someone saying he'd already been

offered a bunch of college scholarships because of it, “Some-

times I think its better, for me at least, when my mom’s met
noticing me—like when she'’s gone.”

Matthew looked at her, surprised.

Claire shrugged. “I mean, that's when things seem normal.
Lisbeth and I just—are. But when Mom's home, everything’s
all about her and when she needs to work or what she wants
to cat, and Lisbeth tiptoes around the house like she'’s hiding
from a burglar or something.”

“Huh. Actually, that makes sense. My mom and I are the
same way—when Dad’s home, everything's about not bother-
ing him. We practically can't breathe without it interrupting
his thought process or whatever, I never thought about it that
way, but youre totally right.”

The intrigued look in his eves made Claire’s palms damp.
She shrugged.

*Of course, my dad’s not out-of-town gone like your mom
is. I mean, he deals with werewolf attacks all over the world,
but maostly he just does that over the phone from his lab, like
consulting with other governments and scientists and stuff,
trying to get them to try his cure. He's having an easier time
talking people into things, now that he's on the FHPA. Any-
way, enough about my dad. He's not half as interesting as vou
are.” Matthew dragged the popeorn closer to the couch and
put one of the sodas on Claire'’s side of the bowl.

His words sent a sudden rush of heat through her that

made it hard to talk. Claire sank onto the couch, leaving a

Create PDF files without this message by purchasing novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)

[+


http://www.novapdf.com
http://www.novapdf.com

halt-cushion length between her and Matthew. Ciase enough
that be can veach me but not close enough to look desperate.

Matthew held up a DVD case.

“Is this okay?” It was some sort of action movie. The cover
featured a sports car midexplosion.

Claire nodded. She didn't care what they watched—she
was too hyperaware of Matthew sitting next to her. As casu-
ally as she could, Claire left her hand, palm up, on the cushion
between them. The rough nub of the fabric felt good against
the back of her itchy hand. Matthew shifted like he was just
changing positions, but when he settled back, he was at least
six inches closer to Claire than he'd been before. His arm was
stretched across the back of the sofa, behind Claire but defi-
nitely not touching her.

Claire’s breath caught, and Matthew looked over at her.
She wanted to move closer, to be touching him, But wasn't he
supposed to make the first move?

Oh oy God, this is so stupid, T don's care whes supposed fo
start things. Claire scooted over and leaned into Matthew. He
stiffened slightly and Claire's heart froze in her chest, O, crap,
Craperaperap. She started to sit up, to pull away.

“Not a chance.” Matthew wrapped his arm firmly around
her shoulder.

Claire didn't think he could see the enormous smile that
spread across her face.

Score ane for the rale breaker,

While cars flashed by on the television and police sirens
blared from the surround sound, Matthew traced a pattern
on Claire’s shoulder with his fingertips, which made her
shivery in a distinctly not-cold way, The movie—which she
hadn't really been watching, anyway—became just a blur of
images on the screen. All she could focus on was Matthew's
touch.

When the closing credits popped up on the screen, Matthew
turned his head toward her *Claire?” he asked.

“Yeah?"

His face was inches from hers. In the dim light, his eves
flashed. “This is okay?” His voice was low, beckoning,

Claire swallowed hard. “It's very okay,” she whispered.

“Good.” He leaned toward her, his mouth hovering close
enough to hers that she could feel the heat of his skin.

The door creaked open at the top of the steps, Claire
pulled away from Matthew, but he caught her hand, keeping
her close, The look of pained frustration on his face was so
obvious that Claire had to fight back a giggle.

“Claire?” Matthew's father called down. “Your—er, some-
onc is here to retricve you.”

“We'll be right there,” Matthew shouted back. He looked
at Claire, and a slow smile spread across his tanned face. “This
is the only day in a month he's been home. Next time, he'll be
bugging some reporter, instead of us.”

“That sounds . . . better.” Nex# sime! He said “next time”™!
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“Or we could hang out at my house. Lisbeth’s not, like, overly
invasive, or anything.”

Matthew glanced up at the open door and sighed. He
reached over and traced the line of her jaw with his thumb.
“I'Il call you, okay?”

Claire floated out to the car.

“l told you nine on the dot,” Lisbeth said. “The sun's
already set.”

Claire looked out at the streaks of pink and orange spread
across the sky like fire. “T know," she sighed. “Tsn't it gorgeous?”

Lisbeth snorted. “Ahh, voung love,” she teased.

“So, how were vour plans? Claire shot a meaningful look
at Lisheth.

“Successful.” Lisbeth picked a fragment of dead leaf off
her sleeve. A little smile twitched at the corners of her mouth.
She obviously wasn't going to say any more about it,

“Well, good for you, Miss I-have-a-private-life.” Claire
rolled her eyes and turned up the volume on the car stereo,
She scratched her hands against the fabric of the car seat, and

wished they were home already.

Late that night, Claire tossed and turned in bed. Her ears and
the backs of her hands were driving her crazy, even though
Lisbeth had coated them with Calamine lotion after dinner.
She dozed fitfully, waking with a start as the door of her room

swung open, Her mother crept in, shutting the door behind

her. Claire sat up in bed and blinked at the long mane of fine
black hair that hung loose and wild around her mother’s face.
Her mom never wore her hair down—it was always up in a
sleck bun, so that it wouldn't get in her way when she worked.

“You're up,” her mom said as she lowered herself onto
the bed.

Claire nodded. I guess 1 had too much Diet Coke,” she
said. “And I'm itchy.”

Her mom smiled, picked up Claire’s hand, and pressed it
between her cool palms,

“Td forgotten about the itching,” she said in a faraway voice.

Claire frowned. “You—whart?”

Her mother let go of Claire’s hand and pushed back her hair.

“Oh, chérie, I'm not even sure where to begin.” Her mom
sighed, staring out the window at the wide expanse of moon-
lit lawn spread out below, “Now that you're sixteen, things—
things are going to start changing. I—I have been waiting a
long time to discuss this with vou.”

Claire felt hot blood rush into her checks. 08, God, she
thought, she wants to bave The Tallk, Ew, What does she think
bappened at Matthews, anyway?

“Mom, it's okay,” she mumbled. “We already did all this in
Health class.”

Her mothers eves flew open wide, “What? How—oh.,
04." She began to laugh. “No, Claire, that's . . . that’s not what

I meant.”
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Claire drew her knees up into her chest and wrapped her
arms around her legs. “What, then?”

Her mother leaned back against one of the big carved
posts at the end of the bed and smoothed the collar of her
shirt. Claire stared at her mother. A middle-of-the-night,
mother-daughter chat was way out of character for her mom.
Something was definitely up.

Her mother sighed. “Our family is not like other families.
Your history, your lineage—it’s something 1 want you to be
proud of.”

“What, because voure French?” Claire struggled not to
laugh. “T guess we could start celebrating Bastille Day.”

“That’s not what I mean.” Her mother’s voice was sharp.
She closed her eves and took a deep breath.

Man, it’s easy to push her buttons, Claire thought.

“You come from a long line of proud women, Women who
have survived, whe have passed down a secret from mother to
daughter.” She twisted the sheet around her fingers.

Claire crossed her arms and waited.

Her mother's eves darted up to meet Claire's, “Like me,
like your grandmother before me, and her mother before her,
you are what we call lewp-garen,”

Claire cocked her head to the side. She hated it when her
mother slipped back into French.

“A werewolf, chérie. You—we—are werewolves.”

~7
547; 2t

CLAIRES MOUTH FELL open, then snapped shut as she
hurtled off the bed and headed for the deor. Ske’ insane, she
thought, Ttk net true, If can’t be.

Her mother caught her by the arm and whirled her around,
her gray eves sparking,

“Claire, I know this is difficult news. But it is the truth—
that is why vou have been itching, your hands, vour cars, It is
the beginning of your transformation.”

Claire sank down onto the carpet, rocked herself into
a tight ball, and covered her prickling ears with her hands.

“You're crazy! You're wrong—there’s no way I'm a werewaolf? 1
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would know—I would have known” She dug her fingernails
into her earlobes so hard that her eyes watered from the pain.

“I wanted to tell you all along, but no one is ever told
before her sixteenth birthday. Take a deep breath, Claire,
breathe! It's going to be okay”

Claire inhaled sharply. “It's just not true. Werewolves, they
kill people and 1—I don't want to hurt anyone,” Her voice rose.

“Sssshh!™ Her mother cautioned her. *You mustn't wake
Lisheth,”

She scooped Claire up, lifting her easily onto the bed. How
can she be strong enough to lift me? Claire’s teeth chattered,

“Why not us? Tt must be someone, Think about it, Claire,
Why do vou think we have always had an au pair? Someone
to care for you when [ am not here? Sometimes 1 am gone for
work. But I sometimes leave for other reasons. One truth hides
another. I know it’s hard to accept—I know, I remember.”

“But I don't want to hurt anyone. I don't want to hurt
anvone. 1 don't,” Claire whispered, her knees hugged against
her chest,

“The television news is not always right, Claire, We prey
upon other animals, yes, but so do mest men. Killing humans
for sport is not allowed.”

“So why does everyone say that werewolves kill people?”
Claire challenged.

Her mother’s lips pressed into a thin line. *One of our

kind sometimes strays from our laws—the same way men

stray from theirs when they kill one another, But it is not our
nature. It is not our way. Those feup-pgaren who kill humans are
shunned by the rest of us.”

“T don't believe any of this. If 1, if we were werewaolves, you
would have told me before now!”

“Wa, I wouldn't have, I couldn’t. Children are never allowed
to know. They don’t understand the danger involved. They are
unable to keep their identity seeret. Not revealing the truth
until a child begins to change has been our tradition for many
generations. Before we began doing it this way, many more of
us were caught, And killed.”

Her mother threw open the walk-in closet and strode to
the back. “Get dressed,” she said. “Something dark-colored.
We're going out.”

*O-out wh-where?” Claire stammered. She caught the
pair of black pants her mother tossed at her.

Her mother turned to face her. “We're going to the woods.
I didn't believe my mother until I had seen it, either.” Her
voice softened. "I will explain everything to you, when the
tire is right.”

“When the time is right?” Claire squeaked, the edges of
her vision growing fuzzy. “You're telling me we're going into
the woods so that I can turn into a wolf, but it’s not the right
time to talk about it?”

“Not tonight. It takes three moon cycles for a New One

to transform fully, I, though—I must transform. Do not be
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frightened, Claire, Nothing tonight will hurt you, I promise,
You need to trust me now, and do exactly as I say.” She pressed
an old shirt into Claire’s hands, “We must hurry, It will look
bad if we are late,”

Claire pulled on the shirt and crept down the hall behind
her mother. She wasn't sure what scared her more—the idea
that her mother had lost her mind or the possibility that she

was telling Claire the truth.

They went out the side door, sliding into the empty night. Her
maother moved so quickly through the shadows that it was all
Claire could do to keep up. A painful stitch knotted her side.
Gad, I've never seen anyone move this fast.

When her mother came to a sudden stop, Claire nearly
collided with her. In front of them was an ivy-covered patch
in the wall that separated their land from the forest.

“Here is the entrance,” Marie whispered. She nodded
toward the top of the wall, “That chipped brick up there—
it marks the spot.” She knelt down and pulled aside the ivy,
revealing a large hole in the bricks. She eased herself through
the hidden opening,

The woods were inky black, and Claire stopped just inside
the brick wall, unable to see anything. She felt totally numb—
no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't make herself move
forward into the darkness.

T wonder if Tim going infa shock,

“I can’t see anything, Maybe I should go back.”

“Your eyes will change soon enough,” said her mother.
She gripped Claire’s hand and began to pull her along
through the trees.

Twigs and leaves crunched under Claire’s feet as they
rushed through the woods. Something crashed through the
underbrush on Claire's right, and her mother yanked her
behind a tree, pulling her down onto the mossy forest floor.

Claire ¢crouched behind the tree. Her mother made a
warning noise, a low rumble that echoed deep in her throat.
She sounded like an animal.

“What was that?” Claire whispered,

Her mother sighed. “1 don't know,” she admitted. “Perhaps
it was one of the others.”

The athers? Before Claire could foree the question out of her
mouth, Marie jerked her to her feet and took off through the
forest, her hand an iron band around Claire's wrist. Far ahead,
in the deepest part of the woods, a dull orange light flickered.
Claire blinked hard, trying to see through the thick branches
while she ran, Her lungs burned as she gasped for air, They
drew closer to the light, which waved and flickered. Its a fire,
Claire realized. Her skin crawled when she saw the five figures
surrounding it, their shadows coal-black in the fire’s glow.

Five of them. Ob, God. She yanked her hand out of her
mother’s grip, shocked and sickened by her own sudden

strength. Her mom grunted in surprise.
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“There—there are six of vou? Here, in Hanover Falls?”
Claire stammered. She shivered hard in spite of the heat.

Her mother caught Claire’s face between her palms, “Seven,
ehérie. There are seven of us. Come. Iwill introduee you.”

Claire slunk into the cirele behind her mother. The five
sharp-eyed women seated around the fire stared at her. Marie
pulled her forward, into the bright, hot light of the fire.

“This is Claire,” she said. Maric turned to the old woman
sitting on the ground near Claire, “Beatrice, I greet you.”

The old woman smiled, her face cracking into a web of
wrinkles beneath her cloud of frizey gray hair, “Marie, | greet
you,” she replied. Her bright eyes raked over Claire, “Happy
Birthday, little Claire,” she added.

Claire stared at her, dazed. It was too much to take in
all at once. She still hadn't seen anything that proved that
her mother was telling the truth, that they really were
werewolves—but the possibility made her legs wobble under-
neath her,

Claire felt her mother’s elbow dig into her side. “Um,
thanks,” she said to Beatrice, who sat with a patient smile on
her face.

Huw did she know if was my birthday? Marie's elbow stayed
planted in Claire’s ribs. “I, uh, I greet you, too, Beatrice.”

The old woman clapped her hands delightedly. Claire’s
mom turned to a much younger woman, sitting with her arm

around Beatrice,

“Victoria is the daughter of Beatrice,” she said to Claire,
“Victoria, I greet vou.”

Victoria smiled, tossing her straw-colored hair over one
shoulder. “Marie, I greet vou. Claire, I greet vou, too.”

Without thinking about it, Claire smiled back, calmed

by how bright and normal Victoria seemed. “I—I greet you,”

she said.

“Say ber name,” hissed her mother.

Claire winced. “I greet vou, too, Victoria, Sorry.”

“Sokay,” Victoria said. “It’s a lot to learn all at once. You'll
catch on.”

Claire’s mom pulled her around to face the next woman in
the circle. She was pale and thin, with coarse, iron-black hair.

“This is Zahlia. Zahlia, I greet you.”

“And I greet you, Marie.” She licked her lips and nodded
at Claire. “Claire, | also greet vou.”

“T greet you, Zahlia,” Claire said, more smoothly this time.

They went through the same ritual with the last two
women, Judith and Katherine, two middle-aged women
who both greeted Claire without even really looking at her.
Claire’s mouth went nervous-dry at the same time that her
jaw clenched in irritation, It was like being paraded around
in front of some of her mothers important clients—their
eyes skimmed over her politely, but it was obvious that they
couldn’t care less about meeting her.

Tes mor fike T asked to be bere.
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The dark-haired woman—=Zahlia—caught Claire’s eye and
gazed pointedly at Judith and Katherine before rolling her eyes.
Claire fought to keep the smile off her face. Okay, so not every-
ane thought she was just some dumb drag-along of her mother’s.

Marie caught sight of the amused expression on Claire's
face and gave her a sharp look.

“5it.” Her mother pointed to an open space next to Victoria,
the blonde. “And listen.”

Claire sank down onto the dirt next to Victoria. She
wrapped her arms around her legs and squeezed out the desire
to run back through the woods, go home, crawl into bed, and
pretend none of this had ever happened.

Beatrice stood up and shuffled close to the fire, She raised
her arms and began to chant in a clear, youthful voice that sur-
prised Claire. This can'’t seriously be happening. Maybe it’s just same
really serewed-up dream I'm baving. Claire pinched her palm with
the nails of her left hand. Crap. Nat a dream. Victoria scooted
closer and grabbed Claire’s hand, making her jump.

“It’s okay, " she whispered. *T was scarcd at first, too. Don't
worry.”

Claire’s mom shot them an impatient look and Victoria
fell silent. Claire couldn’t understand most of the chant, and it
seemed to go on forever. She heard something about the wind
and the Goddess, and heard Beatrice calling each of their
names . . . except for Claire's.

“Close your eves,” said Victoria, “It'll be easier.”

Claire shut her eyes and leaned forward, resting her fore-
head on her knees. The crackle of the fire filled her ears, A low
maoan moved through the circle. It changed and grew until it
became a howl—ae, Claire realized, six dowfs. She opencd her
eyes with her forchead still on her knees, On the ground next
to her, she saw two brown paws, bigger than any dog’s, in the
exact spot where Victorias sandaled feet had been. A cold, wet
nose nudged Claire’s ear.

Claire lifted her head and jumped when she saw the enor-
mous, mottled brunette wolf in front of her,

An anxious whine rattled the wolt's throat, somewhere
just above Claire’s head.

It’s gkay naw. It gver.

As a wolf, Victoria was bigger than Yolanda Adams’s St.
Bernard—almaost the size of a pony. Everyone knew that were-
waolves were larger than regular wolves, but Claire hadn't really
grasped just how big they really were. Claire spun around. In
the spot where her mother had been stood a silvery-gray wolf.
She was a little taller and darker than the two next to her, who
st have been Judith and Katherine,

“Mom?” she squeaked.

Yes, Claire? The silvery wolf's mouth staved shut tight,
even as her mother’s voice rang in Claire’s cars, Claire blinked.

Din—reading ber mind? Werewolves bave ESP?

Not exactly, her mother said, sniffing the air. You are read-

ing oy Pody language, the same as T am reading yours. And yon
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can smell the chemical changes that come with shifting emotions.
You're fust translating it in your bead, the way I do from LEnplish
to French. It 5 part of the heightened senses that you will have from
now en—event in your buman form.

A low prowl interrupted them.

We ave already fate. It is time to hunt. Zahlia's pure-black fur
shimmered against the flat dark of the forest shadows, She was
huge—the same size as Marie, with pale flashing eyes.

Claire’s mother nodded. Zablia is right. Claire, you must
stay beve with Beatrice, We will be back as quickly ay we can.

“But—"Claire started to protest, but Zahlia stepped in.

Ob, Marie, why not lef ber come? She might as well start
learning.

Claire’s mother gave Zahlia a look that could've frozen
lightning,. You know that training dees not begin until after onels
transformation is complete.

Judith sniffed. Beatrice must make the decision. And I'm get-
Himg Burngry,

Zahlia shrugged her dark-furred shoulders, tilting her
head slightly to one side in a gesture that clearly said Whatever
you want.

They all turned to Beatrice.

Marie is right. Beatrice sat tall and still on the ground next
to the fire, This is not £be right time, Guo, the five af you, and hunt,
Claire and I will wait beve.

The five werewolves streaked oft into the woods, Claire

looked over at Beatrice, whose wolf-form looked almost
exactly like Victoria's, only thinner, and with white fur streak-
ing her muzele and cars, Her ribs showed,

Beatrice padded over and eased herself down on her
haunches next to Claire and nudged Claire's arm around her
neck. Tears flooded Claire's eyes, and Beatrice pressed her flank
close against Claire’s leg,

el be ghay, ehild, Your mother—afier you finish your trani-
Jormatian, she will be able to explain things better. I know it’s hard
to befieve, but shels as nervons and afraid as you ave, Claire, Maybe
more. When Victoria bad her change, I was so proud, but at the
same fume my heart broke for ber, Our life—ity o wenderful one,
but its alsa a beavy burden to bear, and Marie knows it, Did yaur
mother fell you that she is second enly to me?

Claire shook her head.

Someday, she will ke the Alpha of our pack. You must trust ber,
Claire. S8he knows onr ways—she knows what she is doing. Things
will be fine, really.

Claire buried her face in the soft fur of Beatrice's shoul-
der. Her breath came in short, ragged gasps. If #his &5 what
I have ta be, things will not be fine. I want to go bame, she
thought. T just want fo go home, I want to go bome. And how the
bell canld she not tell me any of this far sixteen freaking years?
Before her tears could begin to flow in earnest, she heard
a strange sound, like something heavy was being dragged

through the woods.
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“What's going on?” she whispered.

It’s the hunt. Beatrice began to pant.

Victoria bounded into the clearing ahead of the others,

1 hape you're bungry, she said, butting her head into the side
of Beatrice’s neck, We got a buck!

Claire looked over in time to see her mother and Katherine
dragging an enormous deer into the clearing. The silvery fur
ot her mother’s chest was matted with blood. The buck kicked
onee, sending a wild hoot in Katherine's direction,

“Oh,” Claire cried. “Ch—it’s not even dead!” She scooted
back and cowered against the trunk of a tree.

Zahlia clamped her jaws around the deer’s neck and
squeezed until it lay still. The six wolves gathered around the
animal. Claire shut her eyes and tried to block out the sounds
of ripping deer hide, and chewing,

There was a soft yip that sounded familiar, somehow.
Claire looked up and cringed.

Her mother cocked her head to one side. Are you okay?

In spite of herself, Claire glanced over at the other were-
wolves crouched around the mutilated deer. Its wounds glit-
tered in the firelight. To her horror, Claire felt a band of hunger
squeeze around her stomach, Her mouth flooded with saliva
and she swallowed hard.

Claire’s mom blinked at her, Do you want me to bring you
some? Her cars flicked in Claire’s direction. Your teetb—buman
teeth—won'f work,

12

Claire shook her head. In spite of her watering mouth, she
couldn't cat that. She wouldn't, I'm not an animal, she thought.
She forced herselt to look away, pazing down at her hands,
The sight of them made her gasp. A coat of silky fur, the color
of a storm cloud, covered the backs of her hands. Slowly, she
reached up and brushed the same sort of fur as she traced the
outlines of her cars. They had lost their usual seashell curve,
They were flatter, more pointed. An inhuman whine whistled
through her teeth,

Claire’s mother padded over to her and saton her haunches.
Marie ducked her head low so that they were almaost face-to-
face, The bunger will get stronger and stronger for you, and it will
bring more changes cach time it comes. Each menth, your transfor-
mation will de more complete. In three full moons, Beatrice will
call your name in the ceremaony, too. This is the way of our world.
The sooner you accepf 14, the easier things wilf be.

Claire’s chin trembled. She pushed her palms hard against
her eyes, trving to force back the tears, and shook her head.
The tur on the backs of her hands was like a blanket. Her skin
underneath felt hot, smothered, She heard her mother sigh
and pad away across the clearing, back to the deer.

While the others ate, Claire huddled against the tree and
ignored the growls coming from her stomach. She closed her
eyes and waited while the minutes crawled by. Finally, Beatrice
stood over the remains of fire and gave a strange, gurgling

howl. As the noise died away, so did the flames, and since the

43

Create PDF files without this message by purchasing novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)



http://www.novapdf.com
http://www.novapdf.com

moon had long since dipped below the tops of the trees, the
clearing was left in darkness.

Judith and Katherine left for home together, still in their
wolf-form. Beatrice slipped silently into the trees while Victoria
and Marie dragred the remains of the deer back into the deep
woods. While they were gone, Claire felt a snout nudge her.
She looked up at the round, gold-flecked eyes that stared down
at her

You kind of look like you're freaking out. Zahlia flopped down
next to Claire and stretched out her legs, licking at the blood
spattered along the fur of her shins,

Claire shrugged.

Well, its nothing to be ashamed of. Your moms really smart
and all, bt she expects a Jot of everyone. You especially. Just tanse
she thinks this is normal decsn’t mean you do, yau know?

Claire nodded, her clenched teeth opening the smallest bit.

Zahlia’s mouth opened in a wolfish grin. When my mom
dragged me info Fhe woads on my sixteenth birthday, T totally
panicked and ran halfway to the interstate before Beatrice canght
wp with me. And then I didn’t speak fo my mom for almost a
month. The fact that you're here and nat tearing through the
woods fike a screaming funatic felly me you're doing pretéy dann
great.

“How long did it take before it didn't freak you out any-
more?” Claire whispered.

A year, maybe? T guess ifs different for everyone. I'm nincteen

14

now, and this all seems move normal than being human ever did.
8o, you know, there s hope.

Claire managed a tiny smile. *So, where's your mom?”

Zahlia locked into the fire. Gene, It’s a long stery. Anyway.
The pack—its all about tradition and rules and bistary, vight?
But sometimes thal staff docsn’t give you what you really need.
So. .. you let me know if you need something, okay?

“Um, okay. Thanks.” Claire could hear the confusion in
her own voice. She didn't know what Zahlia was talking about,
but she was obviously trying to be nice.

Victoria and Marie slipped back into the clearing, Claire
could see the surprise and suspicion that crossed her mother's
expression when she saw Zahlia sitting with her, but she
couldn't tell what her mother was thinking, It was like Marie
had intentionally blocked it, somehow.

Claire, it is fime to go, her mother said.

Claire nodded and got stiffly to her fect. Finally. She was
dying to get out of here—to get home. Claire’s mother shook
her silvery fur and sighed. Her form shimmered and stretched,
patches of skin appearing over her pelt. Claire tried to look
away, but a horrible fascination kept her eyes glued to her
maother. Until she realized that her mom was naked. Claire’s
cheeks burned and she turned away. Out of the corner of her
eye, she saw her mother streteh out a pale, elegant arm and
grab a bundle from underneath a shrub. In a flash, she'd pulled

on clothes and twisted her dark hair into its usual tight bun,
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The firelight skimmed over her mother’s high, pale fore-
head and straight nose. It was the face Claire had always
known—what still seemed like her mother’s real face. Claire
scratched at the back her hand, startled and relieved when her
nails clawed across smoath, hairless skin, They were back to
normal—both of them.

“Thank Guod,” she whispered. “1 changed back!”

Her mother leaned close to her. “From now on, you should
really sav ‘thank Goddess,” chérie. And vou are not vet able to
change back on your own.” Her mother’s low, barking laugh
disappeared into the undergrowth, “So impatient. 1 pulled vou
back with my own transformation. Mothers can do this for
their children—it is a protection. To change back, you must
hold your breath and feel yourself being pulled in, like putting
your fur back under your skin, like stuffing a blanket back into
a drawer, But there will be time to learn that later, after vou
have completed your dewvienment, your *becoming.” For now,
you must learn to wait,”

Behind her mother, Claire saw Zahlia roll her eyes while
she adjusted the collar of her shirt.

Marie continued. “The most important thing, Claire, is
that you must never say anything about who vou are, To any-
one. Obviously.”

Claire bristled. She hadn't given her mother any reason to
treat her like a six-year-old. “I'm not a moron. I wasn't exactly

going to run off and post it on the Internet.”
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Marie pursed her lips, “Mistakes have been made before, I
am just trying to keep you safe.”

Claire stared numbly at her mother. *You have blood on
your chin,” she said.

Her mother rubbed her shirtsleeve across her chin.

“You scem distressed. Are you all right?” She brushed the
twigs and dirt from the front of her shirt,

All right? Was she alf right? A flame of anger licked at
Claire’s insides. Her mother had just turned her world com-
pletely upside down and she didn't understand why Claire
might be upset. Was she serious?

Marie waited, her arms crossed in front of her,

“I, uh—didn't think about the clothes,” Claire finally
stammered.

Her mother nodded. *One must always take oft the first
outfit before putting on the second, yes? This is the same
thing"—she paused—"only difterent.” She shrugged. "A body
is just a body. Now: Let's go.”

Claire trailed through the woods behind her mother. They
crawled back through the hole in the wall, sneaked back across
the yard, and then they were safe inside the house. Her mother
flipped the bolt on the kitchen door and turned to Claire.

*Go upstairs and put your clothes where Lisheth won't find
them. Then you must shower and go straight to bed. We will talk
more tomorrow.” She smoothed back a hair that had escaped her

bun, “You did well tonight, Claire. I'm proud of you.”
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Claire watched as her mother slipped up the back stair-
case. She sighed. When she was little, she'd wished her mother
were around more, that they could spend more time together.
This wasn't what she'd had in mind. And even worse—there
didn't seem to be any way out of it. The sudden feeling of
being trapped wrapped itself around Claire so tightly that
she had trouble catching her breath. She forced herself not to
think—to walk up the stairs one step at a time and get into the
shower like nothing was wrong,

When she'd washed away the smell of the campfire and
stashed her filthy clothes, Claire crawled into bed. The sky was
already streaked with pink, predawn light, and she fell into an
exhausted sleep as soon as she tugged the comforter around

her shoulders,

7
gz/ﬂ?; &t

IT WAS THF only house on the block without a porch light on,
the only one with enongh davkness to bide in. Shed boped to get one
of the Engles’ neiphbors, not fust semeone wha fved on fhe sawme
strect. Still, it wonld be enongh to vattle some teeth, shake some
bones . wake Fhem up. She wondered if they wonld notice if she
took a little memento. The bouse felt cool against her flank when she
pressed infe the siding. Inside, everyone was breathing the breath
of sleep.

She apened ber faws and heened so hiph and thin that only the
dog—ithe one she conld smell slecping at the foot of the bed—could
hear, The barking was sudden, frantic, afraid. She snuffled with
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pleasure. Dogs, Smart enough to be scared, stupid enongh to fure the
brmans to their sharp-toothed end.

She buddled by the back deor. When it creaked spen, she watched
the fool dop streak ont inte the yard, Watched the buman step ont
after it. And then she sprang. His body beld the door open nicely.
She stepped around bis twisted-neched form and padded inside.

“Claire? It's time to wake up—c'mon, sleepyhead.”

The memory of the night before bubbled to the surface
of Claire’s mind, and her heart sank before she'd even opened
her eyes, Welcome t2 My Life As a Monster, Day One. She swal-
lowed hard.

“Arc you feeling okay?” Lisbeth frowned. “You look sort
of ... green.”

“T'm fine. I just didn't sleep very well,” Claire lied.

“You could've fooled me, since you slept till noon, Anyway.
Your mother—she asked if you would meet her in her darkroom.”

Claire’s mouth fell open. No one was allowed in Marie's
darkroom. Ever. Mot even Claire.

Lisbeth shrugged. “It surprised me, too.”

“Yeah, well, thanks for waking me up.” Claire stretched.

Lisbeth headed over to Claire’s closet, “I'm doing a load of
darks—I'm gonna grab your dirty stuft to fill it up.”

“No!” Claire jumped up, throwing off her sheets, She'd
stuffed her smoky clothes underneath a massive pile of shop-

ping bags, but Lisbeth had a nose like a bloodhound.

Lisbeth put a hand on her hip and stared at Claire. “What?
Why?"

Claire took a deep breath. “1 don't think 1 have any dark
stuff dirty, that's all. Anyway, I should probably start doing my
laundry myself, you know? [ mean, I'm sixteen—I don't need
someone else to fold my T-shirts.”

A little wrinkle of suspicion grew between Lisbeth's
eyebrows. “You're sure there isn't maybe something in your
laundry vou don’t want me to find?”

Claire swallowed hard. She stalked over to her closer and
vanked out the laundry basket. With her heel, she nudged the
door shut,

“You want to go through my pockets? Fine. There’s noth-
ing there, Lisbeth, T can't believe you don't trust me.” She was
wound so tightly that it made her voice shake. She thrust the
basket at Lisheth,

“Okay.” Lisbeth held up her hands like a surrendering
criminal, leaving Claire holding the laundry. “Sorrv. After
three years of pulling wadded-up tissues and Diet Coke bottle
tops out of your jeans, I'd love a break, It just seemed sort of
sudden, that's all. I'll be watching the news if you need help.”

That was foo close, As soon as she feaves T find a better
spat fo—

Something in Lisbeth’s voice stopped Claire midthought.
“The news? Is something going on?”

Lisbeth looked at Claire, her eyes scared and sad. “There
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was another . . . attack last night. Three doors down from the
Engles' house. That—that monster killed some guy by his back
door and then snuck into the house and killed his wife.” She
shook her head. “T don't for the life of me know why people
don't just stay inside with the doors and windoews shut like
the City keeps telling us to. Anyway. It's been on the news
nonstop all morning. The police don't know what to do, and
the FHPA just keeps saying that it's an ‘ongoing investigation,’
whatever thats supposed to mean.

“When I think how close we were yesterday . . . we drove
right by it. 1 just hope they catch that thing, and soon.”

Claire watched the door long after Lisbeth had left.
How could there have been another attack? Whe could
have done it?

It conddn’t have been anyone in the pack. We were alf together
Jast night. Claire yanked a pair of shorts out of her dresser. On
her vanity, her cell phone lit up. Claire picked up the phone
and looked at the sereen. Matthew, Her thumb hovered over
the sEND button. What am I geing to say to him?—Yeah, I'm
fine, glad if was the neighbors and not you? I bad a preat night,
and guess what, I'm a wevewalf #—0h my God, no wonder my
i hates bis dad so much! Dr, Engles freaking hunting ber,

The voicemail alert flashed, and then the phone went dark
in her hand. Of course, Emily would probably call any sec-
ond, looking for details about her date with Matthew. Claire

dropped the phone back onto her vanity and pulled on her

clothes, throwing her hair back into 2 messy ponvtail, At least
her ears had quit itching. They were as smooth and pink and
normal as they'd been everv other day before her sixteenth
birthday. Which just made everything she'd seen last night
seern even more like a bad dream.

She hurried into the hall, headed for the back stairs that
led down to the basement—and the darkroom.

Claire knocked on the thick oak door as softly as she could.
Her mother appeared, her hair slicked back into its usual
tight bun. A tiny, cupboardlike room was all Claire could
see behind her mother—and another door, this time painted
black, like the walls and ceiling. Overhead, a dim red bulb
glowed, like a warning,

“Come in,” her mother said and stepped back into the tiny
room. “And shut the door behind you.”

Claire crowded close to her mother and did as she was
told. The room was so small that the doorknob poked into her
back and its little twist lock dug into her spine. Her mother led
her into a huge room, lit entirely by the same ruby light, Rows
of metal tables lined the walls. Wire shelves held bottles and
jugs of the chemicals that smelled so familiar—her mother's
scent. Some moms wore Chanel, Claire’s mom doused herself
in developing fluid.

Claire spun around slowly, staring at the vast room. Cam-

era equipment covered the wall behind her. Lenses and cases,
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camera straps, tripeds, and, of course, the cameras themselves,
lay cased in gray foam.

Marie gestured to a tall wooden stool, *You may sie.”

Claire perched on the edge of the seat and dragged one
toe across the concrete floor, A million questions all crowded
together in her head, but being in the darkroom was like going
into a country where she didn’t know any of the customs. If
what she said wasn't right—if she asked the wrong thing—she
might get kicked out. The guiet settled over her, surrounding
her. She felt trapped.

Her mother picked up a pair of tongs and swirled a blank
sheet of glossy paper down into its first chemical bath, *T sup-
pose Lisbeth has already told you what happened last night—
the Engles' neighbors?”

“Yeah.” Claire swallowed hard.

Marie sighed and dropped the tongs back onto the table

with a clatter that made Claire jump.

“Our pack—we have been trving to find the cause of these
horrible deaths. But we must not be exposed while we do it. It
makes searching . . . difficult. And the longer these things go
on, the more dangerous our lives become. The constant chat-
tering of those peepde”™—she spat out the word—"on the tele-
vision .. . It just makes everything worse.”

Claire was pretty sure that by “people” her mother meant
Dr. Engle.

“This is not the first time that our kind have been

threatened, We will find out who—or what—is causing this,
You do not need to concern yourself with this. There must be
other things you're wondering about? Questions vou have?”

“So, Lisbeth really doesn't know about any of this?”

Marie shook her head sharply. “Of course not. Lisbeth
knows I have a job that takes me away at a moment’s notice—
a job with odd hours, strange comings and goings. I couldn’
leave you here alone when I was off in the woods, any more
than 1 could when 1 went to Dubai. Lisbeth . . . filled in the
gaps. I know it will be hard for vou to keep this from her, but
vou must find a way to do it.”

The reality of the situation slammed into Claire, Tt was
like being kicked in the chest. Claire forced back the mois-
ture that crept into the corners of her eyes, She hated lying
to Lisbeth. And now she was going to have to do a lot of it.
Anger flooded through her, drving the tears that clung to her
cyclashes.

“You've been hiding this from her, from us, for years.”
Claire’s voice shook.

Marie shrugged. “You know I am not close with anyone, 1
find it easier that way. Not everyone does. But werewolves and
humans—we were not meant to be friends, Claire. I believe
things go better for those who remember that.” She turned
away, reaching for another jug of fluid,

Claire clenched her fists. “How can you act like this is no

big deal? First vou tell me I'm a—that I'm not even freaking
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bumran. And now you want me to lie to everyone, and I'm not
even supposed to care?”

“I do not appreciate that tone. I know this has come as a
shock to you—"

“Well, #hats the understatement of the century.” The
words came out soaked in sarcasm.

“Enough!” Maries calm exterior finally gave wav, “This 1s
not a death sentence. It is an honor. And if you cannot stop the
sass long enough for us to discuss it, then this conversation 1s
over,”

“Fine!” Claire slid off the stool with a #hwmp. “T'll just
get out of your freaking space, then,” She slammed out of the
darkroom and stormed up to her room.

Claire vanked on the first bathing suit she found and raced
out to the pool, throwing herself into the deep end. The taste
of chlorinated water pushed the flavor of salt tears out of her
mouth, and she began to swim, clawing furiously at the water.
She went back and forth across the pool, until she lost count
of how many laps she'd completed. She swam until her arms
ached—until exhaustion slowly overtook the rage that glowed
in her chest.

When Claire finally crawled out of the pool, her legs
shook underncath her. She collapsed, dripping, onto one of the
lounge chairs and lay there panting, Eventually her breathing
slowed and she drifted into a half doze.

E I I

A warm hand shook her awake.

“Claire?”

Claire opened one eve., It was her mom,

“What?" She sounded more sullen than she'd meant to,

“I want to apologize. I am so accustomed to things that
it all seems—well. I should have been more prepared for vour
reaction, I am sorry,”

Claire squirmed. “I didn't mean to freak out on you. But I
am freaked out.”

“T know. And I am sure that you have many questions.”

Claire nodded, picking at the woven fabric of the lounge
chair, “So, are there any others—you know, like us, around
here?”

Her mother toyed with her watch, “No. There are no other
packs nearby. In fact, Judith and Katherine come all the way
from Rochert every moon, because were the closest to them,
Oceasionally, we can scent that wne senfe, 2 wolf without a pack,
has traveled through, But they rarely stay more than a few days.”

All the images from the night before flashed through
Claire’s mind, The memory of Matthew’s arm wrapped around
her shoulders sent a rush of heat through her. It also sent a
question sailing out of her mouth.

“So, how come there are no men werewolves in our—ubh,
pack?”

Her mothers head snapped up. *Oh, chérie, 1 thought I
had—" She sighed and leaned back against the patio table,
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“There aren’t any males of our species. Anywhere. There never
have been. All werewolves are women,”

Claire’s eves shot wide-open, “But—thev've caught them
before. I've seen it! Those Austrian werewolves that Dr. Engle
tried his cure on were male.”

Her mother shook her head sadly. “Innocent, all of them.
Everyone is so anxious to believe ina cure that they believe his
claims. Have you never realized that he has no photos of his
‘patients’in the form of a wolf? He has evidence of misshapen
teeth, of chests with enough hair that they seem furred.” She
sighed. “Mortal men misunderstand the symptoms. They mis-
diagnose. People expect such strength, such . . . bestiality to
be the realm of males. This ignorance has helped us to stay
mostly hidden for so many generations.”

“But then how do we, I mean .. ." Claire felt the heat of
blood rush into her neck, crawl up her cheeks, kiss her hairline,
She stared at the ripples on the surface of the pool, unable to
meet her mom’s gaze, “Werewolves must, ub, reproduce, some-
hwez”

Her mother laughed. “Do not be embarrassed, It is a
normal question, one I asked my own mother. We mate with
human men,”

Claire twisted uncomfortably in her seat when her mother
said the word “mate.”

Her mother sighed. “It is a weakness. Because we need men

to create another generation, we must live near them, It creates

a great risk for us, Our, er, relationships are often short-lived.
That is the safest way."

Claire’s heart thudded in her chest. It took all of her will-
power to ask the next question, “So, my dad . . . #" The stories
flashed through her head. All her life, her mother had told
her that her father had been a kind man, a scientist, killed in a
plane crash two months before Claire had been born.,

“For that I must apologize. I had to explain somehow. I
knew your father only a few weeks, but because of the morals,
the beliefs of the human world . . . The depth of our relation-
ship ... It was a lie. In this world we werewolves are driven
to lie a great deal, Claire. More than most humans do. T am
SOITY.”

Claire’s stomach rwisted, and she tried to swallow back
the bile that filled her mouth. She serambled to her fect.

“Are you all right, chérie? You look pale.”

“I think I'm going to be sick.” Claire ran into the house.

She stumbled into a seldom-used bathroom, Hunched over
the toilet, Claire reeled. All the lies her mother had told her spun
through her head. That there werent any pictures of her father
because he couldn't stand to be photographed. That his family
had disowned him, and wouldn't speak to Claire or her mother,
None of it had ever been true. The hole in her heart every Father's
Day, the little ache she felt every time she saw Emily's dad joking
around with her—it had all been for nothing.

The reality settled around her like a cage. The silky gray
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fur on the back of her hands last night, the warm blood of
a fresh kill—this was her identity. And, really, it always had
been. Claire leaned her head against the cool marble of the
bathroom wall. Nothing she'd believed about her life had ever
been true. 8o when T was with Matthew last night, was that just
anather e

Sl shaking, Claire crawled back up the long staircase to
her room. She flopped down en the litde cushioned bench in
front of her vanity and stared in the mirror. The wild, freaked-
out look in her eyes just made her feel more like an animal.
Which I am, she reminded herself, I 7 werewslf She couldn't
get enough air. Her heart started to race as she struggled to fill
her lungs, Sweat beaded her forchead and slicked her palms,
The itching shed felt yesterday came back worse than ever and
she stared in the mirror, horrified to see fur slowly pushing its
way out of her skin, covering her ears and the backs of her hands.

“Oh, no. Nonono,” Claire moaned.

This can’t be bappening, Its not even night! Anger surged
through Claire as she stared at the thick tur. [ wilf net let this
bappen, Idon’t care what family T was born inde, 'm not deing
this. She leapt to her feet, knocking over the bench. Her
mother had never shown up to dinner covered in fur—there
must be something she hadn't told Claire—some way to hide
it. How cowld she leawve out the fact that T mipht vandomly furn
inta @ fur-covered freak? It’s not the full moon anymore! Qb my

God, this is poing o bappen to me aff Fhe time, isn'f i£?

Fine, I'll go back down there and make ber tell me exactly
what Im supposed to do about this,

Claire spun around and headed for the door,

“Claire?” Lisbeth knocked gently. “Everything okay in
there?”

Damn. Claire glanced at the doorknob. Unlocked. Dawmn!
“Uh, yeah, Lisbeth. 1 just knocked something over.,” Claire
hurried over to her bathroom, anxious to get another door
between the two of them.

"All right, if vou're sure.” Lisbeth sounded doubtful.

“Yep, just getting in the shower,” Claire called, slamming
the bathroom door behind her and locking it. She slumped
against the wall, relieved. She took a deep breath, and thought
about what her mother had told her the night before—that
she had to pull herself back into human form, like stuffing the
fur back under her skin.

She closed her eyes and tried to concentrate. After a few
seconds, she eracked open an eyelid and looked at her hands,
which were still covered in fur. Irs not working!

Claire’s gaze fell on the razor sitting on the edge of the
tub. [ said I was getting in the shower. Maybe I'm nat swch a liar,
after all,

Shaving the fur off the backs of her hands was casy, but
her ears still had dark patches when she was finished. If she
kept her hair down over them, they looked normal enough.

Claire wadded up the damp clumps of fur in a pile of toilet
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paper and buried them in the trash can. She stared at herself in
the mirror, It not perfect, but its better than nothing.

Claire stomped downstairs, looking for her mother, On
her way to the darkroom, she ran into Lisbeth, her arms full of
laundry. The pile of clothes flopped out of her grip, landing on
the floor. On top was a lavender T-shirt of Lisbeth's, spattered
with dark stains,

Lisbeth blinked twice and then looked at Claire. “T hope
those wine spots come out in the wash.” She pathered up the
clothes and held the bundle to her chest.

Wine? Claire wondered. Lisbeth never drinks,

“So,” Lisbeth said, her voice breezy, “Off to storm the castle?”

“I'm going to go talk to my mom, actually.”

“Not right now vou're not, She just left to go meet with
some potential clients—said she wouldn't be back until late.”

“What? How could she go when I just—" Claire barely
caught herself in time. Not telling Lisbeth what was going on
was harder than she'd thought it would be.

“When you just . .." Lisbeth prompted.

“Never mind,” Claire turned around and headed back
upstairs. I'l just wait until she gets home. I can be patient. And
then as soon as she comes in, TIFmake ber fell me everything she
left aut—Tlike how to keep from turning inte a wolf in the middle
of #he freaking afternoon,

“Hey, Claire?” Lisbeth called after her.

“Yeah?"

“Your cars look sort of funny. Is that rash back? Maybe I
should call Dr. Abramowitz and get you an appointment.”

Claire’s hand crept up to cover the mark. “It’s nothing. 1
just burned myself with a flat iron.”

Lisbeth frowned. *Oh, okay.” She didn’t sound convineed.

Claire bounded upstairs and slammed her bedroom deor.
The cell phone sitting on the edge of her vanity caught her
eye. The screen flashed at her—four new messages.

Claire flipped open the phone and speed-dialed her voice-
mail. The first message was from Matthew, His voice sounded
shaky, and Claire could hear other people and cars in the back-
ground.

“I just wanted to make sure that you got home okay,
since—well, Since what happened at the neighbors last night,
Call me, okay?"

Claire deleted the message. The next two voicemails were
from Emily. She demanded details about the night before—
what had they watched, had the outfit worked, had they kissed?
Claire was dying to talk to Emily but not about Matthew. She
wanted to tell her best friend that her mother had ruined her
life last night. But she thought about the dead-serious look on
her mother’s face when she'd told Claire not to say anything,
And also she didn't really know how Emily would take that
sort of news, Claire sighed and deleted Emily’s voicemails.
The last message was blank. Claire checked the missed calls
list—it had been Matthew, again,
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There was no way she could talk to Matthew right now., It
sucked that he was worried, even though it sent a little ripple
of happiness through her middle to think that he had called—
twice—just to check on her. The phone buzzed in her hand
and Claire looked down at the screen. Emily, Claire shut her
eyes and answered the phone, throwing herself down onto her
unmade bed, She braced herself for Emily's inguisition.

“Hello:" Claire tried to make her voice sound normal.

“Hev.” Emily’s voice held none of its usual excitement. She
sounded sort of depressed, actually.

“Are you okayv?” asked Claire,

“Not really.” Emily’s voice trembled, “Mom and Dad
freaked out about the Engles’ neighbors, Theyre talking about
making me go stay with Aunt Masie until school starts, On
the stupid farm. I am so, so pissed off right now. I don't even
think they get cell phone reception out there. Oh my God,
Claire, I'm going to die if they send me away for the rest of
the summer!”

If they send her away, at least I won't have ta think of @ way te
bide this from ber, toe, Her best friend was about to be shipped
off and her first thought was “great™ Guilt filled Claire’s
throat, It choked her when she tried to talk. “Emily—that's
horrible. T know your parents are sort of paranoid, but this is
really over the top.”

“T know. I swear to God, Claire, theyre actually frying to
ruin my life." The thought of Emily leaving made Claire ache.

Shed never been away from her best friend for more than a
week. Now they would have to spend the whole summer apart
if’ they couldn't think of a way to stop Emilys parents from
going off the deep end.

“Emily, breathe, They're just worried about what happened
to Matthew's neighbors. My—my moms totally freaked out,
too.” That's enly sort of a lie, right? She said that the pack is wor-
ried about whats happening. . ..

Claire hadn't ever hidden anyvthing this big from Emily.
And it sucked.

“Oh my God, 1 didn’t even ask you about vesterday! What
happened? How was it? Did he kiss you?”

Claire bit her lip. She didn't really want to talk about
Matthew, but she couldn’t bring herself to lic to Emily about
everything. “Almost. He would have if his dad hadn't inter-
rupted us.”

*Oh my God, didn't I z// you he liked you? Were you so
mad at his dad?”

Mot as mad as Matthew looked,” Claire admitted. The
memory of Matthew's frustrated expression made her smile,

“Well, next time for sure. There is going to be a next time,
right? Have you talked to him today? I mean—has he called
you?”

“Uh, yeah, he called, but T haven't called him back yet. I

just got up a little bit ago, and then my mom wanted to talk

to me and soaff”
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“Then why are you still talking to me? Get off the phone
and call him! I have to go beg my parents to see reason, anyway.
Call me later, okay? And do vou wanna hang out tomorrow?”

“Sure, tomorrow sounds great,” said Claire. “T'll call vou.
Good luck with vour parents.”

Emily groaned and hung up the phone without saying
pood-bye, Claire caught sight of her face in the mirror and it
stopped her cold. Ity becanse of me. Emily’s parvents are poing to

send her away because they're afraid gf me. . ..

T T

Z,.‘;ZV; Lo

[T WAS WELL after dark before Claire could bring herself to
call Matthew. “Hello?"

“Um, hi, Matthew.”

*Claire!” Relief flooded his voice. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I'm fine. I'm sorry about your neighbors. Things
must have been pretty nuts around there today, huh?” She
hoped that he would just think she sounded shaky because
she was upset about the murders.

“Totallv. My dad’s in hyperdrive, and if the news guys
aren't in our living room, the cops are. He doesn't think it's

a coincidence that it was our neighbors who were attacked,
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50 he's taking it way more personally than usual. Mom and
I are just trying to stay out of his way."

Claire’s head spun. She sat down on the edge of her bed
and drew in a deep breath.

“Claire?”

“Yeah, I'm here. So, your dad—he thinks this was like,
some sort of warning?”

“T guess. Or taunting, more like. Like that thing thinks it
can't be caught, that my dad’ll never get him.” He laughed. “It
was like waving a red cape in front of a bull. He's more deter-
mined than ever to find the werewolf, Then he'll be able to
use his cure—like Superman saving his own town, you know?”

Claire managed a weak chuckle,

“Do you want to meet at the club tomorrow? It's too hot
for anything but swimming, anyway.”

The thought of Matthew standing at the edge of the Brook-
shire Country Club pool in his swim trunks made Claire’s finger-
tips tingle. She swallowed hard.

“I—I can't. T have to keep the day open for Emily tomorrow,
in case she has to leave.” It sounded lame, even to Claire, but
there was no way she could see him right now. Not when there
was a chance she might sprout fur with no warning, “Maybe
some other time,” she added, before she could stop herself.

“Oh, yeah, sure,”

“Listen, I've gotta go, but, um, I hope things settle down

aver there soon, okay:”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Claire could hear the confusion in his voice. This {5 5o
unfair! Someone like Matthew Engle is actually interested in me,
and his stupid dad &5 ruining it Well, that and the fact that I'm
the spawn of the wolf-woman. Theres no way I can see bim until
I figure sut bow to keep the werewslf crap in check, Her head
throbbed, She could be as sarcastic as she wanted, but it was
still true, and it still sucked.

“Okay, well, uh, I'l talk to vou soon.”

“Okay,” he said, his voice brightening considerably.

They hung up and Claire stared at the phone in her hand.
She just had to avoid him for a little while, that’s all, until she

had a better handle on what was happening,

That night, Claire lay awake for hours, waiting for her mother.
As soon as Marie got home, Claire was going to confront her,
Make her explain why fur had just appearcd on her like that,
and how to keep it from ever happening again. She listened
for the sound of the Mercedes speeding up the drive, but it
never ¢ame,

She watched the late news, and then the Late Show. With
each minute that passed, she got angrier and angrier. It was so
like her mom to just disappear at a time like this. And Claire
didn’t even know how to find any of the other women she'd
met last night. When a rerun of the news started, she checked

the clock—two a.m, She threw off the covers and padded
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across the room, The deor creaked when it swung open and
she winced. She poked her head out and peered down the hall.
Lisbeth’s door was shut and Claire could hear her snoring
even more loudly than usual.

She wandered down into the kitchen and opened the refrig-
erator. She pulled out a plate of steak left over from dinner.

“Still awake, chéris?” Her mothers voice came from the
darkened dining room, making Claire jump. The plate of food
tipped in her hand, and she barely managed to hang on to it,

“Jesus, don't do that. When did vou get home? I didn't even
hear you come in, God.” Claire's heart thudded away in her
chest, and the sharp smell of adrenaline wafting up from her

body made her eyes water, Why can I smell that?

“There is no God, Claire, I thought T had explained that.”

“It’s just a figure of speech, Mom.” She sniffed the air—as
her heart slowed the sour tang faded. In the dark her mother
smiled approvingly.

“Your sense of smell is developing. That's good.”

“Something else you forgot to mention, I guess,” Claire
muttered,

Her mother tensed. “Is something the matter?”

“Oh, no, not at all.” Claire couldn’t keep the sarcasm out
of her voice. "Not only am I a freak of nature, but it turns out
that it’s not just once a month, I could sprout fur at any see-
ond. It'll probably come in real handy in the winter. Except

that it might make it pretty awkward to be with, you know,

0

people, 1 guess, Man, I just can't wait to find out what other
superfabulous things are going to happen to me next.” Tears
brimmed in her eyves, making the food in front of her seem to
waver. She knew she'd get in trouble for talking to her mother
that way, but right then she couldn't have cared less. How condd
things get any worse, anyway? Whats she poing to do, ground me¥

A look of surprise crossed her mother’s face, "It is very
unusual that you should transform like that. Most who are as
new as vou don't have the ability to change on their own. They
need the strength of the full moon to do it.”

“So I'm strange even for a monster? Great,”

“You are not a monster, Claire. Stand still.” Marie put a
firn hand on Claire's shoulder. “*We s transform at the full
moon. The Goddess, the One who created us, makes our true
natures so strong on that one night that we must reveal them.
But once a werewolf matures into her powers, she is able to
change at any time.”

Under her mothers grip, Claire’s skin felt tightened,
pulled, and her senses dulled.

“There. Returned to your human form,” her mother said,

Claire could still smell her mother’s surprise. She could
hear the filament buzzing in the lightbulb above the sink.

“If I'm human, how come T can still smell and hear so much?”

“Because you are truly a werewolf, Claire. This skin is just
a disguise. You have passed the first moon of your transfor-

mation and from now on, your senses, your strength—they
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will always be more sensitive and intense than a human's,
Even when you look the same as everyone else. I understand
that this is new, and that it is not easy, but you must try to
be patient.”

“Patient! You left me on my own, looking like Grizzly
Adams. Was I just supposed to hang out looking like that until
you got home? 1 didn't know how to get rid of it What if
Lisbeth had seen me?”

“It is mot like regular hair, It is 2 mark of the Goddess, and
no human invention can permanently remove it. Not even a
razor,” A trace of amusement laced her mother’s words,

“How did vou know?” Claire crossed her arms,

“I didn’t imagine vou had transformed back into a human
on vour own this afternoon, And,” she admitted, “I could
smell your embarrassment and also shaving foam. It is a gift,
Claire. What we are. And as soon as your transformation is
complete, you will learn all you need to know—how to do
everything we are able to do. In the meantime, there is no
need to panic. What happened today is unlikely to happen
again. It was probably because we were still so close to the
full moon.”

“Oh, veah, don't panic. No problem. I'll just keep some
Nair in my purse,” Claire sniped. "Is there anything else 1
should be carrying around? A file for my claws? A dog brush?”

“That is enough,” Marie said sharply. "I have told you that

you will learn what vou need to, and at the proper time, We

have been training Mew Ones for many generations, Our tra-
ditions, our methods, are not without reason.”

Claire scowled.

Her mother watched her evenly. “T know it is difficult for
you right now.”

“Really? Because vou're sure not acting like ic.”

“Claire, stop. 1 think you should go to bed now. When
you are fully transformed, you will be better prepared to learn.
Until then, vou must be patient, and watchful, That is the best
way to keep yourself—to keep all of us—safe.” Her mother
moved noiselessly across the kitchen toward the stairs. “It will
get easier, Claire, You must trust me.”

Without even saying pood night, her mother glided up the
stairs, leaving Claire alone in the kitchen.

Claire shoved the plate of leftovers back into the fridge,
her appetite gone, She stared across the lawn, her gaze travel-
ing over the brick wall at the edge of the property. The thick
woods bevond the wall twitched in the night breeze.

If her mother wasn't going to teach her anything, then
maybe she would just go figure things out for herself. After
all, no one had said she shouldn't do anything, just that they
wouldn't show her how yet, She leaned against the counter,
thinking, It sure as hell hadn't felt like it was the moon that
made her change today. When the fur had come, she'd been
thinking hard about being a werewolf. That could have been

what triggered the change, Maybe her mom wasn't giving her

73

5 ® Internet

Create PDF files without this message by purchasing novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)

[+


http://www.novapdf.com
http://www.novapdf.com

enough credit, Maybe she could transform on her own, if she
had a chance to try.

WEl, there’s mo time like the present to start.

She just needed somewhere to practice where her mom or
Lisbeth wouldn't walk in on her. Somewhere big, and private,

Somewhere like the woods,

Qutside, the humidity pressed against Claire's face like a wet
handkerchief. A film of sweat popped out on the back of her
neck. She turned to look up at her house. The windows were
all dark.

A warm breath of air tickled her ear and she spun away
from it, dropping down into a crouch on pure instinet, The
space where Claire had been only a2 moment before was empty.
She blinked at the vacant yard, surpriscd at how fast shed
moved.

From inside the pool house, she could hear the faint, chir-
rupy whisper of the ceiling fan, Crap. She'd left it on again, If
Lisbeth saw it, she would freak about how much energy Claire
had wasted. She hurried over to the little building, and then
stopped short. A squeak cscaped her mouth before she could
stop it

Oh my God, I conld hear that all the way from the back of the
Botesed

She'd known her hearing was better than it had been, but

this was crazy,

Realizing she'd made a noise, she looked back up at the
house. All the lights were still off.

Claire hurried across the lawn, wondering if her mother
was going to realize she was gone—if she was about to come
and stop her. The nerves in her fingertips tingled in time with
her breathing as she tiptoed through the yard. With every step
the smell of the grass being crushed beneath her feet flooded
into her nose, carrying with it the sharp scent of chemical fer-
tilizer. When she cased through the opening in the brick wall,
the more namral, less uniform odor of the forest washed over
her like cool water, and she sighed in relief

Her nose twitched, She could smell everyptbing, The squir-
rel hiding in the fir tree. The dry dirt and pine needles on the
forest floor. And—her mother, She could smell her mother,

Crap.

Claire ducked under the low branches of the evergreen
next to her and held her breath. How could she have missed
the fact that her mother had followed her? She waited, frozen,
her heart thudding against her ribs. The squirrel above her
took off through the trees and Claire let out her breath.

When she breathed in again, she realized that the scent
was faint and stale,

Qb my Gad. It from last night! I can smell where she walked
fast night,

She slid out of her hiding place and tried to shake the

jumpiness out of her shoulders,
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She took a deep breath, If she was going to be stuck like
this, she was damn well going to learn to control it

She focused on the nearly invisible tree trunks in front of
her. They shimmered the tiniest bit, like ink on black paper.
Hub. I can see in the dark? Thats . . . belpful. She tried to con-
centrate, to remember the feeling in her hands and ears when
she'd changed before,

The thick fur blanketing her hands and ears was so strong
in Claire’s mind that it may as well have already been on her,
A wave of dizziness swept over her, Unable to keep her bal-
ance, she reached out to grab the closest tree, misjudged the
distance, and landed hard on her knees with her fist empty and
her head spinning. Her gut ached and her lungs burned, like
someone had punched her in the stomach.

As quickly as the feeling had come, it passed. She reached
out one shaky, fur-blanketed hand and stroked her ear. The
silky fur slid underneath her fingertips. [ just shaved it aff this
afternoon—=>but damn, it doesm't feel fike I ever even tonched ib,

Still, it was not horror that she felt when she looked at her
fur this time—it was relicf, T did it T can conérel 16, Ob, thank
Crad, wh, Goddess, I can contral it.

Success glowed in Claire’s chest like an ember, She
checked to see if she was any different than she had been last
night, but everything looked the same. Furry ears, furry hands,
and human-looking everywhere clse.

But still, she needed to be able to change back, And she'd

done that before only with her mother’s help. Now she had to
figure out how to do it on her own.

She sat down, folding her legs underneath her, determined
not to be knocked over by the force of turning human, the way
she had been when she tried to become a wolf, She sucked
a breath deep into her lungs, smelling a deer somewhere to
her right, deep in the forest. The surprise of the scent—so
clear and so far away—shook her concentration, and she let
the breath slip back out in a quict sb.

Claire twisted to face a thick stand of trees. She could
see the individual grooves in the bark of each tree. The sharp,
musky scent of a scared doe wafted out between the branches.
It was definitely in there,

Claire clenched her fists. A desire to hunt swelled in her
chest. It blotted out everything else. She could barely keep
herself from slinking off into the trees, following the deer’s
scent. Her stomach grumbled.

She forced herself back onto the ground, Without mean-
ing to, she had risen up onto all fours, ready to run. Whar the
hell am I doing? She shook her head, clearing it, and pulled in
another deep breath. If she was hungry, she'd go home and get
a snack like a normal person. Jesus, T was actually poing to chase
down a deer. ...

The most important thing now was getting rid of her fur,
Drawing herself in was trickier, but she held her breath and

focused on being normal—being with Emily, hanging out
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with Lisbeth, hearing Lisbeth laugh at something she said.

i

. right now, no ... I can’s. Think how suspicious that
would look!”

Lisbeth’s voice rang in Claire’s ears and she gasped, open-
ing her eves and staring wildly at the trees around her., It had
sounded tinny, like a bad phone connection, but it hadn't
been in her head. It wasn't the same echo of Lisbeth’s voice
that Claire heard when she left the water running while she
brushed her teeth, or when she threw her clean laundry in a
pile on the floor.

She had actually heard Lisbeth. Talking, Here,

What the bell?

Claire closed her eves again, Had she made that happen,
somehow? She'd been focusing so hard on Lisbeth, on hearing
her. She kept the sound of Lisbeth’s voice fixed in her mind. It
felt sort of stupid—but then, it ed happened before.

“You know I didn't mean for things to go like this! But it’s
tao late. I can't go back and change—"

Excitement flooded through Claire and her concentration
wavered. Lisbeth’s voice was gone again, but she didn'r care.
She could bear her.

Immediately, she wondered if it would work on anyone
else. She tried to think about Emily the same way she'd been
thinking about Lisbeth. She wrapped her arms around her
knees and listened hard. Nothing happened. Well, it was the
middle of the night—Emily was probably asleep.

i B

“Oh. Shit.” Her voice sounded loud in the quict forest,

If Claire couldn't hear someone unless they were actually
saying something, then that meant Lisbeth was awake, which
put Claire one bed-check away from being in deep trouble.
Who on earth was Lisbeth talking to at this hour, anyway?

Oh, God, what i shet talbing to Mom# Ckay. This is not the
time to panic. Al 1 bave to do is change back and then get home, It
can't be that bard to transform. It fust can’y,

Claire pressed her fur-covered hands against her eves, She
focused on the memory of the skin, smooth as an egg, that
she'd worn every day for sixteen years. She wanted it—wanted
to be back to normal. To be human.

The feeling of coming back into her skin was claustropho-
bic, like wriggling into a dress that was too small. The smell
of the deer faded and she couldn't see as clearly. The trees
were just shimmers in the black night, Claire could tell she'd
changed back, but panic rose in her chest. She didn't feel like
her usual self, Being in her regular body didn't feel better than
being a wolf. It was just as uncomfortable, only in a different
way. Tears welled up in her eyes.

How could anyone adjust to this? Her breath hitched
painfully, and her lungs felt slow and thick in her chest, Maybe
this was why her mother was always so closed off. Maybe that
made it easier.

A tear slipped down Claires cheek and she brushed it

away. She didn’t have time for this now. Once shed gotten
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home without Lisbeth catching her, she'd have all the time in
the world to ery.

Claire pulled herself to her feet. Her muscles ached and
her stomach was rumbling. As she hurried home, she listened
with her human-dulled ears to the tiny pops and cracks of the
bracken that crunched beneath her feet. When she squeezed
back through the wall onto her own lawn, the ache in her chest
eased. The lights were off—Lisbeth must have finished her
conversation and gone back to bed. The house was quiet. The
ceiling fan still buzzed in the pool house. Claire crept over and
turned it off. Surely if Lisbeth had discovered she'd been miss-
ing, there would be lights. Noise.

Claire had snuck out and gotten away with it. Relief
coursed through her, washing away the sadness she'd felt in
the woods. A grin spread across her face.

She slipped into the silent house and walked to the refrig-
erator. If Lisbeth heard her in the kitchen, who cared? She was
allowed to get a midnight snack if she wanted. Claire pulled
out the plate of leftover meat, picked a limp slice of steak from
the plate, and put it in her mouth. Before she could stop her-

self, she thought how much better the deer would have tasted.

s

547}4%

THE YAWN WAS jaw popping. Lung cracking. Exbaustion
ringed ber thoughts like smoke, making everything hazy and
indistinct. Morning had come so soon. It had been too much in one
night—hunting for food, and then stalking the youngest ome, the
Frand-new wolf. Tracking her while she stumbled thrangh the woods
fike @ buman. She'd gone home so proud of herself. Fool enough to think
that becanse the fphes were off] she badw’t been seen. Been canghi,

Too young and stupid to think there might be other eyes
watching her,

The phone rang six inches from Claire’s ear. She rolled away

from it, throwing the covers over her head. Who the hell

5 ® Internet

Create PDF files without this message by purchasing novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)

[+


http://www.novapdf.com
http://www.novapdf.com

was calling at—she cracked an eyve and checked the alarm
clock—*9:33 in the morning?

As soon as the voicemail picked up, the phone started
ringing again. Emily’s number flashed across the screen.

“Jesus God, Emily, it’s too earfy. Something had better be
wrong.”

There was a loud sniff on the other end of the phone.

“Well, it is. They're dead-set on sending me away next week,
Claire. To the frm.” Emily didn't so much say the last word as wail it.
“Are you up? Can I come over? If T have to look at my mom for one
more second dght now, 'm going to freak out, T am so pissed offT”

Claire rubbed her hand across her eyes. “Wow, | mean, of
course you can come over, I'm sorry, Em, I'm not totally awake
yet. That's really, really crappy, though.”

You're the best. I'll be there in a few minutes.”

Claire stretched and rolled out of bed. She wandered
downstairs, looking for Lisbeth. A note sat on the counter,

pinned underneath a clean coffee mug.

Claire-bear,

Good moming! Don't forget, I'm at an all-day yoga retreat and
your mom’s gone to Chicage for the day. If you go anywhere,
please leave me a voicemail, okay?

See you around six!

Laove,

Lisbeth

A whole day without anyone looking over her shoulder?
That was more than okay with Claire.

She put a pot of coffee on and sat at the island while
it brewed, staring out the window. Last night had been so
bizarre—but in a much better way than the night before had
been. At least now she didn't feel so out of control, like she
was just supposed to sit on her hands and hope everything
was okay. If she randomly started to sprout fur, she could fix it.
Hell, if she thought someone was talking about her, she could
listen in.

Huh.

Could she do that in her normal body, or did she have o
be changed?

Claire focused the same way she had the night before, try-
ing again to hear Emily.

Nothing happened. Claire couldn’t hear anything except
the coffecpot burbling as it finished brewing.

She thought about transforming and trving again. No one
was home, so it wasnt like anyone would come walking in on
her—it would probably take Emily another fifteen minutes to
drive over, anyway.

Claire decided to go for it

Just as she'd closed her eyes, the front door rattled.

*Claire?” Emily’s voice echoed off the marble floors in the
entryway.

Fhit,

&3
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“In the kitchen!™ Claire called, silently vowing never to do
anything else that stupid. How would she have explained it if
Emily had walked in on her while she was covered in fur? To
cover the fact that she was totally flustered, Claire got up to
pour herself a cup of coffee.

Emily wandered into the kitchen. “Hey. Thanks for get-
ting up early for me.”

“No problem. You must have driven like a bat out of hell
to get here so fast,” Claire said, focusing on filling her cup to
exactly the right level. Her hand was still shaking.

“Yeah, well, 1 had to get out of the nightmare that is my
house.”

Claire turned to offer her the coffee. Emily’s eyes were red
and puffy, and her lips looked pale.

“Do you want a cup#”

Emily shook her head and went to the refrigerator, She
pulled out a Diet Coke and popped it open. “What am I going
to de? If T have to spend the rest of the summer on the farm,
TI'll miss everything! I'll be so out of the loop by the time school
starts that my parents might as well send me away permanently,”

Claire took a long sip of her coffee and tried to push away
the feeling that it was her fault that Emily was so upset.

I haven't done anything wrong. Just because I'm . . . what 1
arm, s Lm't my fauld,

“We'll figure something out, Em. Seriously. What have

you tried?”

Emily ticked it off on her fingers. “I promised them I
wouldn't leave the house after dark, that I'd leave my cell's
GPS on all the time, and that I wouldn't go anvwhere outside
alone. Which is, like, the equivalent of putting myself in jail all
summer. But practically no one else s allowed to go out after
dark, so it's not like I'd be missing that much. And at least I'd
be bere. But they won't listen!” Emily flopped down on one of
the bar stools and sighed. “T don't know why they think the
stupid farm is any safer than here, anyway. 1 mean, there's way
less people out there. If something attacks us on the farm, I'm
one of three people for it to pick from, lsn't that, like, basic
statistics?”

Claire smiled at her best friend’s logic and sat down next
to Emily.

“Well, that’s about all you can de, isn't it? I mean, unless
you swear to stay in vour room all the time, and that’s as bad
as being sent off to your aunt’s place.”

Emily laid her head on the table. “You're not helping,
Claire.”

Guilt slid through Claire like an oil spill. Maybe she
wasn't trying hard cnough. There was a little part of Claire’s
brain that was whispering to her that it would be a lot easier
to lic to Emily over the phone. And that Emily couldn’t walk
in on her midchange while she was on the farm.

“Maybe things will settle down. If T were you, I'd play up

the whole ‘the farm is dangerous, too angle. Make them panic
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that vou'll be too far away, that they can’t keep an eyve on you,
Can you get your aunt to agree to some crazy-late curfew or
something?”

“Huh. That's not bad, actually. I can’t say anything else
today or they'll know I'm just fishing to get out of it, but it
might work.”

Claire chewed on a ragged cuticle. “It’s worth a try, at
least.”

“Yeah, Okav. 5o here 1 am, being totally sclf-centered.
What's new with you, huh?”

Claire stopped the laugh a millisecond before it hopped
out of her mouth, “Um, Not, uh, not much,”

Emily shook her head. “That is se not the truth, Claire,
Don't even try to lie to me,”

Claire’s mouth went dry. She resisted the urge to pat her
cars, to make sure Emily hadn't seen anyvthing that had made
her suspicious. Did she know, or could she just tell that Claire
was hiding something?

“Um. I don't—" Stalling for time, Claire lifted her mug
and took another drink of coffee, even though her stomach
twisted in protest.

“Come on. Matthew. Engle. What's going on with that,
huh?” A smile played at the corner of Emily’s mouth.

“Oh, 04" The adrenaline flooding her body left Claire’s
fingertips tingling. Okay, Matthew she could talk about. God,
hiding things from Emily was hard. Theyd just come up

with a solution for Emily’s problem. Claire could have used
the same sort of help. A lot of help, actually. “Yeah, Martthew.
It's just—it’s really weird, vou know? I didn’t really think we'd
have much in common, but we had a great time the other
night, He's so casy to talk to.”

“And? Are vou seeing him again?” Emily didn't look nearly
as depressed now that they were talking about guvs,

“Probably. He wanted to get together today, but vou and I
had plans, so I put him off”

Horror flashed through Emily's eyes. “Oh my God. Claire,
vou are totally, totally nuts. Why would you do that?”

Claire shrugged. “T mean, I really like him, but I'm not
sure its a pood idea for me to see him.” As soon as the words
left her mouth, Claire realized that she'd maybe been a litde
too honest with Emily. She wasn't used to censoring herself
around her best friend.

Emily looked at her, dumbfounded. *Why on earth would
it not be a good idea? You've liked him forever, He obviously
likes you. What's the problem?”

Claire took another sip of coffee. Maybe she could ask
Emily about this, as long as she worded things very, very care-
fully.

“Well"—she set the cup down on the counter—"1 mean, 1
know he likes me now, but what if . . . what if he gets to know
me, the real me . . . and he hates what he sees? That could ruin

everything, And I mean, really, everything, Wouldn't it be better
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just to stop things now, before anything pets screwed up?”

“Claire, be serious. You're already the real vou. That's why
you hate flirting, It's why you feel awkward at parties. You
don't know how to pretend to be someone vou're not. Trust
me, If he likes vou now, and he does, then vou're not going to
come up with some huge new side of yourself that'’s going to
shock him into shunning vou.”

Claire rubbed a hand across her eyes. Emily had no idea
how wrong she was, and there was no way to tell her the truth,
“I'm not so sure about that, Em. But I appreciate the pep talk.”

“You'll feel a lot better when vou see him again, vou know,
Why don't you eall him and tell him T bailed on you? See if he
still wants to hang out.”

Claire shook her head. “T'll call him later, maybe. Right
now, I kind of want to hang by the pool for a while. Inter-
ested?”

Emily sighed. “Of course. If I'm really going to be exiled
to the farm, I want as much time with you as I can get before
I go. Bur I still think you're nuts. And I have to be home for
lunch, so T only have a little while.”

“Great. Let's get changed.”

For the next couple of hours, Emily’s chatter and the glit-
ter of the hot sun on the surface of the pool kept Claire mostly
distracted, 5till, her mind did wander—wondering about what
had happened in the woods last night. What else could she do

besides hear people talking miles away, and hunt? She wished

there was someone she could ask, Someone who would talk
to her.

“*Helloooo,” Emily waved a handful of polish-wet finger-
nails in front of Claire's face. The sharp, chemical smell did as
much to snap Claire out of her thoughts as Emily's irritated
voice. “Are you even fistening to me?”

“Um, no, actually. Sorrv. I got sort of distracted.”

Emily searched Claire’s face. “You're thinking about

Matthew, aren't vou?”

“Yeah.” The lie rolled off her tongue like a marble. “Sorry.”

“Don't be sorry. 1'd be distracted too.” Emily checked her
phone. “T've gotta go anyway. The last thing T need is to give
my parents any reason not to listen to me, you know?”

Claire nodded. “Call me and let me know how things go,
yeah?”

“Of course.” Emily sighed and slid on her flip-flops. “It's
gonna be a dicey couple of days.”

Yeah, You can say that again,

Claire stayed by the pool after Emily left. The treetops were
maotionless in the thick, hot air. Her brain felt fried, short-
circuited by too much thinking and too much heat. She stood
up, thinking that maybe a quick swim would ¢lear her head.
Before she'd even taken a step toward the crystal-clear water,
her phone rang.

An unfamiliar number flashed across the sereen.

Ly
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“Hello?™

“Hey. Claire. I'm glad I caught you." The voice was famil-
iar but not recognizable,

“Um, veah. Sorry—who is this, again?”

A low, throaty laugh echoed on the other end. “It’s Zahlia,
Sorry. I should have said.”

“Oh my God. No, it’s fine. I'm glad vou called. Actu-
ally, I'm really glad you called.” Claire sank down onto the
scorching-hot concrete at the edge of the pool and dangled
her feet in the water,

“I figured you might have some questions, and I heard
that your mom went to Chicago, Not that she'd likely answer
them, anyway.”

“Yeah, Why is that, exactly?”

“Your mom is just really . . . traditional. So—has every-
thing been okay?”

The fist that was clenched around Claire’s sternum loos-
ened. “Actually, everything’s been pretty crappy. But I think
I've figured out a couple of things.” She heard the pride creep
into her voice as she admitted that, but she couldn't stop it.
“I—I was trying to change, you know, in the forest?”

“Good, Were vou successful?”

“Yeah, I was. But the weird thing was that while I was
trying, | heard Lisbeth talking. And she was at our house. Is
that normal?”

There was a pause at the other end of the phone. “Not

evervone can do it, but veah, long-distance hearing is one of
the more common gifts.”

“So, I could only hear half of the conversation. Can vou
hear more than ene person at a time? Do vou have to be a wolf
to do it?”

“T can't do it at all, but I think Beatrice can hear multiple
people at once, I'm pretty sure it’s just a matter of practice, And
yeah, even though you have heightened senses all the time, you
have to be in vour true form to use any of your actual gifts.”

“Okay, I guess that makes sense.”

*So—vyou said vou were in the woods, Does your mom
know that vou're trying this stuffz”

A little butterfly-flutter of panic stirred inside Claire,
“Um, no. You're not going to tell her, are vou?”

Zahlia laughed. *No. I'm not. She wouldn't approve of i,
and I don't agree with her about that. Why waste these three
months? You'll be a better pack member if you know what
youre doing when your transformation is complete,”

“Okay. Good.”

*So, listen, vou'll have my number in your phone now, and
if you need anything, you let me know. I remember how hard
those first few months were,”

“Yeah, I'll call you.”

“I'm looking forward to it.”

Claire hung up and swung her fect against the resistance

of the water, making the surface ripple and burble, If she had

a
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someone who would actually help her—who condd actually
help her, unlike Emily—then maybe she could get through
this after all. With a flick of her wrist, Claire tossed the phone
onto the cushioned deck chair behind her and slid into the

cool, guict poal.

The conversation with Zahlia and a good set of laps in the
pool had made Claire just calm and tired enough to think that
calling Matthew was a good idea.

"Hello?"

“Un, hey, Matthew. It’s Claire. How are you?”

“I'm bored out of my skull. Seriously. It’s too hot to go for
a run and my dad’s getting ready for some sort of big meeting,
50 he’s kind of taken over the house. I'm actually thinking of
doing my summer reading assignment. It’s that bad.”

Claire laughed. “Tt must be bad if you're willing to do
schoolworl”

“Yeah, it's pretty awful. But, 4 Separate Peace actually
looks sort of interesting. And it’s short.”

Claire stretched, smiling, She'd guessed he was smart—
not in a geeky, chess club way, but a quict kind of smart. She
liked that. She liked it a lot. “Well, Emily bailed on me around
lunchtime and you don't hear me resorting to trigonometry,”
she teased.

“Hey, hey, hey, not so fast. 1 said meshing about doing

math,” he shot back. Claire could hear him grinning. *So, do

you want to rescue me from my boredom before 1 resort to
doing something productive? I could come pick you up, maybe
grab a smoothie or something?”

Claire hesitated. There were plenty of reasons to say no—
like the fact that his dad was hunting her family, that she
might slip and give something away. But it was so easy to talk
to him. And he was so cute.

“Sure,” she said, trying to shut up the part of her brain
that was second-guessing her even as she agreed to go. “That
sounds fun.”

“Great! A half hour from now okay with vou?”

“Perfect.” Claire was already halfway up the stairs, men-
tally scanning the contents of her closet. “See you then.”

While she was dressing, Claire called Lisbeth and left her
a message. She put on a little makeup and the sapphire ear-
rings her mom had given her for her birthday.

Pretty, but not as good as a car.

She sighed and headed downstairs to wait for Matthew,

The outside of Matthew's car was coated in a thin layer of
dust—almost everyone’s was, because the drought had dried
everything out so badly—but Claire was surprised to find the
inside was really clean. No soda cans rolling around on the
floor, no dirty soccer cleats stashed behind the seats.

“What?" he asked, clearly amused at the amazement on

her face,

I.':] 3
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Damn. 've got to be a litdle less see-through than that if 1
wand his to work,
“N-nothing. It's just—I1 didn't expect your car to be so,

wm . . ., she faltered.

“Cleant” he offered, pulling out onto the street.

“Yeah.”

Matthew shrugged. I ruined a really expensive jersey
once—it was behind the seat and I threw a soda can back
there. Turned out, the can wasn't quite empty. Ever since then,
I'm pretty good about keeping it clean.”

Claire thought about the piles of clothes on her floor and
the nest of covers on her unmade bed. Maybe they weren't as
alike as she'd first thought.

“My room’s another story,” Matthew said. “It’s usually a
disaster.”

Claire stifled the laugh that bubbled up in her chest.
“Mine's pretty bad most of the time too.”

They got to The Juice Junction and stood studying the
menu.

“Are you ready?” Martthew asked, putting a hand on the
small of her back. His touch sent a wave of fire through her
and Claire swallowed hard. She managed to nod.

They got their drinks—Mango Tango for Claire and
Strawberry Blast for Matthew—and sat at a sticky-topped
table. Claire sipped at the sweet, frosty slush, trying to get her

head back together. Her back still tingled where Matthew had

touched her, and the memory of him almost kissing her on his
couch was extremely distracting.

“So, what else is new?" Matthew wadded up his straw
paper and stuffed it in his pocket.

Claire shrugged. *Emily’s parents are freaking out about
the werewolf. They're sending her to her aunt’s farm for the
rest of the summer, which sbe’s freaking out about.”

“That sucks. I mean, the killings are horrible, but still.”

“Yeah, well, everyone's panicking about it, right?” Claire
held her breath. If there was one thing she shouldn't be talking
about, this was it. But somehow, she couldn’t resist feeling him
out. If he was the same sort of fanatic his dad was, she'd prob-
ably be better off finding out now.

Matthew sighed. “Yeah. I dunno. The whole thing kind of
makes me unecasy.”

Claire tilted her head to one side, “Uneasy how?”

Matthew fiddled with his straw. “This isn't something—
with my dad being who he is, it’s hard to talk about, you know?
He doesn't exactly approve of what I think.”

Claire snorted. “Trust me, I've got an extra serving of dis-
approving parent myself.”

He stared at her, his brown eyes warm and serious in the
afternoon light. “T do trust you, actually.” He sighed and shifted
in his seat. Their knees pressed together under the table and
Claire’s breath caught. “T guess that, for me, it's kind of the

same thing that makes me not like the death penaley.”
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“I—okay, vou're geing to have to cxplain that.”

“Well, it's not that some crimes aren't worth dying for.
It's just that—sometimes they find evidence that says that the
person on death row is innocent. So you have to figure that
maybe some of the people they've executed were innocent.”

Claire nodded. She'd heard that before,

“Well, what if it’s the same with werewolves? What if the
ones in the comas, the ones dad’s ‘cured—what if some of
them are the wrong ones?”

Claire was trving not to shiver. “Burt aren’t all werewolves
killers?" she whispered. Was it possible that he could totally
disagree with his dad? That he could actually ges it?

Matthew raised an eyvebrow at her. *I don't think that
makes sense. | mean, bears can kill people, but not all of
them do, right? Or lions? You hear about some lions turning
into man-eaters, but not all of them do. Anyway. It’s just a
theory. And my dad gets freaking pissed if I even start to talk
about it.”

Claire’s insides were dancing. She struggled to keep her
face interested but not ecstatic. “Well, it makes sense to me,”
she said.

He met her eyes, and she could smell a wave of relief waft
up from him, clean-scented, like fresh grass.

“You really aren't like everyone else, are you?” he asked.

Claire swallowed hard, not a hundred percent sure what

he meant. She shrugged. “T like to think for myself, is all,” she

said. Which technically was not a lie, even if it was miles away
from the whole truth,

She tried to take another sip of her smoothie and was sur-
prised to find that she'd already finished it. Matthew rattled
his straw against his own empty cup.

“Da you want another one?” he asked.

Claire shook her head. "I'd probably better get back, any-
way. If we beat Lisbeth home, you can escape without her
doing your horoscope.”

Matthew stood up, grinning. “I dunno—that could be
pretty interesting.”

Claire rolled her eyes. “It loses its appeal after the fiftieth
time, trust me.”

As the two of them walked out to the car, Matthew slipped
his hand into hers. Even though his touch sent little electric
shocks through Claire with every step, it felt totally natural at

the same time—like they'd been holding hands for menths.
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IN THE WOODS, the sunlight rippled across the undergrewth.
The leaves flashed and turned. Bebind her, she could hear some
stupid fitle animal senstling around the base of & free. Her stomach
growled, but this wasn’t the time for a snack. She had bigger
things fo do. Plans fo make. Unsettled by the wait, she Hoked at an
invisible spot of dust on ber foreleg and watched as the wet patch of
Sfur glittered in the sun,
Finally, there was a flurry of movement in the open park-
land below her vantage point. The man walked out inte the grassy
expanse, all jigeling thighs and fat-padded shoulders, focused on

walking cver the unewven ground Her month watered and she

rase infe a crowch, brushing against a low-hanging branch. As ber
muscles bunched fo spring, the man was foined by fwo women and
ancther man, shouting at him to wait. A third man straggled out
inte the clearing bebind them, lugging a piant backpack,

Dawmn. Too many. Everyone bad forgotten about the so-called
“daytime werewelf siphting.” Which badn't cven been her. Shed
wanted to prove that she conld kill in daylight—itake away the
false safedy of the sun—but this was asking for failure.

Keeping the rumble of frustration and disappointment that
wvibrated in ber chest to a whisper, she sand back down ente the for-
est floor. The angle of the light against the trees increased ber frus-
tration, Shed run ont of Hme—theyd be expecting her back, soon.

What a waste. 8till, maybe shed have time to try again fomorrow.

When Matthew and Claire pulled up in front of Claire's
house, it was only a little after five thirty. Lisbeth’s note said
she'd be home around six, so they had close to half an hour
before she'd be back. Half an hour in an empty house,

“Do—do vou want te come in?" Claire asked.

Martthew rwisted in his seat so that he was facing her. He
reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and
Claire took a breath. Matthew's scent filled her nose, and she
resisted the urge to sigh.

“T want to come in more than anything,” he said, and the
rough catch in his voice told Claire that he meant it, “but I don't

think that Lisbeth would love coming home and finding me
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here. And I really want Lisbeth to like me, because I'm hoping
to be around a lot more, and it'll be a lot casier if she does.”

Claire gave in with a sigh. *You're right.”

“Still, we do have a few minutes.” Matthew cupped her
face in his warm hands and leaned close. Claire blinked up at
him, but when he brushed his lips against hers, her eyes fell
closed. His mouth was gentle but insistent. Her lips parted
and Matthew's hands slid down to her shoulders, pulling her
closer. The happiness that bubbled up in her chest when his
arms slid around her was like nothing Claire had ever experi-
enced before. After the last few days, when she'd felt uncom-
fortable everywhere, in every form, she'd finally found a place
where everything seemed right.

It seemed like only seconds later that Claire heard Lisbeth's
car coming up the long gravel drive. She pulled away from
Matthew, straightening her hair and taking a deep breath.

“Is something wrong?” The worried look on his face made
Claire want to kiss him again,

“T heard a car coming,” she explained.

“Really?” he looked out his window. A few seconds later,
the rumble of tircs on gravel got louder and Lisbeth’s car
pulled into view.

“Wow. I guess I wasn't paying enough attention.”

Or 1 wasn't paying enough attention. God, I was so focused on
kissing him that I didn't even think that I'd be able to hear some-
thing fike that way before be conld.

1o

Claire nudged him with her knee. *You didn’t hear me
complaining,” she said.

“So, do you want me to stick around and say hi?”

Claire shook her head. “Maybe next time.” She opened the
door and slid out into the heat. *1'1] talk to you soon, okay?”

“T'm counting on it." He smiled at her.

Matthew drove past Lisbeth, waving to her as he went.

Lisbeth got out of the car, looking a little out of sorts. She
pulled her voga bag out of the passenger seat and walked over
to Claire.

*So, how was your date?” The note of teasing in Lisbeth’s
voice fell flat,

Claire felt her cheeks start to burn, “1t was nice,” she said,
lifting her chin. She was allowed to date. She'd called Lisbeth
to let her know where she was going. There was no reason for
Lisbeth to make a big deal out of this. “How was your work-
shop?”

Lisbeth glanced at her bag and an unreadable expression
fluttered across her face. "It was pretty good. I'll be sore as
anything tomorrow, I bet.” She turned to walk into the house.
There was a dried leaf caught in the back of her hair and
Claire plucked it out.

“Were you guys doing yoga outside?" she asked.

“Um, a walking meditation, yeah. It was hot as Hades.
Whyz"

Claire held up the leaf. “This was in your hair.”

1o
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“Oh.” Lisbeth brushed a hand over her head., “Well,
thanks."

“No problem. So, what’s for dinner?”

Lisbeth groaned. “Anything that can be delivered. I just
want to take a shower and find a soft place to sit for a few
hours. That okay with you?”

“Sure. Whatever.” As long as Lisbeth didn't plan to grill
her about Marthew, Claire couldn’t care less. The owo of them
headed inside, and Claire made a beeline for the kitchen
drawer where they kept the delivery menus. Even though she
was pretty sure that the twisty feeling in her stomach had as
much to do with Matthew as it did with being hungry, Claire
browsed the China Palace menu and listened to the distant
thrum of the shower, Outside, the whistle of a breeze through
the trectops called to her, sharpening the hunger in her belly
and bringing with it a desire to ran.

Claire stared out at the woods and wished that a jog
around the neighborhood would satisfy her. Somehow, she

knew it wouldn't.

Lisbeth went to bed when it was just barely all-the-way dark
outside. Claire tried to call Emily—she wanted to know if
her parents had come to their senses yet—but it went straight
to voicemail. Claire flopped down on the couch. She flicked
through the TV channels until she couldn’t stand the pin-

pricks of restlessness in her legs anymore. She had to get out

1oz

of the house. She was dving to get into the woods, to stretch
her legs and run, to see what else she could do. She might
as well go practice. Maybe if she learned to control the were-
wolt stuft better, she'd be able to focus on something normal
again,

It was just after ten when she slipped out into the back-
vard and hurried across the lawn to the hidden opening in the
wall. She knew that it was risky to sneak out two nights in a
row, but with Lisbeth sleeping like the dead and her mom still
in Chicago, it was too good an opportunity to waste.

The forest scemed less strange tonight. The invisible
paths that wove between the trees looked familiar, and the
scent of leaves and dirt smelled heavenly. It was easy to find
the same spot where she'd practiced the night before: the two
huge pine trees surrounded by scrub oak. Claire sank down
onto the ground and let the feeling of fur slide over her hands
and ears. Willing it to come.

Even though her eves were closed, Claire knew shed
transformed-—the sounds of the crickets and mosquitoes were
suddenly twice as loud. Her senses might have been sharper
than a normal person’s before, but in her wolf-form, they were
almost painfully sensitive, Everything seemed very close to
her, sharp and immediate. She could feel the texture of the
ground beneath her through the cotton of her workout pants.
I should probably start taking them off when I transform. One of
these days, D going fo grow a fail and rip right through them.

103
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The thought of having a tail made her a little queasy, and she
took a deep breath.

The forest scents were strong enough to make her dizzy.
Leaning forward, Claire rested her head on the cool ground
and closed her eyes, trying to acclimate to this new world
where nothing was hidden.

Maybe I should take this just a little slower.

A sludge of disappointment sat in the pit of her stomach,
weighing her down. Since shed already done it once, she'd
somehow expected that changing would be easier. Instead, she
was just as uncomfortable as she'd been last night.

When the assault on her senses had stopped making her
nauseous, Claire sat up again, Her fur went a little farther up
her arms tonight. She reached up and felt her ears, which were
larger than before, and pointed at the tips. Her feet had trans-
formed into something a little more cramped and pawlike.
Mostly, though, she still looked human.

Getting unsteadily to her feet, she walked a little way into
the woods, wondering if she could find the clearing where she'd
met the others. She wove her way through the trees, surprised
at how many landmarks she remembered. When she'd come
here with her mom, it had seemed like she was just stumbling
through the forest, too dazed to really notice anything. But
there was the big fallen oak they'd climbed over. And a litte
ways farther on, the gnarled tree whose trunk twisted into the

shape of an §.

o4

Finally, the smell of a burned-out fire tickled her nose,
and Claire followed the bitter, almost hollow scent all the way
to the clearing. She sat on a fallen limb and wiped the veil of
sweat from her forehead. It was cooler here, in the deep part
of the woods, but the humidity was still thick.

Without the fire or the rest of the pack, the clearing
seemed oddly normal. Like any other part of the forest. Claire
stared up at the patch of sky visible directly overhead and
sighed. There was nothing special about this place, and she
couldn't figure out what had made it seem like such a good
idea to come all the way out here, anyway, She dido’t want to
practice in the clearing—it felt too exposed, even this deep in
the woods. She'd be better off walking back to the pine trees.
Claire stood and stretched. She had just turned to slink back
into the trees when the voice spoke behind her.

“Don't freak out,” it said.

Claire backed across the clearing as fast as she could,
nearly falling over the well-hidden remains of the fire in the
process, and ducked behind a tree. Her mouth was open, but
some primitive instinct kept her seream locked in her lungs, If
she screamed, they'd find her for sure.

A thin figure slid through the trees, walking into the shaft
of moonlight that struck the clearing, “Claire?” Zahlia called,
her pale features scanning the trees.

Claire stepped out from her hiding place, her heart thud-

ding. “Jesus! You scared the crap out of me,” she breathed.
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“Sorry.” Zahlia folded herself down onto the same fallen
limb where Claire had been sitting. “T didn't mean to.”

‘Mo, it's fine. So, uh, hey”

“Hey, vourself. What brings you to the clearing when it’s
not a full meon? Is vour mom around?” Zahlia asked, her eves
glittering in the bluish light.

Claire shrugged. "No, it’s just me. I felt sort of like practic-
ing, so I came out to the woods, and then I kind of wandered
over, | guess. 1 didn't even know if I'd be able to find it.” She
felt heat rise into her cheeks. “My mom doesn't really know
I'm out. Am I not supposed to be here?”

“You're allowed to be in the gathering place. And of course
I won't tell vour mom that vou were here. It’s just that usually
I'm the only one who ever comes, other than when we all meet,
It's a good place to think.”

Claire sat down across from Zahlia. “Yeah, I can see that.
It didn't seem like a very good place to practice, though.”

“Really?” Zahlia cocked her head to one side. “Why not?”

“It just felt too . . . sort of out in the open, or something.”

Zahlia grinned. “That's 2 great sign.”

“It is?" Claire sounded startled, cven to herself.

“Sure,” Zahlia said. “Not wanting to be seen while you're
in your true form—it means your instincts are strong. And the
stronger your instincts, the easier it is to learn, to be good at
the things we can do.”

“Oh, Well—okay then.” Being good at being a werewolf

0G

was better than nothing, right? Claire wiped the moisture off
her temples and winced as the perspiration matted the fur on
the backs of her hands.

“You look hot.” Zahlia smiled. “There’s a way to fix that,
vou know.”

“Uh, no. What do you mean?” Claire sat up, interested.
Sweat trickled down her spine and pooled in the small of her
back.

“Close vour eyes and think of something really cold. Snow,
ice—it doesn't matter what."

The icicles that clung to the edge of her window every
winter popped into Claire’s head. The way they hung there
like a set of uneven, shimmering teeth . ..

“Dao you have something?” Zahlia asked.

Claire nodded.

“Olkay, so this is where it gets a little tricky. You have to sort
of pull that idea around you, like a cloak, and hold it there.”

The cool air that slid through her fur surprised Claire, and
her eyes flew open. Holy crap. The heat rushed back over her.

Zahlia laughed. “We're not done yet. You have to stay
focused. That was only the first step. Why don't you try again?”

Claire squeezed her eyes shut and pulled the cold around
herself, shivering a little against the sudden chill.

“Great,” Zahlia whispered. “Now you've got to let it in.
Hold it under your skin, the same way vou keep your wolf-self

hidden,”
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Claire felt the cold slide under her fur, It was like the jolt
of diving into icy water on a hot day—shock and relief at the
same time, and the tiniest edge of pain that disappeared as her
body adjusted to the change. She opened her eyes and stared
at Zahlia in disbelief,

“That's amazing," she breathed.

Zahlia nodded. I love that one, especially, It really comes
in handy when vou're hunting—keeps the temperature from
being a distraction, Go on, move a little—ygive it a try”

Claire ran a little way into the woods, experimenting, An
hour ago, even a short run had left her panting and drained.
Now, the heat of her exertion was whisked away by the cold
inside her. Claire let out a yip of pleasure. She could run for
miles, for hours, like this, Without the thick air pressing down
on her, she was filled with new energy. It tingled through her,
and she shivered happily as she made her way back into the
clearing.

“So—I can do this to stay warm, too?”

“Sure. You can keep either heat or cold beneath your skin,
but only as a werewolf, In your human form, you've gotta lis-
ten to the weatherman, just like anyone else. You'll get hot and
cold like the rest of the humans.”

Claire nodded, grateful. “Thank you so much for teach-
ing me that., It’s just—it's nice to have these extra things, vou
know? It kind of helps make up for everything else.”

Zahlia wrapped her arms around her legs and stared at
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Claire. “Being a werewelf isn't a curse, Claire, It’s hard, but
it's got more benefits than drawbacks, I promise. Wit until
the first time vou get to hunt with the whole pack. It's amaz-
ing—like you're everywhere at once, and totally unstoppable.
Humans don't get to feel that, The Goddess has given only us
that honor,”

Claire rubbed a hand across her forchead. “Yeah, okay.”
She wasn't really convinced about the whole honor-of-the-
hunt thing yet—shed still trade it in if she could be normal
again. She took a deep breath. “So, what else can we do?”

“Oh, lots of stuff, as long as you're in your true form. Fire
will do your bidding. Some of us can open locks with our
thoughts, Things like that.”

Claire’s mouth fell open. Well, thats a bell of a lot better
than just being able to bunt in the off-seasen. “When can I learn
them?”

“Soon enough.” Zahlia stood up and brushed the dirt off
her pants. “I've gotta go if I'm going to able to drag my butt
out of bed tomorrow morning.”

“Oh—sorry. I used up all your thinking time, huh?"

Zahlia smiled at her. “Are you kidding? I'm happy I could
help. I just wish T could stay longer, show you some more stuff,
Really, Claire, the sooner you master all of this, the faster
you'll realize that vour old life is nothing to mourn, that being
human is boring.”

“Maybe.” Claire shrugged. Most of the humans she knew

1o
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had lives that seemed a hell of a lot simpler than hers did.
There was something to be said for that.

Zahlia laughed. *Give it a little time, New One, If vou
want, we can meet again next week, work on some things.”

“That would be really great, actually, I'd like that.”

“Good. You'll have an easier time getting home if vou
stay in your true form. The scent trail will be easier to fol-
low.” Zahlia jumped over the log where she'd been sitting and
strode to the edge of the clearing, “See you next week,”

“Yeah," said Claire, heading for the faint path that had
brought her through the woods, “Thanks.”

Only a few vards into the forest, Claire started to get
tired, With each tree she passed her fatigue grew, like she'd
finished the hardest workout of her life and the adrenaline
rush had finally faded. The sight of her practice spot sent a
wave of relief through her, and she nearly lay down and slept
on the spot.

Instead, Claire forced herself to transform, She crept back
across the lawn and into the house, took the quickest shower

in history, and fell into bed with her hair still wet,

The relentless clanging of pots and pans forced its way into
her dream, waking Claire. She lay blinking at the clock on her
bedside table, It was only eleven thirty, for cryving out loud. Did
Lisbeth really have to make that much noise in the kitchen?

Still half-asleep, Claire stumbled into the bathroom and

stared at the mass of snarled hair framing her face. That's
what she got for not drying it before bed.

While she picked through the mess of tangles, Claire
called Emily.

“Hev,” Emily answered, her voice glum.

“Hey, vourself, How'd things go with your parents last
night?”

“Ugh. I mean, ugh They weren't listening at all. And my

mom wants to go shopping with me later—"

“Well, that might be good, right? Some time to talk?”

Claire interrupted.

“You didn't let me finish. She’s taking me shopping for
luggage. Luggage! Like I'm going on some sort of old-lady
cruise or something.”

Claire winced. *Oh. Ouch. Maybe you won't find anything
you like?”

“Ha. I don't think that’s going to stop them, but nice try.
How about you? Did you do anything fun yesterday?”

“Actually, yeah, Matthew and I went to The Juice Junc-
tion,”

“You did# That's awesome. How was it? What did you talk
about? Did he kiss you?"

“Um, you know . . . we just talked about random stuft.”

Seuff I can't really tell you about, that’s all. Emily would kill
to hear the specifics of the conversation, but Claire had prom-

ised Matthew she wouldn't say anything. And shed meant ir.
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“Iine, you talked,” Emily teased impatiently. “But what
about the kissing? C'mon, you know I'm living vicariously
through your love life right now.”

“Yeah, we kissed,” Claire said, tingling with the memory of
it. “And veah, it was amazing. But that's all I'm saving.”

“Okay, I can take a hint. I'll change the subject. So,um . ..
anvthing else exciting happen vesterday?”

An image of the trees flashing past her as she ran through
the woods popped into Claire’s mind.

“No, not really.” God, it was starting to feel like there
wasn't anvthing she could talk to Emily about, It was weird
and uncomfortable and it made Claire want to get off the
phone. “Listen, I've gotta get downstairs for lunch before
Lisheth gets ticked. Call me later?”

“Yeah, sure.” Emily sighed. *T'll tell you all about my fabu-
lous matching suitcases,”

After they'd hung up, Claire stared at the phone in her
hand and let out a long, slow breath, Friends weren't supposed

ta lie to cach other, but what other choice did she have?

547}4@ é//z

CLAIRE STARED AT the ringing phone, chewing the last
bite of her toast while Matthew's number flashed on the
screen, Since his soccer practice schedule had picked up and
Lisbeth still didn't want her out after dark, it had been nearly
a week since she'd seen him, though they talked almost every
day. She swallowed, winced, and answered.

“Hello?"

“Claire, hi!"

“Hey, Matthew, what's up?”

“Not much, actually. Sore quads and memorizing plays,

maostly, since practice is cancelled this afternoon.”
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“Really? That’s frustrating, huh?” Hope made Claire flut-
tery. He had an afternoon off?

“Not so much, since it gives me some time to see you . . .
except .. ." He paused.

“Except what?”

“Well, see, here's the thing—my dad has this rally sched-
uled this afternoon, and I have to go, but [ reallv want to hang
out with you.”

Claire hesitated, She was dving to see Matthew, but at a
rally for Dr. Engle?

“Listen, its going to suck, but it would suck a lot less if
you went with me, | know it’s not exactly dinner and a movie,
but—," he hesitated.

“Well, why not? I've never been to a rally before,” she said.
And it’s not like anyone will know that I'm a werewolf, vight?

“Great, I'll pick you up at two thirey,”

There were more people than Claire had expected, Theyd set
up folding chairs and tables with bakery cookics and damp
bottles of water that glistened in the sun. Kids ran through
the crowd, their T-shirts cmblazoned with the outline of a
howling wolf, partly hidden behind an enormous red X, Some
of the people milling around the tables held signs with the
same image, others had posters that said sUPPORT THE NEW
r.A.c. The heat had left everyone flushed and sweating, anxious

for the rally to begin in earnest,

A beefy man sporting a sweat-stained ball cap clapped
Matthew on the shoulder. “Hey! 1 seen vour picture in the
paper—youTe Dr, Engle’s son, right? You must be pretty proud
of your pops, huh#"

“Uh, yeah,” Matthew stammered, blushing as several
people turned to look at him curiously. “He's been working
real hard on all this.”

Claire couldn't stop the grin that inched across her face
while Matthew squirmed under the attention of his father's
admirers,

“Good man, Dr. Engle. We're lucky to have him.” The
man caught sight of someone behind Matthew. “Hey! Jim!
You need a hand with the rest of those signs?”

Matthew grabbed Claire’s hand and pulled her to the back
of the crowd. *Ugh, it never szaps,” he complained. He dropped
his voice, “It’s not like he ended world hunger, or anything,
He's only trying to get everyone fired up because he's worried
that Lycanthropy Researchers International is losing interest
in the case. And if he doesn’t get into the LRI, he might not
get to stay with the Federal Human Protection Agency.”

Hub. 8o Dir. Engle doesn’t have everyone dazzled, after all.

At the front of the crowd, a stage had been erected, Some-
onc had draped it—crookedly, Claire noted—with red and
blue bunting. There was a podium in the center with a micro-
phone poking out of it. Behind the podium Dr. Engle stood,

adjusting his hair, his wilting collar, and the microphone in
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quick succession. He tapped the mike and a stream of feed-
back squealed out of the speakers. A collective groan rose from
the crowd, but they all stopped talking and turned to face the
stage.

“I'd like to thank vou all for coming out in the heat to
support us today.” The sun glinted off his expensive-looking
teeth when he talked. *T know youd all like to get back to the
air-conditioning, so I'll keep this brief. We here in Hanover
FFalls have been living for too long under the twin shadows of
fear and uncertainty. The fine, upstanding citizens of our com-
munity do not deserve to have their activities cut short by the
arrival of darkness—they do not deserve to have their nights
plagued by the apprehension that something might be lurking
outside their windows, It’s not fair, and I for one will not stand
for it one more second.”

Even from the back of the crowd, Claire could see Dr.
Engle’s knuckles turning white as he squeezed the edges of
the podium in his long hands. All around her, people strained
forward like flowers leaning toward the sun.

Becanse they want me dead, And be’s balding their hands and
telling them that they're absolutely right. The realization hit
Claire like a slap. They dor't cven care what the fruth is. They're
scaved, and they've mad, and they want sameone to pay for that.

She forced herself to look over at Marthew. His fea-
tures didn't hold the same slow-burning anger that shone on

everyone else’s face, But he didn't look disgusted by his dad’s

e

rthetoric, either, He’s been listening to this for seventeen years,
Claire reminded herself. He's probably immune to it by now.

Dr. Engle leaned inte the microphone, his voice boom-
ing over the crowd. “It ends today. This is Day One of a new
era, It gives me great pleasure to announce the formation of
the PA.C.—the Protective Action Council. This community-
based group will work in conjunction with Federal Human
Protection Agency and the local police. Your cooperation will
allow us to take every measure available to us to capture the
beast that lurks, unwelcome, in our midst.”

Claire shivered, glad he didn't know just how accurate his
words were,

“Anyone who would like to volunteer their services . . .
and we need everyone, from those who can stuff envelopes to
those of you who are skilled and experienced hunters”—Claire
blanched—"can sign up before vou leave here today, The time
for action has come, and I am counting on cach of you to
answer the call. Thank you, and God bless.”

The crowd erupted into cheers. They thrust their signs
into the air, whistling and applauding. The table where the
sign-up clipboards lay already had a line snaking around the
parking lot. Claire stared, unable to pull her gaze away from
the stream of people who, one after the other, signed up for the
privilege of killing a werewolf.

Matthew slid his arm around her shoulders. “You're not

thinking of joining, are you?" he asked.
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A strangled laugh slipped out of Claire’s mouth, “Uh, ne.”
Way to blend in, Claive. “But your dad’s a really good speaker.
Everyone seems really excited.” I bate bim, but yeah, be can fire
up a group of morens, all right.

Matthew rolled his eves, “It sort of loses its oomph when
you've heard him practicing in front of the bathroom mirror
for two days. Come on, if we don't get out of here soon, I
get stuck shaking hands for the next hour.” He steered Claire
toward the cars, With trembling fingers, she opened the door,
slid into the oven-hot car, and leaned her head back against
the seat.

This i the worst date T have ever been on,

Matthew's car couldn’t get cool fast enough for Claire—
between the heat and the panic, she felt faint,

“You look flushed.” Matthew's voice was worried. “Why
don't we go get some ice eream? Cool off a lietle?”

“Can I take a rain check?” She hated how shaky her voice
sounded, “Right now I just want to go home and take a shower.
And maybe lic down for a little while.” The urge to get home,
to sort through what she'd just seen, was too strong to ignore,

“T'm so sorry, Claire.”

Matthew turned the air-conditioning vents on his side of
the car toward her. Since they were still blowing hot air, it
didn’t do much good, but it was still sweet of him,

“I should never have dragged you out in this heat to stand

around with a bunch of self-righteous morons,”

She reached over and took his hand. “I liked being there
with you." The last two words made it true.

Matthew pulled up in front of her house, *Do vou want
me to walk you inside?”

She shook her head. “T'll be fine, Thanks for dropping
me off.”

He leaned over and kissed her, just a quick, light pressure
of his mouth against hers. “Call me later and let me know how
yvoure doing.”

“T will.” Claire slid out of the car and walked into the house.

She dragged herself upstairs, worn out from the heat and the
crash from the adrenaline high she'd been on at the rally, She
pushed open the door to her room and cringed to see her
maother sitting on her bed.

*What are you doing in here?” Claire thought of the jour-
nal hidden under her mattress, and the shirt—the one she'd
taken from her mother's closet without permission—that lay
in a stained lump in the bottom drawer of her dresser. There
were secrets stashed all over her room. If shes been snoaping
araiind in bere, I die.

Claire’s mother pursed her lips, “T'm waiting for you, obvi-
ously.”

*Couldn’t you just wait in the kitchen?” Claire complained.
She edged into the room and sat down on the bench in front

of her vanity.

R
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“No. I want to talk to you, and it is not a conversation that
T'want to have an audience for.” Her mother glanced pointedly
at the door,

Claire got up to close it, rolling her eves once her back
was to her mom. She sat back down on the bench and waited.
Moarie eved Claire like an apple she suspected of having a
WOTTTL

“Did you have fun at the rally?"

Claire leaned against the vanity behind her, ©1 had fun
with Matthew,” she said carefully.

‘I imagine his father delivered quite a speech.” Marie
fiddled with the strap of her watch, straightening it against
her wrist,

“Yeah,” Claire shuddered. “T guess you could say that. He's
forming some sort of werewolf extermination squad. People
couldn’t sign up fast enough. It was crazy.”

Her mother let out a long breath. *T assumed it would be
something like that. It’s good that yvou went. That you saw
firsthand what people think of us, what they would do to any
one of us if we were exposed.”

“T know how to keep my mouth shut.” Claire huffed. *1
don’t have a death wish and I'm not an idiot, God.”

“Goddess,” her mother corrected.

“Whatever, Fine.” Claire crossed her arms in front of her
chest, unwilling to give her mom the satisfaction of hearing

her say it,
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“I'm not trying to start an argument with vou, Claire,
Please. This is important, and I need you to listen.”

Claire cocked her head to the side. *I'm listening.”

“Very well. Most of us have a relationship with a human
at some peint that is about more than reproduction. It does
not often last long. There is too much to hide, and too many
lies are told, But it is allowed. The need for companionship is
understandable.”

Claire swallowed hard. I really don't think I want to know
where this is going.

“Mom—"

Her maother held up a hand, silencing her, “But. Matthew
Engle is not just any human, His father is a danger to us, And
you are at a very vulnerable time in your transition, It is a bad
combination, a risky one. Because of this, I must forbid you
from seeing him, You are welcome to find another boy to date,
but from this point on, Matthew is off-limits.”

Claire stared at her, “You have got to be joking.”

Marie stood up and straightened her shirt. “T would not joke
about this. I am your mother and you will do what I tell you,”

The ice in her mother's voice made Claire stiffen. Her
mom headed for the door.

“It smells like dinner is almost ready. I'll see you down-
stairs,”

Claire stuck out her tongue at the closed door, crossed the

room, and turned the litde lock on the doorknob. She didn
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want her mother coming back in to make any additions to her
new “rules.”

Claire sighed and unlocked the door.

dvs mor ke a findle ywist fock ds peing to keep a werewolf out.
The words turned in her mind, forming a new thought. Its not
fike it can keep one in, either.

Her mom didn’t trust Matthew because she didn't know
him. But Claire did. And since her mother was gone so much,
she'd never know if Claire saw Matthew or not. At least, not

as long as Claire was very, very careful.

Claire was still asleep when Matthew called the next morning,
She dug her cell phone out from under the pillow next to her
and looked at the clock.

“Hello?" She cleared her throat. Ged, [ sound like an eighty-
year-eld with a Marlbora hakit,

“You're still asleep?” Matthew teased.

“So I'm not a morning person. Sue me,” Claire grumbled.

“Lawsuits aren't really my style. How ‘bout 1 take you to
lunch instead:”

Claire bit her lip. Being with Matthew was the only time
she felt really gosd anymore., But she'd have to make sure that
she could get there—and back—without her mom knowing.

C:".I]J.

“Hang on a second.” She stuck the phone under her pillow

and walked to the door, “Mom?” she hollered down the stairs.
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“You missed her by an hour—she won't be home until din-
ner,"” Lisbeth called back. “Do you need something?”

“Um, no.”

Claire crawled back into bed with a smile on her face.
With her mom gone, she just had to get around Lisbeth, which
wouldn't be too hard, She dug the phone out from under the
pillow. “Yeah, lunch sounds good.”

“T'll be there in an hour, ckay?”

“Okay,” Claire agreed, struggling out of bed, She snapped
the phone shut and headed for the shower.

When she got downstairs, she told Lisbeth that she was
going out to eat with some friends, Which wasn't a lie.

Lisbeth’s eyves lit up, which wasn't the reaction Claire had
expected. “Tf you don’t need me to make you lunch, then I'm
going to go practice my forward bends for a while.”

“Qoooh, thrilling,” Claire teased, trying to hide the fact
that she was jumping up and down inside. This was easy. This
was foo easy, She hadn't expected Lisbeth to be so excited to

get rid of her.

Right on time, Matthew pulled up in front of the house and
honked the horn, Claire winced, hoping that Lisbeth hadn't
heard. She'd seen Matthew's car before, and if she locked out
the window to see who it was, Claire's luck would be over.
In the six seconds it took Claire to cross the driveway,

tiny beads of sweat had already sprung up on her forehead.
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She practically leapt into the cool interior of the car,

Matthew grinned and turned the air-conditioning up even
farther. “It’s ridiculous out there, huh?”

“Oh my God, it's insane.” Claire leaned forward into the
stream of cool air and sighed. "So, hi.”

“Hi, vourself.” Matthew's smile widened. “You hungryz”

“Always.” Claire leaned back in the seat, twisting around
to look at her house. She didn't see Lisbeth hovering behind
any of the windows, So far so pood.

“Yeah, I know that feeling.” Martthew turned out of the
drive, “1s Louie's okay?”

“Sure.” Her hunger faded at the mention of Louie’s, The
diner was always full of people from school. Pretending that
she was normal in front of Matthew wasnt so hard, but the
idea of being surrounded by people she knew, of having to
hide what she was in the wide-open like that—it made her
want to sink down into the car seat and disappear.

But Iwas already changing af my bivthday party, and ne one
noticed anything. ‘Course, it’s a lot easier to keep a secret if you don'’t
krow what if is,

To hide her nerves, Claire flipped through the stack of
CIDs that Matthew had stuffed below the car stereo, She held
up a dise. “You mind?”

Matthew glanced at it. “Are you kidding? That's pretty
much my favorite band right now.”

Claire smiled at him and put in the disc. When she sat
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back, Matthew reached over and slid his hand into hers like
it was the most natural thing in the world. The tingly feeling
that zipped through her made Claire catch her breath,

The third song had just started when they pulled into the
parking lot. Claire took a deep breath,

“You okay?" Martthew stroked the back of her hand with
his thumb,

“Just don't want to get out of the air-conditioning,” she
lied.

“T can help with that." Matthew pulled up to the front
door, “Go on inside. I'll just go park and I'll be right there.”

“Oh, uh, thanks.” Claire climbed out—hed stopped so
close to the diner'’s glass entrance that she had to be careful
not to bang it with the car door.

She stepped into Louic’s and shivered. It wasn't the rush
of cold air—it was because nearly every person in the res-
taurant turned to look at her. Everyone always looked when
someone walked in to Louie’s, watching for people they knew,
but the scrutiny sent panic clanging through Claire’s chest.
The crowd at the rally hadn’t bothered her—after all, no one
there had known who she was. Standing in front of a roomful
of people whe were rating her social status while she watched
was totally different.

A couple of people waved and she forced herself to smile,

Matthew walked in behind her. Relief washed through her

when he wrapped an arm around her shoulders and steered
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her toward a booth, Several people looked surprised to see the
two of them together, which just increased Claire’s desire to
slide underneath a table.

She'd never been wildly popular. Being the center of so
much attention would have made her uncomfortable last year,
too, Bul at least then I thought I was the same ipecies as everyone
efre, She scowled at the menu.

The waitress appeared and tapped her pencil against her
order pad. *You all ready?”

Once they'd ordered and were alone again, Matthew
leaned back against the cushioned banguette and draped
his arms across the top. He looked comfortable, familiar. He
looked like he belonged.

Across the diner, a tableful of girls that Claire recognized
from the show choir stared at her and Matthew. They looked
horrified. With her pulse thudding in her fingertips, Claire
reached up and touched the rims of her ears, checking for fur.
Her skin was smaooth,

Oh my God. They're nat loaking at me because they know what
Fam., They're acting fike that becanse Matthew'’s here with me,

Claire picked at her cuticles under the table and glanced
around the diner. The show choirettes weren't the only ones
staring. Near the back of the room, Claire spotted Yolanda
Adams. Claire hadn't seen her since her birthday. Yolanda
raised a hand and waved at Claire, grinning. Claire smiled

back, feeling relieved and pathetic all at once,
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“So, uh, how’s soccer going?” It was the only guestion
Claire could think of. Lame, fame, lame! She fiddled with the
paper from her straw, tearing it into tiny shreds.

Matthew shrugged. “It's not, really. Coach cancelled our
two-a-davs, 1 guess the school board thinks we're poing to get
heatstroke or something. I'm pretty worried about it, actually.
If we don't get some serious practice time in soon, we're going
to suck when the season starts,”

Claire winced. “Sorry, but I, um—when does the season
start again, exactly?”

“Two days after school starts. Why would you be sorry?”

Claire shrugged. “Tt just seems like something I should
have already known.” Matthew reached across the table and
squeezed her hand. The murmuring at some of the tables
across the diner picked up. “There’s no reason you should have
known that. Did anyone ever tell you you're too hard on your-
self# Seriously, though™—Matthew locked eyes with her—"it
would mean a lot to me if you came to the opening match.”

Claire’s heartbeat echoed in her cars. *T wouldn't miss it
for anything,” she whispered.

The waitress appeared out of nowhere and dropped two
plates between them. Claire pulled one of the plates closer to
her, picked up the burger, and took a bite.

A worried crease appeared between Matthew's eyebrows.
“You okay? You seem kinda quict today.”

“Yeah, I'm fine,” Claire said. “Just a lietle tired, T guess.”
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Ob, and my mom said I conldn’t see you anymore and also I'm
prevty sure Kate-Marie Brown just took a piciure of us with her
cell phone.

The waitress brought the check the instant the last fry
disappeared from their plates. Claire reached for the cash
she'd stuck in her back pocket, but Matthew snatched up the
bill before she could get to it

“Not a chance.” He smiled and shook his head.

Claire shifted uncomfortably, “Matthew, 1 can pay my
share.”

“I'm sure vou can, But this is a date, and I'm buying.”

“It’s not a date if T buy?” Claire fired back, arching an eye-
brow at him.

He considered that, “I dunne.” Then he grinned. “T'll
think about it while I go pay this.” He slid out of the booth
and walked over to the cash register,

Claire dug a piece of gum out of her pocket and headed
for the front door, The stares that were drilling holes into her
back didn't even bather her. Let them look. She could pretend
to be normal, vight? What do they call 127 Hiding in plain sight?
Guess I'm gonna bave to get pretty freaking good at that.
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FHE SMELLS COMING from the Dumpster were almast too
much to bear. The wasted, votten food. The toxic plastic of the trash
bags, The bitter scent of @ bottle of that must have been pitched
before it was empry. Still, it was the best hiding place—in the
darkest corner of the alley, but close enough fo the back door of the
apartment building for easy access. She breathed slowly, ignoring
the stench, and forced herself to e still,

The suburbs were toa eary, but this—an exclusive building
downiown, where the idicts felt safe—this way perfect. Tt was
even better than a daytime kil

Thwe wemen wearing imposcibly bigh beels and fov much pevfume
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breczed down the alley and into the back door of the building, arguing
abont whase turn if was fo clean the bathroom. She tensed, once apain
checking the angle of the security camera above the door.

Finally, she saw the streetlipht at the end of the alley cated bis
Flond bair. Locking rumpled after a long day, be walked down the
alfey teward the duilding. He pansed in front of the door, patting
bis pockets of bis suit coat like be was looking for a key.

She leaps without besitating and closed ber jaws around His

neck, crushing bis windpipe before be even thought of screaming,

A few days after Claire had been to Louie's with Matthew,
the editor of the Hangver Falls Post turned up dead. Every TV
station was blaring the story, and the paper had devoted the
entire front page to him. He had been young and handsome
and important, which had made everyone even more upset
about his killing than they had been about the others,

Claire found Lisbeth at the kitchen counter, mug in hand,
staring at the newspaper,

“Emily called—she said you weren't answering your cell.”

“I don't usually answer my phone when I'm sleeping,”
Claire pointed out. “What did she want®”

“She wanted to meet you at that coffee shop on Fourth, If
you want to go, I can take you over in an hour or so.”

“That'd be great.” Claire grabbed for the remote, already
tired of the repetitive news show, but Lisbeth snatched it away

from her,
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“It’s just tragic.” Lisbeth said, sipping her tea. There were
dark circles under her eyes and the frown on her face made her
look pinched.

“The editor?” Claire asked, hopping up to sit on the edge
of the counter.

“Of course the editor!” Lisbeth snapped. “And don't sit on
the counter. You know your mother hates that.”

Claire shumbed back onto the floor. “Fine, Geez. If Id
known vou were so fense I wouldn't have said anvthing, Where
is Mom, anyway?"

“Meeting with a potential client, She'll be back later this
afternoon. And you're right. I am tense. I didn't sleep very well
last night.” Lisbeth walked around Claire and put her tea mug
in the sink. “Maybe I'll go do some breathing exercises and see
if I can control myself a little better.” She gave Claire a forced
smile. “See you in a half hour, okay? We'll leave after that?”

“Sure.” Claire snagged the remote and pointed it at the
TV, wondering how Matthew was doing. If Lisbeth was this
stressed about the situation, Dr. Engle must have gone freak-

ing nuclear. “Have fun breathing and stuff.”

Claire sat at one of the little tables in the coffee shop’s front
window, sipping a mocha and waiting for Emily. The shop was
mostly empty. Claire closed her eyes and leaned her head against
the window, enjoyving the quiet. The little bell above the door

chimed, and Claire opened her eves, expecting to see Emily.
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Instead, Victeria walked in, She leoked over at Claire, rec-
ognition and then caution flashing across her face in quick
SUCCESS10MN,

“Um, hey,” Claire said carefully.

“Hev, MNice to see vou, Claire, It%s been a while.” Victoria
smiled, but her voice was guarded. She nodded at the counter.
“Do you come here often?”

“Sort of. Yeah. I'm meeting a friend.” Claire squirmed in
her seat, It was like running inte one of her teachers, or some-
thing. She didnt know what to say—everything she knew
about Victoria was a secret. Claire couldn’t exactly ask her for
fur-grooming tips in the middle of a public place.

Victoria nodded. “Well, I'd better get going. Tell vour
mother I said hello.”

The door opened and Emily came flying into the coffee
shop, her car keys in one hand and her phone in the other,

Claire waved Emily over, then looked back up at Victoria.
“T' tell her”

Victoria shot her a tiny smile and headed for the counter.

Emily flopped into the chair across from Claire, “Whe's
that?” She kept her voice low, but Claire knew Victoria could
hear them,

“Someone my mom knows.” Claire shrugged. Out of the
corner of her eye, she saw Victoria glance over and give her a
lightning-quick nod of approval. “So—what’s going on? Your

message this morning was .., odd.”
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“Sorry. I wasn't exactly free to talk, My mother’s been
closer to me than my own damn shadow ever since they
decided.”

The word made Claire’s mouth go dry. “Decided™?

“It’s over, Claire, My parents are taking me to my aunt’s
house tomorrow. I thought I'd convinced them to let me stay,
but after what happened to that Dave McKinney guy, they
totally panicked.”

Claire leaned back in her seat, tension knotting her shoul-
ders. “Wow. I ... wow. Do vou think vou can calm them down
again?”

Emily let out a bitter, choked-sounding little laugh. “No
chance. They both had that look on their face when they told
me—the one that means they don't care if they are wrong,
theyre doing this anyway.”

“Yeah, I know that look.” Claire sighed. “So, what are you
going to do?”

Victoria headed past them, a paper coffee cup in each
hand. She winked at Claire over the top of Emily’s head. Dis-
tracted, Claire twitched her fingers in a tiny wave.

“T guess I'm going to pack.” Emily sniffed. "Will you come
help me?”

*Of course.” Claire pushed away her drink—she felt too
awful about Emily leaving to finish it, And even worse than
that was the fact that deep down, she was a little relieved. I

be so much easier to bide things from Fmily if shek bundreds of
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miles away. It made Claire sick that she was thinking things
like that . .. even if it was true.

She ran a hand through her hair and forced herself to
focus on Emily’s resigned-looking face.

“So, when are we packing? I need to call Lisbeth and
tell her,”

“Now, if you can.” Emily looked over at the counter, *I'd
better go get a cup of civilized coffee while I still can.”

Claire picked up her phone and dialed Lisbeth.

Emily held up a sequined tank top and stared at it regret-
fully, “I can't imagine I'd have a single reason to wear this on
the farm, You'd look great in it. Wanna borrow it while I'm
gone?”

“Sure,” Claire said, putting down the magazine she'd been
paging through, “Thanks,”

“No problem. I'm surc Matthew will love it.”

Claire rolled her eyes and Emily wadded up the shirt and
threw it at her.

“What?" Claire smiled. “T just think sequins might be sort
of . .. scratchy as far as Matthew is concerned.”

“Quoooooch,” Emily's eyes litup, “Are you telling me you've
done more than just kiss him?”

Claire felt herself blush, She'd never really had a boy-
friend before, and though she'd always been willing to listen to

Emily’s play-by-play of her make-out sessions, she really didn't

feel like telling Emily evervthing about her and Matthew.

“It's not—uh .. ." Claire paused.

“Oh, come on. We tell each other evervthing, right?”

Claire winced. That used to be true, Now all of a sud-
den, she wasn't telling Emily anvthing. She didn't want to talk
about Matthew, and she wasn't allowed to talk about being a
werewolf, Having so many secrets from her best friend felt
totally abnormal, but what choice did she have?

“Well,” Claire conceded, “1 will say that he's an amaz-
ing kisser.” That much she could say without feeling squicky
about it.

“He's not one of those tongue-down-your-throat guys?”

Claire squirmed. *Um, no.”

“Well, that's good. Jesus, do vou remember Darren from
last year?”

Claire’s embarrassment faded. “Oh, veah, The one who
kept licking your teeth?”

Emily nodded and shuddered. “Yep. God, I should never
have kept dating him after that first kiss. I mean seriously, why
didn’t you stop me?”

Claire settled back against the pillows. Now they were
back on safe ground, subject-wise,

I just bave to keep Emily talking about berself, that's all. Like,

for #he vest of our friendsbip,

Claire re-sorted Emily’s piles of clothes as they rehashed

Emily’s last two relationships, She felt totally fake—like an

[+
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interviewer on TV trying to keep some movie star talking—
but at least Emily seemed happy. That was something,

Sort of,

That evening, Claire lay on her still neatly made bed, exhausted.
She'd spent the rest of the afternoon making sympathetic
notses while Emily crammed things into her suitcases and
vented about her parents. It had been a relief when Lisbeth
finally came to pick her up, especially since Lisbeth was ina
much better mood,

Claire’s cell phone rang, and she closed her eyes, hoping it
was Martthew, But it wasn't. It was Zahlia,

“Hello?” Claire answered, sitting up,

“Hey, Claire, it’s me. Is this a bad time?”

“No, I'm not busy. What's going on?”

“T'was wondering if we were still on for practicing tonight?
It’s not that long until the next full moon, you know. If you're
up for it, | was thinking we could meet in the clearing, around
elevens”

Claire started figuring backward in her head. It wouldn't
work. Shed have to be ready to go by ten thirty, and there was
no way her mom would be asleep by then. And she wasn't
exactly planning to tell her mom where she was going.

“It’s actually a little early. Is midnight okay?”

Zahlia laughed. *T take it Maric’s still not too keen on you

learning things ahead of schedule.”
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“1 sort of haven't told her about it,” Claire admaitted.

“That’s probably smart. She'd just freak out, and then
yvoud be stuck waiting until vou were fully transformed before
you could so much as chase your own tail.”

Claire blinked, “Um—when will I get a tail?” Her voice
sounded strangled.

“Dunno. Maybe this moon, maybe next. 1 was just using
it as an example.”

“Oh. That sounds, uh . . . interesting. Yeah, Well, I'll see
you in the clearing, then.”

“Sounds good.” Lahlia hung up without saying good-bye,

Claire leaned against a rough tree trunk, still in her wolf-form,
and panted into the darkness of the forest, She couldn' even
begin to smell the trail shed been following, Shed lost the
deer. Again, Behind Claire, Zahlia shuffled her feet.

“You seem like you're having trouble concentrating.”

At the sound of Zahlia's human voice, Claire jumped. She
hadn't expected her to transform back. Claire slumped against
the bark, exhausted. They'd been hunting for hours, but Claire
hadn't caught so much as a squirrel.

“I know.” The misery in her voice embarrassed her, “I'm
sorry.”

Zahlia pulled on the running shorts and tank top that
she'd been carrying through the woods. “Why should you be

sorry? You're still new to all of this, That’s the whole point of

5 ® Internet

Create PDF files without this message by purchasing novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)

[+


http://www.novapdf.com
http://www.novapdf.com

practicing. You'll get better, I promise. You just need someone
to help you. That's whar friends do, isn't it?"

Claire thought of Emily, her best friend in the whole
world. Who couldn't help her because she didn't have any idea
what was really poing on. A whole lifetime of never being able
to tell anyone the whole truth spread out in front of Claire and
it was depressing as all hell.

“Are you all right?” Zahlia stepped closer.

Claire shrugged, *1 guess.” She bit her lip, “1t%s just hard.”

Zahlia cocked her head to the side. “We're not talking
about hunting anymore, are we?”

Claire shook her head,

Zahlia shrogred and sat down, “1 promise yvou it gets bet-
ter. You have the pack—we don't have to keep secrets from
each other.”

“T just can't believe that no human ever knows, you know?”

“Well—" Zahlia hesitated. *There is occasionally a human
who does,”

Excitement slid up Claire’s spine. “Really?”

“It's extremely rare. Every once in a really long while,
some bizarre circumstances will come up, and we reveal our
identities to a human, Maybe we need something from them,
or maybe one discovers us accidentally. If they're willing,
they become a secret-keeper, a gardien, I haven't ever known
one, but they do exist. I think your great-great-grandmother

ot some such belonged to a pack back in France that had a
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gardien, but you'd have to ask your mether about that,”

Claire crushed a dried leaf to powder in her fingers, think-
ing, “So, were they, like, friends with her?”

Zahlia shook her head. “That would be extremely unlikely—
too risky for evervone. Plus, what would they have in common,
really, besides the secret? I mean, a secret-keeper is Auman. So.
Who is it you wish you could tell?”

Claire blinked, startled. “How did you know?"

“Because evervone feels that way at first,”

“Yeah. I guess that makes sense. It just seems like this
would all be a lot casier if T could talk to my best friend about
it,” Claire shoved down a wave of emotion. It made her chest
feel tight.

“You know you can't, right? It doesn't work that way. And
think, Claire, how burdened this secret makes you feel, in spite
of the benefits and abilities that come with it.”

Claire couldn’t stop them any longer—the tears fell.

“Hey, don't cry. Come on, think about it. Besides the fact
that it's forbidden—that it would be an enormous risk to our
pack—would you really want your friend to suffer like you're
suffering? Telling wouldn't just be dangerous, Claire. It would
be hugely selfish.”

Claire’s jaw tightened and her voice was little more than
a breath. “T hadn’t thought of it that way.” She rubbed a hand
across her weary eyes. “Can we just bag this for tonight? I'm

totally exhausted.”
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Zahlia stood up and stretched. *Fine by me. I'm actually
pretty tired, too. Want me to run home with you#”
Claire shook her head. *Nah, I got it, But thanks for meet-
ing me and talking and everything.”
Zahlia squeczed her shoulder, *1 had a pood time. You
think for yourself, Claire, and I like that. I like it a lot.”
The compliment made a warm spot in Claire’s chest,
“T'll call you seon.”
Zahlia transformed on the spot, her dark fur blending in
with the night around them. Claire picked up the shorts and gZ {{
top Zahlia had worn and handed them to the wolf, who took ﬂf “E e
them in her mouth and waved her tail once in thanks before
streaking off inte the woods like a shot,
Claire turned and limped home, exhausted in every pos-
sible sense of the word.
WHEN MATTHEW CALLED the next day and suggested
they go mini-golfing, Claire leapt at the chance for a distraction.
Matthew seemed a little surprised when she wouldn't let him
pick her up, but agreed to meet her there.

Her mom was going to be gone all afternoon looking at
some new camera lenses. Claire just told Lisbeth that she
was meeting some friends, and Lisbeth reluctantly agreed to
drive her. In spite of the scorching heat, the Putt-Putt park-
ing lot was crowded with families and couples, and Lisbeth
was too focused on not hitting anyone to even wave good-

bye, much less examine who Claire was meeting, Besides,
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you couldn't even see around to the front of the putter shack
from the parking lot.

Claire leaned on the handle of her putter and watched as
Martthew expertly tapped his ball through the windmill blades.
She shaded her eves with her hand.

“Another holein one,"she muttered, marking the humidity-
softened scorecard with the tiny pencil, “If soceer doesn't work
out, maybe you should go out for the golf team.”

Matthew grinned. *No way, Have vou seen the dudes on
the golf team? Man, talk about uptight. Anyway, I'm only good
at miniature polf 1 suck at the real thing.”

“T doubrt that,” Claire grinned back. They leaned against
the split rail fence that surrounded the course and waited for
the family ahead of them to finish the safari-themed hole that
came next. Claire stifled a yawn.

“Up later” Matthew asked.

Claire searched his voice for a hint that there was more to
his question than small talk, but there was nothing else there.
She forced her shoulders to relax. *Yeah, kind of. T was watch-
ing something and just sort of lost track of time.” A true state-
ment, but not incriminating in the least. So far, so good.

“Was it the Late Show?” Matthew asked, wiping the sweat
off his forchead.

“Uh, no, it was something on TiVo.” Claire shifted
uncasily.

“A movier”
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She could tell he was just making conversation, but she
didn’t want to lie any more than absolutely necessary—it was
too hard to remember, otherwise, It was easier to change the
subject. “What'd I miss on the Late Show?”

“Oh, man, they had the funniest guy on there, He did
this whele routine on the difference between guys and their
dogs—"

“So whats the difference? Between the guys and the
dogs?” Claire interrupted, cager to feed his enthusiasm for the
new topic,

“Okay, so vou know how dogs are always wsing their paws
to scratch behind their ears?”

Claire nodded, then winced when Matthew delivered the
somewhat questionable punch line.

“Well,” he admitted, *it was probably funnier when the
comedian did it,”

She rolled her eyes at him. “Yeah, well, it’s just lucky I
don't like you for your joke-telling ability.”

“T'm lucky you like me, period,” he laughed, wrapping his
warm hand around hers.

Claire cringed, sure he would be grossed out by her damp
palm, but he didn't seem to mind.

It would be so nice to be able to control her tempera-
ture the way she could when she was a wolf, She was starting
to hate the sticky-slick feeling of her human skin, hated the

constant worry about how the heat was making her look, but
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she was stuck with it—at least until they could get back into
Matthew's air-conditioned car.

With their fingers linked, they wandered up to the next
tee. Matthew leaned forward and gave her a quick kiss before
he bent forward to put his golf ball on the worn Astroturf,
“And now,” he announced, “prepare to be amazed.”

Claire stepped back to give him some room, This felt nor-
mal, Being with Matthew felt nermal. A bright bubble of hap-
piness formed in her chest. She reminded herself that Emily
was leaving for her aunt’s house this afterncon. But it didn't
make any difference in her mood, How could it? Matthew—
the most beautiful guy she'd ever seen—had just kissed her in
front of a ton of people.,

“Yo, Engle!” The voice floated up the hill from one of the
holes below Claire and Matthew. Matthew leaned over the
fence, scanning the crowd.

“Doug! What's up?” he called back.

“You coming to my party?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“Coal! You bringin' Claire?”

Claire peered over the fence. Doug, who she recognized
from the soccer team, waved up at her,

“Hey, Claire.” The smile on his face looked genuine.

“Hey, Doug,” she said, unable to keep the pleasure out of
her voice.

Matthew turned to look at her. “You don't mind do you?
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It's a week from Friday—we can totally just stay for an hour
and then go do our own thing.”

“Yeah, sure, that's fine.” She hid her wince, There had to
be a way she could get there without her mother knowing.

Matthew leaned back over the fence. “We'll be there,”

The older couple behind them started to look impatient,
and Claire hurried up to the next hole, She and Matthew
spent the next half hour teasing each other about missed shots
and cheating on the scorecard.

It was the best afterncon Claire had spent with anyone
in ages, and she was still half-floating when Matthew turned
onto her street,

“Um, why don't vou just drop me off at the end of the
driveway?" she suggested.

Matthew glanced over at her. “Why can't I just take you up
to the house? You have a seriously long driveway, and there’s
no reason for you to walk all that way.”

“Um, it's just—it might be easier, is all.” She could see
her mailbox ahead. If he pulled into the driveway and Lisbeth
noticed his car, Claire would be dead. She squirmed in her
scat.

Matthew braked smoothly, pulling the car off onto the
shoulder of the road just in front of Claire’s driveway.

“Okay, babe. What's up? Seriously.” He turned so that he
was facing her.

Claire twisted her hands in her lap. She wanted to make
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something up, tell him that the driveway was being repaved, or
that Lisheth had the plague. But when she opened her mouth,
the enly thing she could think of was the truth.,

“It's my mom.” She sighed. “She sort of told me that she
didn’t want me to see you anymore,”

Matthew's eyes widened. “But why? She hasn't even really
met me, except for at your birthday party.”

Claire dropped her gaze and stared at the pgearshift
between them. She was afraid that if she looked him in the
face, she'd end up telling him evervthing.

“Oh my God,” Matthew whispered, and Claire glanced up
at him in spite of herself. “It’s my dad, isn't it? She’s freaked
out because of my dad—she thinks being with me puts you in
danger,” he guessed.

It was so close to the truth that Claire almost laughed. She
bit her lip and nodded.

“Yeah, that’s pretty much it,” she said, relieved not to be
lying, even if Matthew didn't know exactly what sort of danger
his father posed to Claire.

Matthew sighed. “So that's why you wouldn't let me pick
you up today.”

Claire nodded. “Are you mad?"

Matthew put a hand on her cheek. *Of course not. Our
parents’ problems are—well . . . They're not our problem, 1
don’t want you to get in trouble over this, though.”

Claire leaned closer to him, breathing in his scent of

ETOR

soap and sun, “I think it’s worth getting in trouble over,” she
said, closing her eyes.

When Matthew spoke, his mouth was so close to hers
that she could feel the vibration of his words against her lips.
“Then we'll just be very, very careful.”

Claire would have said something in agreement, but her
mouth was much too busy. The kiss consumed her, drove
out every thought that wasn't Matthew. They wound tighter
together, and Claire shivered as his fingertips traced a path
down her spine and around her waist.

The gearshift was jammed uncomfortably into her thigh,
and when Claire tried to shift away from it, Marthew paused,
leaning his forchead against hers,

“Okay, it's broad daylight and we're on the side of the
road,” he observed in a strained voice.

“It’s a very private road,” Claire panted.

He laughed a low, rumbling laugh that went straight to
Claire’s middle. “Still, this is probably a very bad idea.” He
kissed her again, his lips moving down to the edge of her jaw.
“Can you really find a way to get to Doug’s party?” His voice
was full of concern. *1 don't want to talk you into doing any-
thing you're uncomfortable with.”

“T wouldn't miss it tor the world,” she whispered.

“Okay.” He straightened up and grinned at her. “Then get
out of my car before we get caught, and I'll call you later.”

Claire opened the door, fully aware that she had a
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ridiculous smile on her face, and not caring in the least,
“That sounds fabulous.”

As she made her way up the shimmering-hot driveway,
Claire heard his car drive away. When she opened the front
door, Lisbeth looked up from the couch where she was sorting
a pile of papers.

“Oh! 1 dide't hear a car,” she said, surprise crossing her face,

Claire shrugged, not trusting herself to say anything.

“So, did vou have fun?™ Lisbeth asked.

“Yeah, we had a great time. But it was too hot. I'm gonna

go for a swim, if vou don’t mind.”

“That’s fine. T may even join vou when I'm done with this,”

Lisbeth went back to her papers and Claire floated up the
stairs, She hadnt even had to tell Lisbeth outright lies. . . . It
was just 2 matter of making people see a different side of the

truth, that was all.

Claire was lying across the foot of her bed, flipping through
the channels, when someone knocked. Her hair was still damp
from swimming, and the chemical scent of the chlorine tickled
her nose. *“Come in,” Claire called, thinking it was Lisbeth.

The door opened and her mother came in. She shut the
door behind her, Claire swallowed hard.

“Hey,"” she said, trying to sound natural.

“We nced to talk.” Her mother sat on the bench in front

of Claire’s vanity.
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Ok, crap.

Claire sat up and braced herself.

“You've seen Matthew again, haven't you?” The hard glint
in her eyes made Claire shiver.

“What makes vou say that?”

Her mother straightened the cuffs of her shirt. “This is no
time for games. I know vou left the house last night. You were
not in your room until almost four in the morning, Explain
yourself.”

Relief rushed through Claire. Fine, This she could handle.

“You're right, I wasn't here, But I wasn’t with Matthew.”

Her mother stared at her, waiting,

“T was with Zahlia. She was helping me—practicing with
me so that I'd be ready for the next moon, Call her and check
if you don't believe me.” Claire crossed her arms in front of her.

Her mother pressed her lips together, Claire could tell she
was mad, but she could also smell confusion, bright and almost
electrical, coming off her.

“You were practicing? But you haven't completed your
transformation vet, What would vou be practicing?”

Claire shrugged. "Hunting, a little bit. And some other
stuff she showed me how to do. It's no big deal, Mom. T wasn't
going to tell anyone else, but I dont want to look like 2 moron
when I transform, and that's exactly what will happen if T don't
know how to do anything.”

“I told you that I would teach you when the time is right.
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You should have listened. Zahlia is not the sort of influence
that you should have guiding your transformation. I want vou
to see less of her 1 cannot command you—only Beatrice can
do that. But I'm concerned that vou two have grown too close.
This is not just about you, you understand. If our relation-
ships become too close, it is a risk for our pack. The more
we associate with one another outside of pack business, the
greater our chances of being discovered.”

Claire frowned. “Well, I just ran into Victoria while I was
with Emily at the coffee shop and she didn't act like I was a
stranger or anything,”

Marie clenched her jaw. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?
What happened? What did you say to her?”

Each question scraped against Claire’s nerves. She was
getting really tired of her mother’s personal version of the
Inquisition.

“T didn't think it was a big deal. She said hi, I said hi. 1
told Emily that Victoria was someone vou knew, which wasn't
exactly giving anything away, since you know pretty much
evervone. Victoria didn't act like I'd screwed anything up, so 1
don’t know why you're freaking out.”

“T'm not ‘freaking out,’ as you so eloquently put it. I'm try-
ing to protect you. Any pack interaction in the human world
is an occasion for caution, What if someone overheard some-
thing? If they became suspicious, they could make a report
to the FHPA, And that would be disastrous. You see? This is
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exactly why 1 don't think yvou should be close with Zahlia, It's
too easy to make a mistake.”

Claire narrowed her eves, “But—what about Beatrice and
Victoria? They're close.”

Her mother laughed softly and leaned against the bed-
post. “That is true. But, then, they are mother and daughter.”

Something Claire hadnt quite put together before slid
into place in her mind.

“Why isn't evervone's mom part of the pack? 1 mean,
you and I are related, and Victoria is Beatrice's daughter, but
Zahlia and Judith and Katherine are all by themselves.”

“Judith and Katherine moved here vears ago, after their
own mothers died—the packs in their areas became too small
to survive, Zahlia's mother used to belong ro our pack.” Claire's
mother twisted the sliver bangle on her wrist, her eyvebrows
sinking low over her eyes, “Her mother was second to Beatrice
in our pack, and Zahlia was right behind her. But then—well.
Something happened, and she left the pack to become a lone
wolf, une senle. Zahlia also paid for her mother’s carclessness
by losing her own position. I became the second.”

Claire blinked in surprise. “Wow. She never told me any
of that.”

“T imagine there are many things Zahlia hasn't told you.
Which would be vet another reason for you to distance your-
self from her.”

“But she’s the only one who's even answered my freaking
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questions, 1 can't do this all by myself, and vou never want
to help me! 1 mean, Victoria has Beatrice, but I—" Claire
snapped her mouth shut, cutting off the rest of the sentence.

“We have never been close, have we!” A wistful look
crossed Marie's face.

Claire shrugged, staring down at her hands. “T guess not.”

“It is hard, raising another while always hiding. You are
right—I am vour mother, and whether or not you believe it, I
do want to help vou, But only when the time is right, Claire,
And right now the best help I can offer is to advise you to
distance vourself from Zahlia.”

“Butit’s not an order,”

“Not now. But if 1 have to go to Beatrice, I will. So. I hope
you will be joining Lisbeth and me for dinner tonights”

Claire frowned. "Yeah, I guess.”

“Good, I'll see vou then.”

Her mother left the room and Claire rolled over onto her
stomach, burying her face in the comforter. Sometimes, she

really, really hated her mom.

Just before dinner, Emily’s car pulled up to the house. Claire
hurried down the stairs to meet her,

“You're here! T thought I was going to have to say good-
bye on the phone!”

Emily grinned. “T told them if I couldnt come see you, 1

was going to do something horrible.”
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“Like what?"

“T dunno.” Emily shrugged. “They didn't ask—they're too
freaked out to be logical at this point. I can only stay for a
minute, though.”

Tears filled Claire’s eyves and she sniffed. 1 can’t believe
you're really going.”

Emily looked up at the ceiling and blinked. “1t's not like 1
want to. Oh my God, I am not going to crv. I have on way too
much mascara to start crving.”

Claire swiped at her eves, fighting to control herself. “1
mean, hey, its not like we aren’t going to talk, right?”

“I made my parents switch my cell plan to unlimited min-
utes.” Emily said proudly, *Okay. I have to go. [ just came over
to give you a hug.”

Claire wrapped her arms around her best friend. How
much different would she be by the time Emily got back?

What if things are never like this again?

“Hey, I said ‘hug, not ‘crack my ribs,”™ Emily said, straight-
ening up and forcing a smile. "Call me, okay?”

“T will.”

50 ...

“Don't say it. Just go.”

“Yeah, you're right. Better that way.” Emily slid on her
sunglasses and walked out to the car.

Claire watched her go, the lump in her throat getting big-

ger with every step Emily took.
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She dido't want to watch Emily drive away, Taking the
stairs two at a time, Claire bolted up the steps and into her

bedroom, where she could fall apart in private.

Three days later, Claire stood in her room, sorting dirty laundry
into piles. She'd actually made it out of bed before noon, since
she'd been stuck in the houwse for almost seventy-two hours,
trying to make her mom less suspicious. Lisbeth had been so
excited to see her while it was still morning that she'd made
pancakes.

The phone rang and Claire looked at the sereen. Crap.

“Hello?" she braced herself,

“Thanks a /e¢," Emily huffed.

“Sorry?” As usual, Emily was going so fast that Claire
couldn’t keep up right away.

“Well, you should be, I've been stuck out here for almaost
a freaking week and you haven't called me once! What kind of
best friend is that?”

Claire winced. "Sorry. The time just got away from me, 1
guess, Things have been pretty crazy around here,”

“Thanks for rubbing it in. You're right there in the middle
of all the excitement, and I'm stuck out in cow-pie central with
no Internet connection.”

Right in the midddle of all the excitement. Man, sthe hay no idea
bowy close she is to the truth.

“It’s pretty bad, huh?” Claire asked.

“Oh, my God, they have the Farmers” Almanac on the
coffee table, like it's the damn Bible or something, My aunt
cooks stuff in lard, Claire. Lard. Do you know what that is?
And this morning,” she sniffled, “there was a mouse in the
bathroom.”

Emily sounded so pathetic, but Claire couldn’t help but
think how minor her best friend’s problems really were, Emily
hadn't turned into an animal. No one was hunting her. And
the bigrest secret she had to keep was the fact that she had a
pack of cigarettes hiding in the pocket of an old bathrobe.

It didn’t matter how much Claire wanted to feel sorry for
Emily—jealousy gnawed on her insides, eating up any room
she might have had for sympathy.

“Claire? Hello? Are you there? Damn it!”

“No—I mean—yeah, I'm here. You've still got a signal.”

“Thank God. I have to sit on top of the kitchen table and
lean toward the window to get two stupid bars. I'll probably
have to go a freaking chiropractor if my parents ever decide to
let me come home.”

“Any chance of that happening?” Claire asked.

“T don't think so,” Emily moaned. *Not until they catch
the werewolf, anyway. I swear, I hate that stupid thing more
than Dr. Engle does.”

Claire sagged against the bedpost, She doesn't know what
she’s saying. If she knew, she wonldn’t feel that way at alf. Claire

struggled against the urge to tell Emily what was going on,
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The only thing that stopped her was the memory of last year,
when Emily ruined two separate surprise parties because she
couldn't stand to keep a secret.

“So, is there anything at all about being at vour aunt and
uncle’s that doesn’t suck?” Claire asked, anxious to get away
from the subject.

“Well,” Emily hedged, “there might be sne tiny thing.”

“Might that thing have two legs and a dimple?”

“Yes on the legs, no on the dimple,” Emily admitted. "His
name’s Dan . .. 1 dunno, Claire, he’s so . . . wholesome. He's
gorgeous and funny and we met because he actually opened
the door for me, but ., . it's weird. I mean, when we went out to
dinner last night, he had milk with his meal. Whole milk. And
he calls my uncle ‘sir.’ T just don’t know if he's really my type.”

“But you like him?” Claire asked.

“Yeah, 1 like him,” Emily sighed.

Even though it had been days since she'd talked to Emily,
the next twenty minutes crawled by, Listening to her friend
debate the pros and cons of getting involved with a guy who
didn't know who Chagall was and had never had anything
pierced was so far from everything that was going on with
Claire that she couldn't think of anything to say. Which was
especially strange, since the two of them had had this same
conversation every time Emily liked a new guy. Claire hadn't
felt this abnormal since the first night she'd transformed, and

she paced around the room, trying to get away from the feeling,

“Claire, I've gotta go. My aunt wants to set the table, and
I'm sitting on it.”

Claire closed her eves in silent thanks. “Sorry, Em, Keep
me updated, okay?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

Emily hung up and Claire flopped back on the bed, the
tension draining out of her body, She sighed and sat back
up to finish sorting her dirty clothes. No matter how badly
she wished things were normal again, it just wasnt going to

happen.

Almost a week went by, and Hanover Falls breathed a collec-
tive sigh of relief. No one else had been killed. It had been
nearly a month since the editor’s death, and on the evening
news they spent as much time talking about the unprece-
dented heat wave as they did covering the unsolved murders,

Ever since their discussion about Zahlia, Claire had been
aveiding her mother as much as possible, pretending things
were fine, but later that afternoon, while Lisbeth was at the
grocery store, Marie stopped her in the kitchen.

“We need to talk again, chérie.”

“Hey, it’s been ages since I even left the stupid house,
much less seen someone you don't want me to. I haven't done
anything wrong,”

“T did not say that you had, Claire. There’s no reason to

jump to conclusions.”

5 ® Internet

Create PDF files without this message by purchasing novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)

[+


http://www.novapdf.com
http://www.novapdf.com

“So, what's up?” Claire asked. She was anxious to get out
of the kitchen and away from her mother's probing gaze.

Her mother sat down at the island.

“You know what night next Tuesday is, yes?”

Claire’s heart sped up, “It's the full moon.”

“Yes. And I want to prepare you a bit for the gathering. It
will be . . . somewhat different than it usually is.” Her mother
pulled an elastic hair band off the granite countertop and
stretched it taut between her fingers, *It is time for our pack to
expand. Victoria has had"—she cleared her throat—"she has
encountered a man. She is pregnant. We find out on Sunday
if she will have a New One.” Claire’s mother squeezed her
shoulder.

“What do you mean? If she’s pregnant, she's having a baby,
right?” Claire stuck out her lower lip in confusion.

Worried creases appeared at the corners of her mother's
eyes. “Not necessarily. If she is pregnant with a male, the fetus
will not be able to withstand the stress of her transformation,
and her pregnancy will end.”

“You mean ...” Claire let the question trail off,

“If it is a male child, then Victoria will lose the baby. If
it is a New One she carries in her womb, then her pregnancy
will proceed.” Her mother twisted the hair band between her
ﬁ:lgﬂl‘ﬁ.

“How long does it take after she changes? If it's a boy,

T mean.”
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“It begins immediately.”

Claire’s mouth opened. Jesus. The idea that she might have
to watch Victoria lose her baby sent nausea spiraling through
her. She tried to cover her shock. “So, whart's different if it’s a
girl? How does her body know?”

Her mother shrugged. “We can't be certain, Qur legends
say that the Goddess knows and protects Her own Unborn,
But it is perhaps hormonal, chemical.”

Claire thought for a moment. *Does everyone—I mean,
do we all have to have a baby? Eventually?”

Her mother shook her head, “No, Many of us have a child.
But not all, The Goddess has Her own plans for each of us,”

The set of her mother’s mouth and the stiffness in her
shoulders said to Claire that the topic was closed for conver-
sation.

“Well, thanks for telling me, I guess. Victoria must be
really nervous, huh?”

“T'm sure she is. Well. I've got some work to do. Try not to
leave an enormous mess in here for Lisbeth, hmm?” She slid
off the stool and walked toward the stairs.

Claire leaned against the fridge and sighed. Things just
kept getting better and better,
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THE NEXT MORNING, Claire found Lisbeth outside by
the pool, lying in the sun with an unopened book on the table
next to her, When Claire sat down next to her, Lisbeth lifted
her sunglasses.

“Hey, what's up?”

Claire hesitated, hoping that her new system of tell-
ing absolutely as much of the truth as she could would work
again. “Not much. Well, something, actually. I got invited to
this party on Friday night—at Doug Kingman's house? And 1
was hoping vou could drive me.”

Lisbeth squinted at her, “That name doesn't sound familiar”

“He goes to school with me, We didn't hang out much last
year, but .. .” Claire trailed off.

“But?” Lisbeth raised her eyvebrows and grinned, *Oooh—
you like him, don't vou?”

Claire couldn't stop herself from smiling. Lisbeth had just
given her the perfect cover.

“Um, veah,” Claire said, hoping it sounded like a confes-
sion. And it wasn't like she didn’t like Doug, she just didn't
know him all that well.

“Matthew-schmatthew.” Lisbeth giggled. “You got over
him in no time, huh?”

Claire shrugged. If she said anything, she might make
Lisbeth suspicious.

“So—will you take me to the party?”

“Yeah, I can do that. What time does it start?”

*Seven thirty.” A smile spread across Claire’s face.

“Will it be over before dark?” Lisbeth frowned.

“Well ... no, but, Lisbeth, there'll be a million people there.
And we'll be inside. T'll be as sate there as T would be here.”

Lisbeth sighed. “Okay. T don't love it, but as long as you
agree to be carcful, I guess it’s all right with me.”

“T'll be careful,” Claire promised. She stood up and half-
skipped to the door. As soon as she got up to her room, she
grabbed her phone and called Matthew. It went straight to
voicemail, and Claire realized that he was probably at soccer

practice,
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“Hev,"she said, “it’s me. Guess what? I talked Lisbeth into
letting me go to Doug’s! She's dropping me off at seven thirty.
Good news, huh? Anvway, 1 just wanted to call and say I'll see
you there.”

She hung up and headed to the closet, wondering what on

earth she was going to wear.

The soft tick of snapping twigs moved through the forest abead
af her. When wonld that fool cver learn to move silently? Her
swn feet made no nelie a3 she wove through the frees, moving
closer and closer to the edge of the woods. She stopped and donbled
Fack, The scent trail bit ber like a dlap in the face, If recked of
determination, bitter somebotw, with an edge of something almost
like ammonia. The rich musk of self-importance cut through it
mixing unpleasantly with the fivst smell.

She allowed berselfa small, victarions snuffle, almost inaudible
bencath the vuffling leaves. Stupid, cgotistical bitch. She deserved
whatever bappened fo ber,

On Friday night, Lisbeth pulled up in front of Doug’s
driveway, which was packed with cars. Half the street was
full too, Claire swallowed hard. She'd been so excited to see
Matthew that she hadn't really thought abour all the other
people who would be there, Even though things had gone
okay at the diner, it still made her nervous to walk into a

roomful of incredibly popular people.

“Well, are vou going or not?” Lisbeth teased.

“Yeah, of course.” Claire opened the door and slid out, If
she backed out now, Lisbeth might pet suspicious. She'd just
have to suck it up and hope that she didn't get laughed out of
the room when evervone saw her walk in,

“T'll pick vou up at eleven,” Lisbeth called.

“T'll be ready.” Claire shut the door, smoothed her hair,
and walked up to the house. She knocked once, but there was
s0 much noise inside that no one heard her, After a couple of
deep breaths, she opened the door and stepped in. The living
room was full of people huddled in small groups. In the corner,
a CD player thudded away next to a table with bottles of soda
and bowls of chips and pretzels, Claire hesitated in the front
hall and took another deep breath. The smell of cheap aleohol
tinged the air, and Claire realized that not everyone had soda
in their red plastic cups.

Across the room, Kate-Marie Brown caught sight of
Claire and curled her lip, She turned to whisper something to
the blond girl next to her, and Claire felt her heart stutter in
her chest.

Okay, so this was definitely a buge mistake. I don't know what
I was thinking when we were ab mini-golf, decanse I really, really
don't belong here.

A warm arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her
against a familiar body. “Hey, there,” Matthew murmured in

her ear. “T've been dying for vou to get here,”
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Claire twisted around, looking up into his sparkling eves,
“It’s really good to see vou, too,” she said, meaning every word.

She shouldn't be worried about Kate-Marie or anyone
else. They were all just . . . Aumans, right? Clare caught her
breath, startled by her own thought,

Matthew frowned, catching the sudden change in her
mood. “Are you okay?”

“T'm fine. A little thirsty, maybe.”

“Then let me get you something to drink. Do you want
it spiked or unspiked?” He stepped toward the table with the
cups and raised his evebrows at her.

“Something diet and unspiked, please.” She hoped her
answer wouldn't make him think she was a total dork. Then
again, he hadn’t smelled like hed been drinking, and she'd
been plenty close enough to tell.

“No problem. I'll be right back.”

Matthew worked his way across the room, stopping to slap
a couple of guys on the back and to greet a cluster of girls that
were staring at him. The girls practically fell over themselves
flirting with him, and jealousy gripped Claire, squeezing her
ribs until she couldn’t breathe.

Her self-control was slipping, and panic rose in her chest.
She could feel her wolf-form pushing against the too-thin
layer of her human skin. What if she changed without mean-
ing to, the way she had in her room that first day? She forced

herself to unclench her hands, The backs of her hands were
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still smooth, Just because her heart was twitching against her
ribs was no reason to freak out.

The smells around her suddenly intensified, and the urge
to flee became too strong to ignore. She had to find some place
to calm down, somewhere away from all these people. While
Marthew's back was to her, Claire slipped out of the room and
down the back hall. She opened the first door she came to and
breathed a sigh of relief. It was empty. And decorated in prin-
cesses, She'd found Doug's baby sister’s room. Claire closed
the door behind her and sat down on the edge of the bed.

After a fow deep breaths, the haze of panic started to clear,
Claire stood up and ran a hand over her hair. A few more see-
onds, and shedd be ready to go back out there,

The door opened and Matthew poked his head in. He had
a cup in each hand.

“Hey—I wondered where you'd gone. Evervthing okay?”

Heat rushed into Claire’s cheeks. The last thing she
wanted was for Matthew to know that she'd freaked out. She
wanted to lie to him, to tell him she'd taken a wrong turn on
the way to the bathroom,

Claire shrugged. “It was just a little claustrophobic in
there. I needed some air.”

Matthew stepped into the room and set down the drinks
on the nightstand. He stood close enough to her that Claire
swallowed hard.

“So, are vou feeling any better?”
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“Not really,” she admitted. Damn, why was it so hard to
lie to him?

“Then let’s get out of here,” Matthew whispered.

Claire’s pulse sped up, and a little glow of anticipation
sparked in her middle,

“Really?" she asked.

He leaned in. “Of course, What [ really want is to spend
time with you. Just vou. And since we dont have a lot of
opportunitics to do that, maybe we should take advantage of
what we've got, vou know?”

Claire nodded. Half of her was jumping up and down
with excitement, but the other half was worried, “Won't it look
weird if we leave:”

“Nah,” he murmured. “Most of them are three drinks in
already. They won't notice if the couch is on fire.”

He was right—Claire hadn’t really thought about that,

“So, how come you're not drinking?” The question popped
out before she stopped to think about how it sounded. She bit
the tip of her tongue and winced.

Matthew shrugged. “Too risky. I get caught drinking, I'm
off the soccer team. And that means no scholarships, no col-
lege team, I'd be stuck going to community college and living
with my parents. And that is definitely nos part of my plan.”

He smiled at her,

“Come on,” he said, grabbing her free hand. “Let’s get out

of here,”
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They headed down the hall and through the living room.
Claire was so tense that the back of her neck was practically
an armored plate. She could feel everyvone sizing her up, judg-
ing her. Matthew edged them toward the front door without
being obvious about it,

Once the front hall was empty, the two of them slipped
out the front door into the almost-dark, and Claire was pretty
sure no one had seen them.

The night was quiet after the shouting and music of the
party. They were alone. Really alone.

“Thanks for the rescue. So, um, where are we going?” she
asked as they walked toward Matthew’s car.

“Wherever you want,” Matthew answered, pulling her in
close.

“What about that coffee shop over on Fourth Street? The one
next to the bookstore? Emily and 1 hang out there a lot.” As soon
as she said it, Claire remembered that the last time sheld been
there, she'd run into Victoria, Crap, What if she was there again?

Matthew smiled at her. “That sounds great.”

There were very few cars out—people really were staying home
after dark these days. When they got to Fourth Street, Claire
could see that the little row of businesses were all dark, the
coffee shop included. Matthew slowed down as they passed it.
A bright-pink piece of paper had been taped to the inside of

the shop's glass door.
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““Temporary New Hours, " Claire read, “ten a.m. to six pam.””

“You can see that from here? Matthew's voice was incred-
ulous, “T must need my eves checked.”

Craps, Damn,

“It’s closer to my side of the car,” Claire offered. “1 didn't
think about them being closed.”

There was a flutter of movermnent at the far end of the row
of businesses. Claire blinked at it as Matthew's car drew closer.
It was a person.

Oh, God. It wasn't just a person, It was Lisbeth. She was
walking down the sidewalk. Claire couldnt figure out why she
would be here when everything was closed, Lisbeth turned to
look at Matthew's approaching car,

Claire slid down in the seat so fast that her knees banged
against the dashboard.

“Claire?” Matthew sounded shocked, and the almost-
bitter smell of worry filled the car.

“It’s Lisbeth!” Claire hissed, “Just—keep driving and tell
me when you can't see her anymore, okay="

“Oh, crap.” Matthew sped up a little, and Claire stayed
hunched down into the seat. Her legs had started to ache from
being crunched into such a weird position, In her back pocket,
Claire’s cell phone started to ring. She managed to wriggle it
out at the same time that Matthew turned a corner. Lisheth's
number was lit up on the caller ID.

“Nooooo,” Claire moaned.
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“Don't answer it,” Matthew suggested,

“She’ll be farious,” Claire said. But if she answered in the
guiet car, Lisbeth would know that she wasn't at the partv. She
was screwed.

“Wait fifteen minutes and then text her.” Matthew sug-
gested. “Tell her vou couldn't hear the phone because it was so
loud—rthat it’s too loud to talk.”

Claire licked her lips and nodded. Lisbeth would be mad,
but she'd probably buy that. The phone in her hand beeped as
the call went to voicemail, making her decision for her.

“You can scoot up now,” Matthew said, “We're far enough
away.”

Claire slid back up in the seat,*Do vou think she saw me?”

Matthew shook his head. “I think probably she saw me
and got suspicious, you know?"

Claire leaned her head back against the seat. “T'm so
sorry, Matthew. If my mom weren't being so stupid about
all of this . . . ugh. I'm just sorry that I'm making you sneak
around, I guess.”

Matthew shrugged. “Look, I'd rather be honest about all
of this, too, but my dad has screwed up enough stuff in my
life that I totally understand. And who knows? Maybe she'll
change her mind once this werewolf stuff calms down.”

“I seriously doubt that. My mother doesn't change her
mind.”

“Well, cither way.” Matthew stopped at a red light. He

T
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reached over and touched her face, his hand tracing the shape
of her jaw. “It's worth it, either way."

They drove around for a while, marveling at the fact that
evervthing really was closed at night. Matthew didn't seem to
be nervous about being out after dark, which surprised Claire,

“Aren’t you worried about the werewolf#" she asked.

“Well, we are in a car,” he pointed out. “50 wed be faster
than the werewolf, But mostly, I just think that the odds of
being in exactly the wrong place at exactly the wrong time—
they're pretty small. I wouldn't go for a hike right now, but
driving around town? Nope, Not nervous about that, And
anyway, you're here, which means you must not be terrified
either, right?”

A little shock zinged through Claire, She hadn’t really
considered that he would turn the question back around on
her, “Um, no, I'm not. For the same reasons vou just said,
really. Oh, crap!” She looked at the clock. “I'd better text
Lisheth,”

Lisbeth was pissed, but she scemed to believe that Claire
was still at Doug’s, Claire felt bad about lying to her, but, she
reasoned, she wouldn't be doing it if her mother would listen
to reason, As it was, she didn't have any other choice.

Since nothing was open, they ended up driving aimlessly
around town, talking about everything and nothing at the
same time. When they ended up back on Doug’s block, Claire

looked at the clock, It was quarter till eleven, How had so
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much time gone by so fast? From the street, the music coming
from inside was just a whisper of bass. Claire leaned back in
the seat and sighed. She really, really didn't want to go in there
and face evervone, even if Matthew was with her.

He leaned over and kissed her. Claire could feel him
smiling.

“Come on,” he said. “Lets go see whe's still conscious in
there.”

“Okay,” she whispered, still a little tingly from the feeling
of his lips against hers.

If Matthew was with her, it wouldn't be that bad., And
it was only fifteen minutes, right? The two of them walked
across the front lawn and into the house, There were still small
groups of people scattered though the family room, but their
conversations were louder, and there were a couple of people
passed out on the couches,

Claire stayed near the windows, watching for Lisbeth’s
car, The last thing she needed was Lisbeth coming up to the
house—shed be in twelve kinds of trouble for sure. When the
car pulled up outside, Claire ran for the front hall,

“T'll call you later,” she said, as Matthew quickly kissed her
good-bye,

“Hey, Engle!” The slurred call came from somewhere in
the living room. “Get your ass over here—we need a fourth
for poker!”

Matthew laughed and headed back into the party while
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Claire opened the door and darted across the dark lawn., She
slid into Lisbeth’s car.

“Now I believe vou couldn't hear the phone—if the music’s
that loud out here, it must have been deafening in there!”
Lisbeth shook her head. *So, did vou have fun?”

Claire sighed. “T dunno. Sort of, I guess.” It was true. The
time she'd spent with Matthew had been amazing, but the rest
of the party stuff had been pretty torturous.

“And what about Doug?” Lisbeth asked, her voice heavy
with meaning.

Claire shrugged. She looked over at Lisbeth, wondering
what she'd been doing on Fourth Street. “So, what did vou do
while I was gone? Anvthing fun?” she asked.

“Mah,” said Lisbeth, “T went home and read for a while,
That's about it.”

“Oh.” Claire turned to stare out the window. Everything
was off tonight. Lisbeth was lying to her. Claire had lied to
pretty much everybody. And Matthew—how could she date
someone who was the center of attention when she was always
trying to hide?

She slumped down in the scat and wondered if maybe
her mother was right, even though her reasons were wrong,
The thought made her stomach as heavy as a bowling ball,
but maybe it really was impossible for her and Matthew to be
together. What if she just ended up making him miserable?

Then again, maybe she should let him make his own
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decisions about how he wanted to spend his time, He was the
one who suggested they leave, just the two of them, It was
possible that she was just being oversensitive. Overreacting,

Claire leaned against the glass and sighed. Things would
be a lot simpler if she didn't like him so much. Or if she were
just a normal human, like everyone else.

But na, 1 pet to be a werewslf, Just freaking great.
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THE NEXT FEW days dragged on forever. All Claire could
think about was that every passing hour brought her closer to
Tuesday night's full moon.

By the time the sun sank behind the trees on Monday,
Claire was pacing her room, wondering why Matthew hadn't
called back, worrying about what the next night would be like.
She was so tense that her teeth ached. She had to get into the
woods. Maybe if she could run for a while, could practice a
little—maybe then she'd feel better about everything,

When everyone else had gone to bed, Claire crept out of

the house. Sneaking out wasn't nearly as scary as it had been

before, She knew where every creaky stair was, and just how
far she could open the back door before it squeaked. In no
time, Claire was in the little clearing she'd started to think of
as hers—not nearly as big as where the pack mert, but sdill. It
was big enough to practice in. She wished she'd called Zahlia,
It would have been nice to have someone to hang out with
while she practiced. The scent of the pine needles tickled her
nose when she bent to pull off her shoes. It smelled good.
Comfortable,

When her socks were draped over a low branch, Claire
stretched up and rolled her head from side to side, Her feet
had changed so much that when she was in her wolf-form,
her shoes didn’t fit. Besides, she could run faster without
them—it would be easier to get away if she heard something
coming.

And, anyway, we're the scaviest things ot bere, Thatl one
Zood thing about being a werewalf, I guess. You den't have to be
afraid of so mwch shuff anymore,

Claire thought about Matthew’s dad. The stuff she was
frightened of now was a hell of a lot more terrifving, actually.
She shook her head to clear it and forced herself to focus.

The change came faster this time. Claire huddled on the
ground for a minute, waiting for the adrenaline rush of trans-
forming to pass. Even though she could transform faster, she
still looked pretty much the same as she had that first night—

mostly human, She swallowed hard, thinking about the next
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night’s pathering,. How much different would she look in
twenty-four hours?

When her pulse had finally slowed after the stress of the
change, Claire lifted her nose and sniffed. The forest smelled
so much better when she was in her wolf-form. More compli-
cated. The edginess she'd felt all afternoon still scratched in
her chest, and Claire streaked off into the woods, determined
o run it out.

After three sprints to the gathering clearing and back, her
ribs were heaving. She lay on the ground underneath one of
the pine trees and forced herself to take deep breaths. She felt
great—exhausted, but great,

Claire closed her eyes and thought of Matthew,

“Mo, man, it’s too late, 11 call her tomorrow, T don't want
her to think I'm a totally inconsiderate ass.”

The voice made her jump. Shaking herself, she realized
she must have been listening to him, the same way she'd done
with Lisbeth, Claire closed her eyes and concentrated on his
voice.

“Yeah, see, there's just no way I'm telling you that.”

There was a pause.

“Because I like her. A lot, I've never met anyone like her
before, and I'm not going to screw things up by talking to you
about that,” Matthew sounded exasperated.

Claire rolled onto her feet and danced around in a little

circle. He was talking about her. He had to be. But she couldn't
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hear him anyvmore, Crap. She'd dropped her concentration,
She sat back down and tried to hear him again, forcing
herself to stay focused on his warm, rich voice, But it was no
good. Either he'd quit talking or she needed more practice.
Claire sighed and forced herself back into her human form,
She might as well quit while she was ahead, anyway. Matthew's
words left a little warm spot in her belly that glowed all the way

home.

When dark fell on Tuesday, Claire was surprised to find that
she was more relieved than anything, Whatever was going to
happen, at least she could quit feeling so anxious about it

Lisbeth knocked on her door.

“Yeah?”

Her blond head poked around the door. She was dressed
for yoga, but Claire noticed she was wearing turquoise ear-
rings, and the scent of lavender body lotion watted into the
room,

“T'm going to class. I'll be back by ten, okay?”

Claire looked surprised. “They're having voga at night?”

“It’s just for tonight. A special thing, kind of.”

“Oh, well, have fun, then,”

Lisbeth closed the door behind her. The scent of some
emotion lingered in the room, but there was still so much lav-
ender body lotion smell that Claire couldn’t tell what Lisbeth

had been feeling.
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She looked at the empty room and sighed, Her mother
had shut herself in the darkroom after dinner, and there was
nothing to do but wait. Reality shows and commercials blared
from the television behind her, but Claire stared at the shad-
ows on the lawn, willing them to lengthen, She could feel the

fur itching underneath her skin.

A couple of hours after Lisbeth bounced up the stairs to
announce that she was home and going to bed, Claire heard
her mother's soft knock. They crept down the stairs and out
the back door in silence. When they were safely hidden in the
deep woods, Claire’s mother turned to her,

“Claire, this 15 your second moon. You know that the
change will be more complete for you this time, yes?”

She nodded. "How much different will it be?” she whispered.

Her mother shrugged. “It is unique for each of us, At your
next moon you will change fully, but this time—there is no
way to know for sure.” She stared into the woods, listening,
“Are you ready®”

Claire nodded nervously and followed her mother far-
ther into the trees. Eventually, the firelight flickered in the
distance—they were close, Claire could see Beatrice, Victoria,
Judith, and Katherine already in the clearing.

When she and her mother broke through the circle of
trees, Victoria looked up at them, her face painted with fear.

She threw her arms around Claire’s mother,
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“Marie, 1 greet yvou,” Victorias voice shook, She hugged
Claire and greeted her.

“It was good to see you at the coffee shop—vou handled
vourself perfectly, you know.”

“Oh—um, thanks. It was good to see you, too.”

Judith and Katherine skimmed their eyes over Claire
the same way they had last time. It was like she was half-
transparent to them. She fought an urge to roll her eves.

Claire scanned the trees for any sign of Zahlia. The shad-
ows were empty and still.

She turned to Beatrice. Anxiety tightened the wrinkles
around the old woman's eyes,

Once they had greeted each other, Victoria sniffed at the
air. “Where is Zahlia? She can’t be late—not tonight of all
nights!”

Beatrice eased herself off the log where she had been sit-
ting and stood by the fire.

“We'll have to start without her, I'm afraid.”

Claire arranged herself around the edge of the fire with
the others, The idea of transforming in front of everyone sent
needles of panic shooting through Claire’s limbs, even though
she'd done it once before. She wished Zahlia were there—
she'd feel a lot more comfortable. Her concern immediately
turned to guilt. It didn't seem right to be worrying about how
she looked. Vietoria could lose her baby any second.

Beatrice raised her wrinkled hands and took a breath.
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Before she could begin the chant, an enermous black wolf
streaked into the forest, her lips flecked with white foam and
her pelt marred with twigs and burrs, Zahlia had arrived.

Claire watched as Zahlia forced herself back into her
human skin. She stayed on all fours on the forest floor, her ribs
heaving and her black hair dripping sweat. Without bothering
to greet any of them formally, she Lifted her head and looked
at Beatrice. “We are not alone in the forest. There is a senfe—1I
smelled her on my way here, and when I approached, she ran,
She headed east, toward town.” Zahlia rose to her feet, still
panting, her eves wild,

Claire felt her mother shift into a tense posture, Victoria
looked torn, her lip caught between her teeth and her hands
curled into fists at her sides, Only Beatrice remained calm,

“What does it mean, that she's here?” Claire asked tenta-
tively,

A wolf without a pack is rare but not unheard of.” Her
mother’s voice was flat, “Often they are frightened, or danger-
ous, Somctimes both.”

“OF course,” Zahlia said, her voice still breathless. “But
this time, it may be more than that. She could be the one who
is killing humans in town, We must catch her—question her.
We cannot let this one go silently.”

“And we would hunt her to what end?” asked Judith, her
hands on her hips. “Force her to join us? Demand she leave?
Kill her?”
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“I dom't think Zahlia was going to suggest tearing off into
the woods without a plan.” Katherine pursed her lips. “But this
docsn’t seem like the best time for strategizing,”

Beatrice stared into the fire for 2 moment, her hands
raised, then shut her milky eyes,

“This ceremony cannot be delayed. We determine the fate
of Victoria's child, and then we will track the stranger.”

The scent of disappointment—bitter, almost charred—
wafted off Zahlia as she slunk into place.

“Heya, Claire," she muttered. “Everything okay?"

Claire nodded and her mother shot Zahlia a poison-dart
look. Beatrice began to chant, Across the circle, Victoria sat
with her arms wrapped around her midsection, staring hard
into the fire, Her lips were pinched and tears sparkled in the
corners of her eyes.

Without warning, Beatrice began a new chant. The others
swayed slightly with the trancelike rhythm of the words, and
the fire in the center of their circle began to change.

The flames no longer flickered at random. Instead, they
began a slow, steady swirl, parting to reveal the logs under-
neath, and then drawing back together, each time rising higher
and higher. As Beatrice's chanting reached a frantic peak the
fire rose high enough to scorch the branches of the trees.
Across the clearing, Claire saw her mother, shimmering as her
form began to alter.

Claire hurried to undress, stumbling when she tried to vank
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off her sweatpants too fast. Please don't let anyone bave noticed
that. She should have been practicing the clothes part, too. Her
embarrassment washed away when she began to change,

The transformation took Claire’s breath away. She felt her
too-tight skin melt away faster and more completely than it
ever had. Fur erupted all over her body, and her hands and feet
took on a cramped, misshapen look. Her arms and legs were
caught somewhere between human and animal, and with a
start, Claire realized that the sudden heaviness at her lower
back was a thick tail.

No one paid any attention to the fact that she was
incomplete—they were all staring at Victoria. The hazel wolf
sat in front of the fire with her eves closed.

No one breathed.

Mo one moved.

0! Victoria sucked in a sharp breath and bared her teeth.
Sorrow swooped down on the group like a black-winged bird.

Ob, no—its noi—1I mean, Im okay! Theres ne pain! Ob, ity a
girl. Victoria let out a gasp. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth
and she began to pant. Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you, thank
yeu. She rocked back and forth again and again in relief.

Beatrice threw back her gray-muzzled head and yipped
in delight. Claire’s mother and Zahlia immediately followed
suit, with Judith and Katherine coming in a half second later,
The five wolves surrounded Victoria, butting up against her

and nudging her flank with their snouts. Silky fur covered
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every inch of their skin and their sharp teeth fit neatly into
their jaws. None of their paws were tipped with pink-painted
human fingernails, But Claire’s were.

She hung back, embarrassed by her own half-changed
appearance and the sympathetic tears that trickled down her
cheeks.

0h, Goddess, 1 feok bideons. She felt the thick rope of
muscle in her tail twitch as it curved underneath her body in
shame. Claire hung her head, keening a strange, canine whine,
A whiff of frustration, tangy and sharp, made her lift her eves
back to the group.

Claire’s mother looked at her and dropped her cars the
tiniest bit.

Dy not be rude, chérie. Come and congratulate Victoria,

O, lay aff her, Marie. Zahlia huffed and shook her head.
Like any of us bad o deal with this much on enr second moon, Give
ber @ minnte.

You have no right fo tell me what to expect of my danghter!
Claire’s mother’s ears were laid flat back against her skull.

Cut it ouf, you fwo—this is no #ime fo argue. Victoria
looked over at Claire. Come celebrate! Good Goddess, you look
wenderful, You showld bave seen me at my second moon—umy fur
was 5o patchy, it fooked fike I had mange! Your firs all the way
in—=that’s so fucky! I'm so lucky. She rolled over onto her back
and wriggled against the dusty ground. She looked mania-
cally happy. Can you befieve i¢? I'm baving a baby!
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Claire slunk over to Victoria on her awkward limbs as the
others moved back to their places around the fire, still barking
and keening in celebration., Her tail dragged on the ground,
catching stray twigs as she walked. With her half-changed
head, Claire butted Victoria’s shoulder as gently as she could,

Just think, Victoria nipped at Claire’s furred ear, in nine
months, there will be eight of us!

Victoria's words sent a shiver of unease through the group,
distracting Claire, She turned to her mother, curious, but before
she could form the question, her mother shook her sleek-furred
head at Claire, ever so slightly.

Beatrice snapped her jaw shut and sat neatly in front of
the fire, Fictoria, go bome and get some sleep. The rest of us will
drack the senle

Way? I fecl wonderfid. 'l ga help with the tracking. Victoria
stood, her tail wagging happily behind her.

Absolutely noe. If this senle is dangerous enough to kill humans,
then she will not besitate to attack one of s if we fry to stop ber,
We wonld be putting the life of your baby in unnecessary danger.
I know you can frack, But fonight you will not. I want you fo
ensure Claire gets hame safely, and then I want you to go rest. The
authority that rang in Beatrice’s command was unmistakable,
and Victoria bowed her head, her tail curving underneath her
body. Beatrice turned her milky eyes to Claire.

D you knaw your way out of the forest?

The tilt of the old wolf’s head told Claire that this was not
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so much a question as a command. Claire’s half-changed nose
scented the path she and her mother had taken through the
woods earlier. She looked over at her mother and her stomach
lurched at the idea of going home without her. What if some-
thing happened to her mother while they were hunting the
sende? What if i attacked her mother? Or Zahlia? The idea of
one of them getting hurt—or worse—made her sick,

“Can't I go, too?” Her half-human voice sounded strange
in the ¢learing, Behind her, Katherine let out an irritated snort,

Beatrice's ear twitched. At the next moon, you wonld have
been able to go with us. But balf-changed you would binder us far
more Hhan you wendd belp ws. Dm sorry, Clairve,

Claire opened her mouth to protest, but Marie’s voice
filled her head, stopping her, Our pack bas survived without you
Sor sixteen years, Claire. Tonight will be no differens. Ga bome and
waif for me,

*Okay,” Claire whispered.

Zahlia tilted her head to one side in a can't-win-"em-all
gesture. Then the five wolves turned and disappeared into the
trees like smoke, their noses twitching in anticipation, Claire
looked at Victoria, Victoria pressed her ears back until they
were flat against her head, Fear flickered across her face as she
scanned the trees. Just by looking at her, by smelling her tangy,
damp scent on the breeze, Claire knew that Victoria was sud-
denly terrified to go through the woods—that her pregnancy

made her feel valnerable,
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“T'll be okay on my own if voud rather just go home,”
Claire said.

Victoria licked her lips. No—Beatrice told me to take you
haome, We bave fa Hsten te ber, Claire, Shes our Alpha—pber word
is law. IV be okay. Having a vislent seule around just makes
mee wervous. I badn’t really thonght about it that way, before my
mother forbid me to go, but she’s right. I have to protect this baby.

“If vou're sure . . ." Claire hesitated. She knew Beatrice was
supposed to be obeyed, but she hated to make Victoria stav in
the woods any longer than she had to.

It'll ke fine. Really, as lang as we're not bunting her, she won't
want fo bother s, We'll be safe, T promise, Let’s g

Before she could second-guess herself again, Claire
grabbed her ¢lothes in her half-changed mouth, turned, and
scampered into the trees. Every time a twig cracked in the
distance, Victoria’s head jerked up, away from the scent Claire
and her mother had left along their path, and her cars swiveled
back and forth, listening for any sign of the seufe,

Victoria was so nervous that Claire started to get jumpy,
too, What she needed was a distraction,

“So, it’s really great about the baby, huh?”

Victoria whined, It 5. As long as I can keep ber safe, it will
be wonderful.

Claire grimaced. She'd been hoping for more of an I-can't-
wait-to-buy-baby-clothes reaction.

Sorry, Thnow I'm being fwitehy,

8

“It’s okav. Hev—thanks for saying that 1 did okay at the
coffee shop. I think Mom secretly believed that I actually
jumped up and down and shouted about how glad I was to see
another werewolf,”

Victoria let out an amused whaffling sort of noise, I'm sure
Marie docsn’s mean to be so bard on you. She fust doesn’t want fo
seg you go through the pain of making mistakes, you know?

“Yeah. Maybe.” Or maybe not.

One day, you'll understand, The beginning is hard for cvery-
one.

Victoria picked up the pace, and Claire strugeled to keep
up with her, By the time Claire made it back to the edge of the
forest, she was panting with exertion. It took her two tries to
force herself back into her human skin,

Claire looked back at Victoria, “Be caretul going home.”

Victoria cocked her head and flicked her ears, but since
Claire was in her human form, she couldn’t understand what
the golden-brown wolf was saying, With a wave, Claire slipped
through the opening in the wall and pressed herself against
the ivy-covered brick, Relief flooded through her—she'd made
it home, at least. All that was left to do was slip back into the

house and wait for her mother to join her.

Claire sat in the dark kitchen, watched the microwave clock
count away the night, and wondered what the hell was going

on in the woods, An hour passed, then two. Exhausted, Claire
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put her head down on the table and stared at the glowing
green numbers with heavy eyes.
A warm hand shook her shoulder and Claire started
awake, confused. “Wha—"
“S55hh,” her mother warned her, *Don't wake Lisheth, We
must get you into bed, chérie. It is nearly dawn.”
Claire glanced out the window at the graying sky. *Did
you find her#” she whispered.
Marie shook her head, her lips pressed into a thin line,
“Nuo, the trail was unclear, and we split up to track her, but we ﬁ ){ / /.. .“_/
came too close to town to search any further, We won't know ' 1'17;' et fRrivees
what happened until the town wakes.” She rubbed a hand
across her eyves, “Go to sleep, Claire,” Her voice filled with
weariness. “These things will still be here to deal with in the
morning, and we will meet with the pack a few nights from
now to discuss what should be done,” FHE MOONLIGHT GLEAMED against her pale shin as she
ran naked though the weods, celebrating. Shed confised all of
them—led them on a wild povse chase until one by one they dropped
away. Stupid packs with their stupid rules and stupid loyalties.
None of them bnew what i really meant o be a wolf. None of them
knew how to treat humans fike the playthings they really were.
She badn't intended fo Bl anyone tonight, but she was siil] so
high from the chase. And that maren had been so eager to see what
the noise was oufside, Holding that gun fike it wenld belp bim, She
barked gleefully, the sound bouncing off the trees around her. His
finger badn’t even fwitched on the frigger.
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Now that she knew they were all fooled, it was time to make
the next move—iime to fure the one shed prown to hate most inte
the trap that she bad set so perfectly. To make it work, she just
needed thai greedy Hetde man, Dr. Engle, to get angry enough to
take matters inte bis own bands. And when bed canght ber encmy,
prt the blame of so many deaths on her bead | | well, Shed never

bave te worry abont that particular welf again.

Claire lay in bed, watching the pink dawn creep across the
sky. There was no way she could go back to sleep—not after
evervthing that had happened, When Claire heard Lisbeth
banging around in the kitchen, she slid out of bed.

Lisbeth stood in front of the stove, scrambling a pan of
tofu and peppers. At the kitchen table, Marie sat in front
of a plate of limp bacon, her hand wrapped around an enor-
mous mug of coffee. She stared at the television set with
bleary eyes.

“Morning, Claire!” Lisbeth chirped. “You're up early.

Want some juice? I put some ginger in it today—it gives
it a little extra zip, I think.” Lisbeth held out a pitcher of
revolting-looking green sludge. The smell of wheatgrass
and spinach hit Claire like a slap, Man, she’s really perky this
mMorRing. . . .

Claire shook her head and stumbled over to the coffeepot.
She poured herself a huge mug full and dumped two heaping

spoonfuls of sugar into it. Once the first sip had burned its
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way down her throat, the voice of the news anchor penetrated

Claire's exhaustion.

“, .. police said that the latest murder, happening so
far to the north, indicates that the werewoll may have
relocated to the denser woods north of Highway 34.
The male victim was found outdoors, with & firearm
nearby. Citizens are reminded not to leave their
homes after dark for any reason, Suspicious activity
should be reported to the police, or the Protective
Action Council, headed by Dr, Charles Engle. They
can be reached by calling 555-0194. Now, let's turn
to Angie for a check of the weather—Angia?

Claire turned to look at her mother. The coffee sloshed
against the side of her mug. The senle. She really was the
one killing people, and she was still in the woods. The pack
hadn't caught her, and she'd killed that poor man. Maybe if
theyd had move belp—if I'd been there—maybe they wonld have
been able fo find her. She set down her coffee mug too hard
on the counter.

“I don't mind if you want to drink that poison, Claire, but
for God's sake, don't spill it everywhere, 'kay?” Lisbeth dug a
fork into her tofu,

Marie met Claire’s eyes and mouthed, “Later.”
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“Hello:”

“Hey, Claire.” Matthew's voice was quieter than usual.

“What'’s wrong?” Her mind flashed to the party. They
hadn't really talked much in the days since then—maybe she'd
been right, Maybe he'd been disappointed that she wasn't
exactly the social butterfly type.

He sighed. “Its my dad.”

Ab feast ity not me, Damn, whal made me think thai, any-
way? I must be the most narcissistic person on the planct,

“Whart about him?”

“He's freaking out. And I mean freaking. That guy who got
killed last night—it just pushed him over the edge. He's been
ranting all morning about how the FHPA and the Protective
Action Council were both supposed to be out patrolling, and
it still happened. All of a sudden, he's all action-hero about the
situation, He keeps sayving he's the last line of defense, and he's
called in all of these other people for some big strategy meet-
ing tomorrow, He's making me erazy with his whole saving-
the-world thing. It’s just about him getting into the stupid
Lycanthropy Researchers International so that he can prove
he’s worthy of his FHPA spot, anyway.”

Claire squeezed her eyes shut. If Marthew's dad had
decided to do something drastic, that put the whole pack in
danger, She foreed her shoulders to relax, focused on sounding
normal.

“That’s really crappy. Do you want to go somewhere this
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afternoon? Get away from the insanity for a while?” Her mom
and Lisbeth would be home. It would be hard to sneak out
without them catching on, but she'd figure out a way,

Matthew laughed bicterly. “T'd like that more than any-
thing in the world. But apparently, I'm picking up some track-
ing expert at the airport this afterncon, Dad’s orders.”

“Oh, Matthew, I'm so sorrv.”

“Yeah, me too. I guess we're both at our parents’ mercy
these days, huh?”

“Yep. But I'm glad it's just vour dad vou're frustrated with.”
The words tumbled out of Claire’s mouth before she could
stop them,

“What do you mean? Who else would 1 be frustrated
with?"

“Um—TI just thought . . . We haven't talked much since
Friday, and . . .” She sighed. “I'm not exactly as popular as
you are. I don't really go to that many big parties—I thought
maybe you were wishing that I was more like the rest of your
friends. That I liked that sort of stuff more.”

Nat that you even know bow different I really am from them,
but still. God, I wish I condd tell him everything.

The silence on the other end of the phone made her
squirm in her chair, and she struggled to keep her mouth shut.

“Claire.”

Matthew's voice was very, very quict, and she could feel

the first tingle of tears behind her eyelids.
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“I cannot believe you even thought that for a single sec-
ond.”

“Well—" Her threat closed up before she could say any-
thing else.

“Spending time with vou is so much better than getting
blind drunk with a bunch of people who only care about how
many goals I can score, or what my clothes look like—I can't
even tell you how much better it is. You're more interesting
than anvone at that party by a long shot.”

“T just don't want to be taking you away from your friends
or anything,”

“You're not. Believe me, vou're really not. No more worry-
ing about this kind of stuff, okav?™ His voice was gentle,

“Okay.” Claire struggled to keep her voice even, His voice
was 50 sincere—there was no doubt he meant every word. She
struggled not to sniff into the phone, “Good luck this after-
noon.”

“Thanks, I'll need it. I'll talk to vou soon, okay?”

“Yeah, okay.”

Claire hung up and flopped down onto the carpet. She'd
gotten so used to the truth being the absolute wrong thing
to say. But somchow with Matthew, it always seemed to be
absolutely right.

T'd better not get too comfortable with that idea, She sighed
and stood up. Sometimes it scemed like she'd never get all of

this figured out.

* * "

As Claire and her mother made their way into the woods a few
nights later, her mother laid a warning hand on Claire’s arm,
“You are allowed to come to the gathering this evening, but
vou must understand something. Until vour transformation is
complete, vou will have no say in our proceedings. Beatrice
always has the ultimate say in what course we take, but the rest

of our pack are allowed to voice opinions, Except for you. As

far as vou are concerned, this is strictly a learning experience.”

Anxiety tightened her mother's voice like a guitar string.

“Yeah, okay.” Claire shifted from one foot to the other.
I¢% not Fike T have anything fo add, anyway, Why ix she freaking
abont this?

“*Good.”

Claire could smell her mother’s relief, sharp and clean.

*What you do in our pack—it reflects on me as well, Your
mistakes can affect my status. I do not wish to give my posi-
tion in the pack to Zahlia, Am I making myself clear?”

Claire nodded and tried to ignore the headache that blos-
somed behind her eyes, 8o if T screw wp, 1 burt both of us. Yeah,
ng pressure theve at all.

The shadows around them seemed darker than usual,

“Um, Mom?"

Her mother turned to look at her, her lack of patience
pinching her lips.

“T was just wondering—Victoria said the other night that
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the sewle wouldn't be dangerous if we weren't hunting her, Is
that true?"

“I wouldn't say that she's not dangerous, But I think her
desire to stay hidden, to be left alone, would prevent her from
attacking a wolf who wasn't tracking her, You don't need to be
concerned.”

Her mother stopped speaking as the clearing appeared
before them. Beatrice squatted near the fire, watching as
Victoria adjusted the logs.

“Claire, I greet vou." Beatrice’s eyes were bright with
anticipation,

“Beatrice, 1 greet you,” Claire answered smoothly. She
turned to Victoria, whose wide grin was infectious, * Victoria,
I greet you,” she said, with genuine happiness, Claire’s mother
put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed it appreciatively.

So far, so good,

Zahlia, Judith, and Katherine arrived almost simultane-
ously, and greetings were offered. Zahlia turned to Beatrice
and showed the older woman the side of her pale neck. Claire
sensed the submission in her posture. Zahlia opened her
mouth to speak, but Claire’s mom beat her to it.

“We should transform before we discuss the issue It

be easier, and there’s less chance we'll be overheard that way”

Claire’s mother scanned the woods around them with her
sharp photographer’s eyes.

Zahlia looked up from her spot by the fire. “That's not fair
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to Claire. You know she can't fully transform. Besides, if we're
discovered in the woods, we'll have bigger problems than hav-
ing been overheard,”

“Claire is not permitted to participate in our discussion
tonight—and she will still be able to hear us, even partially
transformed.” Claire’s mother sounded irritated.

“Marie 15 right,” Judith said, “Since Claire won't be any
help, we need to do what's best for evervone else.”

Claire crossed her arms, She was glad to have Zahlia
sticking up for her, but having evervone talk about her like she
wasn't even there made her feel like a five-year-old who'd been
caught coloring on the walls,

Everyvone looked at Beatrice.

“Claire,” she said slowly. “T am sorry, but your mother is
right. We nced to remain as concealed as possible, and it is
easier to do that in our wolf-forms, We will teansform,”

Claire’s mother looked pleased that Beatrice had sided
with her, Zahlia stiffened and walked over to sit next to Claire,

“T just wanted to say that I'm sorry they're going to keep
you muzzled tonight.”

At the edge of the firclight, Claire’s mother stalked back
and forth impatiently,

Without waiting for Claire to respond, Zahlia got up
and went to kneel in front of Beatrice, With her finger, she
sketched a rough map in the dirt of the paths where shed

tracked the sende,
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Claire’s mother shot an exasperated look at the back of
Zahlia's head.

“Perhaps,” she suggested, her voice tart as a lemon, “we
could discuss your findings as a group, Zahlia?”

Anger skittered across Zahlia’s face as she turned to face
Claire’s mom. “That's not your command to give, Marie.
Watch vour place.”

“T am merely asking why we are waiting, Zahlia.”

Her mother’s cool restraint made Zahlias outburst seem
childish. Claire's mom had used the same move on her plenty
of times, and it sucked.

“Twas just trying to get a map drawn before we started. To
cut down on the confusion,”

“She’s not wrong, Marie,” Katherine said. “We need o
know where we're looking.”

“Enocugh!” Beatrice's voice was firm, “Zahlia is right—the
map is important, and we have not wasted our time by having
her draw it.”

Claire’s mother took a deep breath and sank down near
the fire. “Certainly, Beatrice.”

Claire scooted back until she was in line with the other
women, and her mother shot her a quick look that clearly said
watch yourself.

She really doesn’t trust me at alf, Claire gnawed on a ragged
cuticle and focused on keeping her bitter feelings from trailing

across her face,
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“Well,” Zahlia huffed, *1 didn't mean to cause a delay.”
She arranged herself on Beatrice’s right side, completing the
circle, “T'll be happy to discuss our strategies whenever you're
ready.”

She turned to Beatrice and bent her head so low that
Claire could see the sharp part in her dark hair.

Beatrice got to her feet and raised both hands, She began
to chant, and a hush fell over the women as they transformed.

When Claire looked around the firelit circle at the six
wolves, a wave of hot jealousy rolled through her. It caught her
oft puard, Shed potten used to the idea that she was not like
everyone else—that she would change—but she'd never found
herself wanting to be a wolf like this. Claire crossed her arms
in front of her chest, her fur-covered fists clenched beneath
her armpits. It didn't make the longing that ached in her ribs
any less intense, but at least she didn't feel like she was about
to fly apart.

Zahlia glanced in her direction, and Claire read the sym-
pathy in the quick flick of her dark-furred cars. Claire hunched
over in front of the fire, trying to hide her thoughts, She knew
the others could read her body language like a news ticker on
the bottom of a television sereen, and she hated it.

Beatrice gave one rough bark, and the other wolves turned
to face her, ready to begin,

In spite of Zahlia's bragging, she really didn’t have much
information about the seale. No one knew where the lone wolf
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had come from or where she was hiding, Claire was surprised
when Vietoria complained that the sende hadn't presented her-
self to their pack,

I mean, I know thar seules aven’t exactly all abount following
the rules, but come on. If she’s not going to move on, she should
at feast have the courtesy to let ws bnow bow long she’s planning
to stay here—and why. The sandy-brown wolf shook her head
once, like she was trying to clear it.

If she is hunting bumans, I assume she belicves that we would
nol receive her with great warmeh. Claire’s mother sat very still,
confidence pouring from her steady gaze, We must either force
ber ot or find and confront ber. She will do nothing—it i np fo
us to reselve the situation. I belicve that with all of us searching,
we can find ber tonipht and end things before they gref even more
aut of hand.

I already suggested that, Marie! Zahlia gave an agitated
whine. That’s why I was out pacing the woods long after the rest
of you bad pone home the night of the full moon, You can’t act as
though no one else bas thought of that idea! I'm the best tracker
bere—thereys ne reason for the rest of you to be ont confusing the
trail

The black wolf began to pant, and Claire wondered if she
was imagining the faint smell of panic—thin and biting—that
seemed to waft from Zahlia's fur.

Send me, Zahlia begged, bending her head low to the
grizzled wolf next to her, I will find her for you, I swear if. T
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don't need the pack’s belp for this. It will be better if I go alone.

Neo. We act as a proup—ryon know that. Claire’s mother laid
her ears back. e showdd all search.

Agreed. Judith's eyes were bright in the firelight, You can-
wot cover the whole area alone, Zablia, And since Katherine
and I five in the opposile divection, there is no reason for s not
to search that portion of the woeds, You are not the only decent
tracher among us.

Victoria lay down in the dirt, hiding her nose between
her paws. Obviously, she wasn't going to be hunting a crazed
sende—not while she was pregnant,

Beatrice stood up, the claws on her four feet digging into
the carth.

T will not force anyone to parficipate in this—cspecially
considering that twe of our number are nnable to do s6. She
glanced at Claire, Nor will I prevent anyone from working
alongside Zablia, if they so wish.

A soft grumble rolled in the black wolf’s throat,

I will go with you tonight, Zablia. Together, we can cover
more ground. Claire’s mother got to her feet, ignoring Zahlia's
irritation.

As will we. Katherine pressed against Judith, who flicked
her ears in agreement.

Good, I think Iwoenld enly serve fo dow you down, and I can
see that Victaria wonld net be wery belpful, either. The disap-

pointment in Beatrice’s posture was faint, but it was there.
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The sandy wolf dipped her head., We will make sure Claire
arrives home safely, and then we will return to our bonse,

Claire’s mouth dropped open. They were really going to
split up and search the woods for some sort of freaked-out
lone wolf serial killer,

Oh my Ged

“Whait—" Claires human voice sounded strange even to
her as it echoed off the trees surrounding the clearing.

The wolves all turned to face her, surprised that she
had spoken. The knife-sharp gaze Marie trained on Claire
stopped the rest of the sentence from leaving Claire’s mouth,
Panic fluttered in Claire’s chest like a sparrow. Her mother
had told her to keep quict, and she couldn’t even get that
right, Crap.

“Never mind, sorry,” Claire mumbled, staring down at the
ground. She couldn’t meet her mother’s disappointed eves,
Of course. I wonld screw it up right at the very end.

Are you ready to go? Beatrice's voice was gentle but firm.

Claire nodded.

Then you may lead the way, and we will follow you.

Claire nodded again, her skin erawling with embarrass-
ment, Her eyes filled and before she started to ery, Claire
wheeled around and ran through the woods, her feet pound-
ing down the now-familiar path back to her house. She could
hear Victoria and Beatrice behind her, following, but not

intruding.
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When Claire reached the wall at the edge of her yard, she
heard Victoria give a quiet yip before the two wolves turned
and left her alone.

Claire stopped and leaned against the cool, uneven bricks.
The salty tears stung her cheeks and she welcomed the dis-
comfort. She wanted to punish herself for being so stupid, for
doing something that could damage her mother,

And I did fust exactly what she told me not to, AN I had to
do was keep my freaking mouth shut, and I conldn't even get that
right. How conld 1 be such an idiat?

When her sobbing had slowed enough that the she could
see again, Claire crept through the hole and went home to
wait for her mother, She slipped into the house, halfheartedly
washing the tear streaks from her face. Even though she was
sure she wouldn't be able to sleep, Claire climbed into bed. She
lay there and stared at the ceiling. Eventually, her exhaustion

won out, and she dozed off.

When she woke, sunlight streamed through her window, and
her neck was stiff from being in one position for too long, In
the hall, Claire could hear her mother and Lisbeth talking, but
she couldn't make out what they were saying.

There was a soft knock on her door before her mother
peered in. Tight lines ringed her mouth and dark circles
curved underncath her eyes. Marie glanced back at Lisbeth’s

room before she began to speak.
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“When vou're up, would yvou come down to my darkroom,
chérie? T'd like to get your opinion on something.”

Her voice changed the setting on Claire’s heartbeat to panic.

Claire slid out of bed. “Just let me brush my hair, and T'll
be right down.”

RSP

Elap e

CLAIRE HAD HER hair halfway into a ponytail when the
phone rang. It was Emily.

T 50 do nof have Fime for Hhis right new,

Even though she was desperate to hear what her mother
had to say, Claire couldn't ignore the guilt that poured through
her, thick and sticky as honey. She picked up the phone.

“Hello?"

*Oh my God, Claire I am seriously having the worst week
ever,” Emily groaned. The connection fizzed with static,

“Lean more toward the window,” Claire instructed. “You're

breaking up.”
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“Sorrv. But you'll never gpuess what Dan did.”

“Dan?” Claire adjusted her ponytail in the mirror.

“The guy? Mr. Wholesome? Come on, Claire.” Emily
sounded hurt.

“Right, sorry, what happened?”

“He tried to give me his freaking class ring last night. Can
you believe it?"

Claire scowled at her reflection in the mirror, confused
and antsy. She sort of wanted to care about Emily’s gpuy prob-
lems, but she just . .. didn’t. “That’s sort of 1986 of him, huh?"

“It’s worse than that! We've only been hanging out for a
couple of weeks—I mean, we've barely even, you know, fooled
around, and he’s tryving to—Tlike, ofaim me or something, It
totally freaked me out, and then when T wouldn't take it, he
actually teared up. God. That was the one good thing about
being stuck in this hellhole and now it’s all screwed up.”

“That sucks, Em.” Claire glanced at her warch.

“What am I going to do now?” Emily moaned.

“Don't freak out. We'll think of something. Listen, 1
totally hate to do this to you, but my mom’s waiting to talk to
me. Can I call you back in a couple of hours and we'll figure
it out then?”

Emily made a disgusted noise. “Fine, leave me all alone in
my misery. Maybe T'll go ask the stupid chickens what they
think I should do.”

“Emily—,” Claire protested,
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“No, it’s okay,” Emily relented. “I'm just pissy. Go talk to
your mom and call me when you're done. I'm going to go eat
some chocolate or something.”

As soon as she'd hung up, Claire tossed down the phone
and sprinted for the door. If the worst? thing that bad bappened
fo me all summer was same nice farm day frying fo give me jewealry,
I'd be freaking ecstatic.

Claire ignored the jealousy that wound its way around her
neck like a snake and swung open the darkroom door.

Things were bad. Claire knew it before her mom said a
single word. The table in front of her mother held four cam-
eras, neatly arranged. There was no film on the table, There
were no prints. Behind her, the computer monitor cveled
through its screen saver—no digital shot filled its wide frame.
Her mother was just sitting there, her dark-circled eyes staring
into space. She never did that,

“Mom? You, uh, wanted to see me?”

“Yes. Claire, I don't want to scare you unnecessarily, espe-
cially at such a . . . vulnerable time in your transformation. But
I really don't see how I can keep this from vou.”

Claire sank ento one of the high stools that surrounded
the table, her heart jumping up and down in her chest.

“T have little proof—only suspicions, but I went back out
alone after you were in bed last night, and what I found . ..
Claire, we are in much more danger than any of us had

thought. Until | know for sure that I am right, I won't say
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anything else. It would be unfair, But you must be incredibly
careful, Claire. I am no longer sure who—or what—to trust.
Please, you must promise not to go out at night without me
until I say.” Her mother took Claire's chin between her long
fingers, “Promise me.”

Claire nodded. "All right. But, Mom, what—" A faint ping
interrupted Claire midsentence,

Her mother glanced down at the phone on her hip and
frowned, “We'll discuss 1t later, chérie. 1 need to answer thas,
I'm going out later to look for more proof, and Lisbeth will be
running some errands for me, If she comes home before 1 do,
call me immediately.” Marie spun toward her computer and
lifted the phone to her ear. “This is Marie.”

Claire slid out of the darkroom while her mother made
plans for a shoot in Turkey. Her mother hadn't really told her
anvthing at all, Well, a¢ least Hhings are back to normal in one way,
And why the hell does she cave if Lisbeth gets home before she does,
anyway? Without a backward glance, Claire bolted away from
the darkroom and went straight upstairs.

In her room, the phone stared at her accusingly. Matthew
was the only person Claire really felt like talking to, but she
had promised Emily she'd call back.

Claire sighed and dialed Emily’s number.

“Hey, thanks for calling back.” Emily sounded genuinely
relieved.

“Mo problem.” It turns out that I'm in mortal danger,
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apparently, but sure, let’s solve a boy problem. Hub. Can I stil
be in mortal danger if" I'm not really buman? Claire shook her
head.

“So? What am I going to do about Dan#” Emily asked.

Claire wanted to tell Emily that she was being ridiculous,
that she should be grateful that this was the worst thing that
had happened—-but that wasn't fair. None of this was Emily's
fault. I'm the abnermal ene bere. Claire struggled to imagine
what she would have told Emily if this had happened last
summer.

“I don't think you should do anything, I mean, either he'll
get over it or he won't, you know? It's not worth stressing over.
If he has any brain cells at all, he’ll realize he's being an idiot
and come crawling back to you. If not—well, your parents
can't leave you out there forever, right?”

Emily sighed. “Tt already feels like I've been here for ages,
but I guess you're right. I'm just pissed. I mean, so much for a
silver lining, you know?”

Claire heard the erack of a soda can being opened. Emily
was the worst Diet Coke addict Claire knew, and that one
little sound made Claire miss her more than ever.

“I wish you were home,” Claire said. “Everything’s more
fun when you're here.”

“Like what? What have you been doing without me? God,
Claire, I miss you so much! Seriously—I want to hear what's

been going on with you,”
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“Not that much, really. And, um, 1 sort of need to make
another eall.”

Claire was dving to talk to Matthew, It was a whele lot
easier than talking to Emily. It made Claire’s squirm to realize
that, but it was true.

“Matthew?” Emily squealed.

“Yes, and I really do not want to talk about it right now.”

“Okay, but I am so serious, Claire, if I do not get some
details seen 1 am going to freak out on vou,”

“T know, I know. We'll talk later, okay?”

“I'll say hi to the cows for you,”

Claire could hear Emily giggling as she hung up. A Jeast shes
in @ better mood, She shook her head while she dialed Matthew.

“Hello?" The rasp in his voice caught Claire by surprise.

“Matthew, hey—are you okay?” she squeaked. O, wery
sephistivated, Claire,

“Yeah, I know 1 sound like crap. Ever since Dad planned
his meeting for today, the phone’s been ringing nonstop.” He
sounded exhausted.

“So, how come you're stuck answering it?”

Matthew sighed. *They're all upstairs in Dad’s stupid "War
Room, trying to figure out where they need to set the traps.”

Claire’s heart stuttered against her ribs. “T-traps#”

“Yeah, for the werewolf? It’s his new plan, Theyv're gonna
try to get them put up before dark—they think the werewolf

may be following the press coverage, so they're keeping it
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supersecret,” He paused, *Oops, Uh, don't say anvthing about
that, okay?"

“No problem.” The lie came easy. Too easy. Her mother’s
voice echoed in her head. In this world—uwe are driven to lic a
great deal, Claire, More than mest. “So, are you playing secre-
tary all day?” she asked.

“Mah. I'll be finished pretty soon, Can yvou hang out?”

“Yeah—" The memory of Dr. Engles piercing eyes made
Claire’s wolf-brain twitch, *Mom and Lisbeth will be gone
later this afternoon, and it's gonna be wicked hot again. Maybe
vou could come over and we could hang by the pool?”

“Sounds great to me.”

Claire snapped her phone shut. Having Matthew over
was probably a bigger risk than she should take, But between
the memory of Matthew's warm, crooked smile and her mom
refusing to actually talk to her, again .. . maybe it wasn't such
a bad idea after all. And her mother had said that she didn't

want her alone any more than necessary, right?

A few hours later Claire sat in the kitchen with Lisbeth while
she made up an enormous grocery list.

Her mother appeared in the hall, beckoning Claire with a
long finger.

“Claire, may I speak with vou for a moment?” The sharp
lines etched in her mothers forchead were a bad sign. Claire

slid out of her chair,
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“T'll be right back,” she mumbled to Lisbeth, Claire fol-
lowed her mother into the hall. “What's up#”

Her mother frowned, “I'm going out. I think I have an
idea wh"—she stopped, her eyes trained on the kitchen where
Lisheth was banging the cabinet doors closed a little too obvi-
ously—"in regards to our earlier conversation.”

Claire’s mouth went dry. She couldnt let her mother
go traipsing around the woods with Matthew's dad and his
whackos out setting traps, especially not if she was in her
wolf-form. And she probably would be, since it was the best
way to hide her identity.

“Mom, T need to talk to you first, okay? Let's, umm, can
we go talk in my room or something?”

Marie shook her head. “T don't have time, chérie, We'll talk
when I return. I may be out a bit later than usual. And no mat-
ter what happens, you are not to leave this house until T tell
you that you may.”

The closed-off look that Claire knew all too well slid
across her mother's eyes. Before she could say anything, her
maother turned and strode down the hall with unnatural speed.
Werewelf speed.

“Mom!"

Marie turned, her face a mask of irritation. *MNot now, Claire!”
Her voice was a growl, the command in it clear. “Later” wasn
a request—it was an order from a higher-ranked pack member.

“Tust—he careful,” Claire sputtered, her gaze darting to the

kitchen door. “There’s . . . dangerous stuff out there.” As warn-
ings went, it was pretty crappy, but between her mother’s insis-
tence and Lisbeth hovering in the kitchen, it was the best Claire
could manage. If her mother really was planning to transform
and search the woods, then she was taking a huge risk,

Lisbeth left a few minutes later, looking distracted and
irritated.

Claire sat in the empty house and waited for Martthew,

wondering if it were possible for time to pass any slower,

“Hey."

Martthew’s smile hit her like a blast of tropical air. So did
the actual air—the heat wave showed no signs of letting up
any fime soon,

“Wow, it's awful out there.” Claire waved him into the
house. “Ready to hit the pool?”

Matthew waved the rolled-up towel in his hand. "Abso-
lutely.”

“Great. 1 just need to change into my suit.” Claire left
Matthew in the kitchen and threw on her bathing suit as fast
as she could.

Ten minutes later, they were floating in the pool chairs
with the sun beating down on them., Claire kept glancing at
the kitchen windows, half-hoping to see her mother staring
back at her—cven if it meant getting caught with Matthew.

She was worried enough not to care,

[+
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“This is heaven,” Matthew announced.

Claire looked at the drops of water sparkling on his chest.
I'll say.

“You okay?" Matthew asked. “You seem sort of dis-
tracted.”

“Sorry, I guess I am, a little. My mom and I had some . ..
weirdness this morning, and 1 can’t shake it." That was putting
it mildly. But she couldn't exactly tell him that she was worry-
ing about what might happen if her mother ran into his dad
in the woods. Maybe she’s not even there. She didn’t say exactly
where she was going. . . .

Claire sighed and bit her lip.

Matthew slid off his pool chair into the water and swam
over to her, “Sounds like it's been a bad parent day all around.”
He took her hands and gently pulled her off her floating chair.
“Is there anything I can do?”

Claire leaned into his chest. “Distract me?” she suggested.

He smiled. “That could be arranged.” He leaned in and
kissed her, tightening his arms around her. Claire felt the two
parts of herself rise up and begin to battle. The human in her
relished the touch of his soft mouth, welcomed the pressure
of his hands against her shoulders. The rest of Claire—the
werewolf—wanted to go off by herself, to think about what she
could do for her mother, She didn't know which side to listen
to—didn't know which voice was the angel on her shoulder, and
which was the devil.
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I tried to warn ber ... There’s nothing I can do about it right
now, anyway.

In spite of her anxiety, Claire gave into the familiarity of
being human, and wrapped her arms around Martthew's warm

back.

Long before the sun threatened to sink, Matthew sugpested
that they'd pushed their luck far enough for one day. After his
car had disappeared down the drive, Claire slipped out onto
the front steps and sat down. She wrapped her arms around
her legs and stared out at the trees in the distance, shivering in
spite of the heat. Please let her be akay. Please.

Darkness fell, and Claire's mother still hadn’® come home,
She couldn't stand the waiting anymore, Something had gone
wrong. Claire could feel it. She had to talk to Beatrice.

The phone felt hot in her sweaty hand. After a quick
Internet search to find the number, she dialed, and then
stared at the digits glowing on the tiny screen. All she had
to do was hit sEnn. Claire closed her eyes and pressed the
button,

It rang only once before Victoria answered. *Hello#”

“Victoria? It’s Claire, Listen, I really need to talk to Beatrice.”

*On the phone?”

The dismay in Victoria’s voice sent doubt slithering through
Claires stomach like an cel.

“Um, veah, It's kind of urgent. Is she there?”
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“No, she’s not. What on earth is going on?”

Claire’s voice wobbled when she answered. “Mom took
off, Victoria. I think she went to look for something in the
woods—the senle, I guess—but Dr. Engle put traps out there,
and if she's been caught—" Claire couldn't finish the sentence,
The words were too horrible to say. “We have to look for her.
She might need help”

“Claire, there’s no reason to think anything's wrong. Your
mom probably just wants to catch the sewde before Zahlia does,
I'm sure she’s fine. Marie is a very capable woman—and she's
an even more capable wolf”

Claire’s jaw tightened in disbelief, “You think this is just
about her wanting to beat Zahliaz®

“Probably. T know you're too new to know all of this, but
your mom and Zahlia arent exactly best friends.” Victoria
hesitated.

“Okay, so they don't love each other. Victoria, I really think
my mom might be in trouble—"

“Claire,” Victoria said, interrupting her. “Your mother is
fine. Trust me. Go watch a movie or something, and try to
relax. I'll talk to you later.”

“Fine.” Claire hung up. If they were going to treat her
like that—Ilike she was just some stupid newbic—then maybe
she'd go ask someone who thought she was capable of doing
something,

She called Zahlia, but it went straight to voicemail.

“Hey, it's me, Claire, Could vou call me as soon as you get
this, please? Thanks.”

Claire hung up the phone and stared out at the dark lawn,
desperately wishing that there was an easy answer to just one

of the guestions that spun through her mind.
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LISBETH GOT HOME a few minutes after the first stars
glimmered to life.

“Claire?" Lisbeth poked her head into the living room,

“Yeah#"

“I'm gonna put some steaks on the grill. Is your mom
home:”

“Um, no, she’s not here.” Claire wriggled her toes, will-
ing herself to hurry up and invent some plausible reason her
mother wasn't back.

“Okay.” Lisbeth's voice was slow and thick with suspicion.

“Well, where is she?”

“She, uh, she called and said she had to flv to Denver right
away. Something about a big, last-minute shoot.”

Lisbeth crossed her arms. *Since when does vour mother
have a client in Denver? She's never mentioned it,”

Sweat prickled on Claire's forchead. Be calm, be calm, be
calm, She shrugged. “T dunno. You know she doesn't tell me
anvthing, So, um, since she's gone, 1 guess we can go ahead and
eat whenever.” Claire tried to brush past Lisbeth.

Lisbeth’s grip on her upper arm startled Claire. *Not so
fast. I want to know what's going on. What's really going on.
You've been prowling around here for weeks, sleeping all hours
of the day—you never tell me anything anymore. And your
maother’s no better. When I mentioned that 1 was worried
about you, she just brushed me off, T know we're not actually
related, but I love you, and I'm worried. Please, Claire, talk
to me.”

Claire stared at Lisbeth, remembering all the hours Lisbeth
had spent with her—helping with homework, teaching her to
knit, listening when she griped about boys and school and her
maother, She trusted Lisbeth and she wanted desperately to tell
her what was happening. Maybe the two of them could figure
out what to do, how to find her mother. The words tickled the
tip of her tongue, but she could never actually say them.

“Claire, please.” Lisbeth shook her arm, not bothering to
hide her desperation. “You can trust me. I mean, what, do you

think I'm the werewolf or something?”
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She meant it as a joke, Claire could tell, but the secret
shriveled and dried in Claire’s mouth like an autumn leaf
Mavbe Lisbeth wasn't a werewaolf, but she was definitely keep-
ing something from Claire. And that meant Lisbeth didn't
totally trust her, So why should Claire confide in her? When
she looked back ar the woman who had taken care of her for
s0 many years, the lies came pouring out of her as casily as if
she'd turned a tap.

“Lisbeth, nothing is going on, Really, Mom took off for a
random work thing—just like she always has. It's not like she's
ever given us a ton of notice, so 1 don't see what the big deal
is this time. And I ralk to yvou plenty. Just because I don't tell
you every little thing about my social life doesn't mean 1 don't
like you or anything. It's not like you tell me everything about
your life.”

Lisbeth blushed and dropped Claire’s arm, Ringo, She
knows I'm right about that.

“Okay, I'm sorry. Let's—let’s just go eat.”

“Sounds good, I'm starved.” Claire watched Lisbeth’s
shoulders slump in defeat. A shower of guilt that felt all o
familiar pattered down on her. *Maybe after dinner we could
watch some TV or something,” she added.

“That would be great!” Lisbeth perked up at the sugges-
tion, T better go get the meat on the grill.”

When she'd left the room, Claire called her mother

It didn't make sense that her mom wanted to know when
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Lisbeth was home, but still . . . The call went to voicemail
and Claire’s heart sank. Her bad feeling about all this had just
become really terrible,

After dinner Claire sat curled up on the couch with Lisbeth.
She bit her cuticles and tried to look like she was paying atten-
tion to the sitcoms that blared on the sereen. If something bad
bappened—if shed been canght—ithe news would intervupt this
¢rap. The thought only half-comforted her. If her mother had
run into the sende, the news wouldn't know about that, now,
would they?

Hours later, Lisbeth stood and stretched, “Ugh, that's as
much mass-market media as I can take tonight, I'm going to
bed, Claire-bear, You sure vou're okay?”

“Yeah, I'm fine. And don't call me that,”

Lisbeth sniggered and headed for the shower. Claire
walked over to the window and stared out at the dark lawn,
willing her mother to come loping across the grass. The desire
to sneak into the dark forest was so strong it made Claire's
bones ache. She couldn't stop imagining her mother, caught
in some sort of hideous trap or mangled by the sende. But no
matter how badly she wanted to go, Claire couldn't just ignore
an order from a senior pack member, Some primitive com-
pulsion to obey emanated from deep inside her wolf-brain,
keeping her trapped in the too-empty house, When she heard
Lisbeth ¢lose her door, Claire wandered upstairs and watched

the woods from her bedroom window,
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For three nights, Claire kept her vigil, She gave Lisbeth
fake messages from Marie, and hoped desperately that Beatrice

would decide to do something,

By the time the sun crept over the horizon after the third
night, Claire had collapsed onto her window seat, frightened
and exhausted, When the first bright ravs touched Claire’s
face, a fierce determination swelled inside her. Why should
she be the good little listener she was supposed to be? It wasn't
getting her anywhere and it wasn't helping her mother.

Screw the pack order. Screw my mothers command. If shes
dead—Claire forced herself to think the word—if woen't make
any difference, anyway.

Claire flipped on her computer and looked up Victoria's
address. It was halfway across town, but there was no way she
could ask Lisbeth to drive her there. She'd have to bike it.
Claire drummed her fingers against the edge of the keyboard.
It was like teetering on the edge of the high dive. She knew
she could jump—she knew she shoudd jump—but the animal
part of her brain screamed at her not to do it, not to endanger
herself so foolishly.

Claire’s muscles twitched with indecision. Ge. Stay. Ga.
Stay. Okay, I'm definitely going. But if Mom' okay, she'll be freak-
ing furions with me, Crap,

Outside, the forest waited, wearing an early-morning haze

like a nightgown, Matthew's dad might already be out there,
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checking his traps again, The idea shook Claire to the core.
She had to go—if he wouldn't waste any time, Claire couldn't,
either.

After she scribbled a bogus note to Lisbeth about where
she was poing and blew the dust off her bike helmet, Claire
took off down the sloping driveway.

This is so stupid, If 1d gotten a car for my birthday like every
ather sixteen-year-old, I conld s0ill be in the air-conditioning.

By the time she pulled inte Victorias driveway, her shirt
was soaked with perspiration, and the smell of fear and exhaus-
tion wafted up from the damp fabric,

Claire rang the doorbell, and then looked at her watch.
Hely crap. How did I get here in twenty minutes? It should have
taken an bour fo ride bere! She'd have to be more careful. When
she was scared it was too easy to do things faster than a normal
human could.

Victoria opened the door.

“Oh, Claire, I should have guessed youd come,” She pulled
Claire inside with her free hand. In the corner of the room,
Beatrice looked up from her knitting.

“T'm sorry,” Claire panted. *It’s just—my mother still hasn't
come home. | know vou said it's no big deal, but T think she
was looking for the seafe. If she's hurt, if something’s happened
to her—we have to find her”

Beatrice glanced in the direction of the TV, The BREAKING

NEWS banner scrolled across the screen. “Have—you haven't
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seen the news,” she said, her eves trained on the pastel square
of varn in her lap. “Claire—your mother has been caught. I am
50 sorry.”

“Caught?” The word twined around Claire’s throat as she
said it, choking her.

“Yes. I'm afraid it's only a matter of time before they force
her to reveal her identity, and then Dr Engle will administer
his ‘cure.™

Beatrice’s hands trembled when she spoke, and that was
the last thing Claire noticed before the floor swirled up to

mieet her and everything went dark,

“Claire. Claire! Wake up.”

The fingers that pinched her check were gentle, but Claire
slapped the hand away from her face without thinking, Beatrice’s
eyes glowed with concern.

“Sorry,” said Claire, instinctively ducking her head low.
The old woman sniffed and turned away. Claire had been for-
given, this time. “So, what are we going to do?”

“You must go heme, and you must wait,” Beatrice lowered
herself back into her chair and picked up her knitting needles.
“Once we have a better idea of what Dr, Engle plans to do, the
pack will meet to discuss our next move.”

Claire scrambled to her feet. Her still-weak knees wobbled,
and she grabbed the back of the couch for support. It was only
the hot anger, shooting up her spine like a lightning bolt that
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kept her vertical. “ They—they have my mother.” Claire’s voice
faltered. She forced herself to look at the face of the familiar,
beautiful wolf on the TV sereen. Her mother paced in the tiny
cage where they held her, her ears laid flat against her head.

Claire looked at Beatrice in disbelief. “They have my
maother! Evervone already knows what they're planning to do
to her—they'll give her their freaking ‘cure” at the full moon!
The longer we wait, the less chance we have of getting her out.
Waiting will kill her.”

Beatrice didn't look up. “Time spent planning is not
wasted, And also, we are not certain what effect Dr. Engle’s
experiments have upon a true werewolf, Even if we are unable
to rescue her—which is likely, given the sort of security Dr.
Engle is using—it’s still possible vour mother may survive
his treatment. We must take the time to explore all of our
options.” She took a deep breath and met Claire’s gaze, Tears
glittered in the corners of her eyes. “Please know that this is
not a decision I have made lightly, Young One, The safety of
our pack comes before everything else. If it means the sacrifice
of one, then we must accept it even though it hurts, I will not
risk everyone's future for your mother’s sake,” she said, strok-
ing the blanket she was making. “And your mother would do
the same thing, would make the same decision, if she were in
my shoes.”

Claire looked over at Victoria, hoping she would speak

up, would change Beatrice’s mind, Victoria leaned against the
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wall, Her shoulders were hunched, every muscle in her body
leaning toward her middle, protecting the tiny baby that grew
there.

They're scaved, They're seared for the baly and so they're poing
to let Dr. Engle destray my mother.

“It's not the pack you care about at all, is it?" she spat.
“You're seared for vourselves and vou're just zoing to let them
have my mother because of it.,” Claire stared hard at Victoria.
“What would vou do if it was Beatrice—vyour own mother—
that they'd captured?”

“I know how hard this is for vou, Claire, Marie is like
a sister to me.” Victorias voice broke, “But just because your
mother did something she knew wasn't safe, that doesn’t mean
she'd want the rest of us to endanger ourselves, I'm sure of
that.”

A growl caught in Claire’s throat at Victoria’s words, How
dare she hint that Marie had acted irresponsibly? "My mother
was trying to save us, all of us, and she risked her own life to do it
If you're too weak™—she spat the word—"to help me, I'll go find
help somewhere else. I'm sure Zahlia will do it.”

Beatrices left eye twitched when Claire mentioned the
dark wolf, and Claire knew she'd hit a nerve.

“Zahlia may be brave, but she is also loyal to the pack,”
Beatrice said gently, “Even if you will not obey me, I would
think twice before asking her for help.”

Manipulative bitch, Claire spun and headed for the front

226

door. *I'm not interested in taking lessons in lovalty from
someone who obviously knows nothing abour it.”

Claire slammed the door hard enough to make the hinges
ring and slung herself onto her bike, The helmet she left lying
in the grass like an upended turtle. She was protected by the
speed and strength that had pumped through her on her way
through town, and the heightened senses that meant she could
hear cars coming long before she could see them, could smell
the people on the sidewalk before they ambled out in front of

her. Helmets were for humans. Claire was foup-paron.
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THE LOOK LISBETH gave Claire when she stormed into
the kitchen was pure worry. “Where on earth have you been?
Have you lost your mind, riding around in this weather?
There's a heat advisory out, for God's sake. And you're purple.
Did you even think to take any water with you?” Lisbeth
didn't wait for her to answer. She thrust an enormous glass at
Claire. “You sit down right this minute and drink this. What
if you'd gotten heat stroke? Your mother would never forgive

me, Claire!”

"

The words came automatically. *Sorry. 1

“You can apologize later, Drink that, and then go get in

a cool shower” Lisbeth yanked a mug of tea off the counter,
sloshing pepperminty water on the floor. While she was wip-
ing it up and muttering something about jof secarity under her
breath, Claire took her water and slunk upstairs.

She locked her bedroom deor, and then went into her
bathroom and turned on the shower, letting the water run cold
over her shoulders, Claire stood under the icy spray, feeling the
anger in her gut pull into a tighter and tighter knot until it was
a little ball of blue-white rage,

She tried to call Zahlia, but her voicemail picked up.
Fine—all she had to do was find her address and go over
there.

It was not as easy to figure out where Zahlia lived as it had
been to locate Beatrice and Victoria, By the time Claire had
an address—an apartment in a sketchy part of town—her hair
had dried. It was too far to bike. She'd have to take the bus.
Claire dumped a handful of quarters into her pocket. Afways
be prepared, right? As casually as she could, Claire went down-
stairs and rummaged in the kitchen for some lunch.

Lisbeth stood in the doorway, glowering, “I hope vou
didn’t have any plans today, missy, because you are not leaving
this house until vour mother gets back from her trip.”

Her words brought a rush of bile into Claire’s mouth.
Haow was she supposed to get her mother home if she couldn’t
leave the house?

“I said ‘sorry,”™ Claire started,
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“Not good enough this time. Besides the fact that you
scared me half to death, I had something I really needed to
take care of this morning, but 1 was too busy waiting for vou
to go anywhere. You're sixteen vears old now. Old enough to
start taking other people into consideration once in a while,”

Claire ducked her head. “T didn’t know you had plans. You
didn’t have to wait for me. I'm old enough to let myself in the
house when I get home, vou know.”

Lisbeth sighed. *That’s not the issue here, Now, I'm going
to go see if there’s any news on that menster they caught last
night, but I will be checking on vou, Claire, And vou had bet-
ter be where 1 expect you to be, every second, do you under-
stand?”

Lisbeth was usually so Zen about things, meditating on
problems and coming up with what she liked to call “gentle
solutions.” Claire opened her mouth, ready to apologize again,
and stopped short. The smell that filled her nostrils was
unmistakable. Underneath Lisbeth’s anger, she smelled of fear,

Claire’s mouth snapped shut when she took in the way
Lisbeth was standing—arms crossed over her chest, fists
clenched. She really was freaked ont about me being gone. Crap.

“T know 1 screwed up big time.” Claire automatically
twisted her head to one side, baring her neck a little. Lisbeth
might not know the signs of submission the way another wolf
would, but it couldn’t hurt. “I really am sorry, Lisbeth. It it's

okay with you, I'll just go upstairs and eat in my room.”
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“Iine.” Lisbeth uncrossed her arms. “But don't get crumbs
on the carpet. I just cleaned, and I'm not revacuuming that
pigsty vou call a room,” Claire could see her anger fading,

“T'll be careful.”

Al 1 bave to do is wait, Just a day or twe. Then I'll go find
Zahlia,

True to her word, Lisbeth checked on Claire every couple
of hours, even setting her alarm clock so she could do a few
middle-of-the-night bed checks. Claire tossed under her cov-
ers, feeling the frustration of being trapped, jailed.

Two worry-filled days later, Claire and Lisbeth ate a
silent dinner together in the kitchen. Lisbeth sar glued to
the news, which was nothing more than footage of Marie
pacing in her cage, mixed in with statements by Dr. Engle
about what “great progress” they were making and an occa-
sional weather report, just so that they could mention the
drought again. Claire couldn’t wait anymore. She had to go
find Zahlia. The only good news was that with Dr. Engle
announcing that the werewolf had been caught, there should
be plenty of people out after dark, so no one would notice
her on her bike.

When she finally heard snores coming from Lisbeth's bed-
room, Claire snuck in and turned off Lisheth’s alarm, and then
slipped out of the house the same way she had almost every
other night for the past several weeks. A loneliness that Claire

wasn't used to feeling sliced through her. She could feel a howl
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building inside her, the urge to voice her feelings almost too
strong to push away.

Beatrice and Victoria—her own pack—had refused to
help her find her mother. The thought filled Claire’s mouth
with the bitter taste of bile, She stashed her bike behind some
bushes a few blocks from the nearest bus stop and waited,
struggling not to crv. When the bus finally arrived, Claire got
in and sat on the edge of one of the hard plastic seats, watch-
ing the stops tick by, getting more furious by the block. By the
time she reached Zahlia’s, she was glowing with rage.

Rusted wires hung out of the buzzer outside Zahlia's
apartment building, Claire tugged on the greasy handle of
the lobby door. It swung open easily. Inside, the fluorescent
lights buzzed and flickered overhead. She shivered. Beatrice
and Victoria’s house hadn't exactly been glamorous, but this
was one step above condemned. She'd had no idea Zahlia lived
somewhere like this.

Claire took the rickety stairs three ar a time until she
arrived at the fifth floor. She knocked on the door of Apart-
ment 503 and waited. Down the hall, two people shouted at
each other in a language Claire didn't understand. When she
heard the sound of glass breaking, she knocked again. The
current of danger, the coppery smells of fear and malice and
desperation—it was too much to bear with her heightened
senses. The next full moon was just over two weeks away, and

with each night that passed, Claire could feel her transforma-
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tion becoming more complete. Everyvthing around her pressed
in harder, filling her brain with so much information that it
made her head ache.

Where was Zahlia? The hair on the back of Claire’s neck
stood up. What if something had happened to her, too? She
reached out and tried to open the door. Locked. But there was
no deadbolt—it was only the flimsy push button lock keeping
her out. Claire hesitated for only a second before she kicked
hard at the door, It swung open with a satisfving pop, and
Claire said a silent prayer of thanks,

The contrast from the dark, urine-scented hall made
Claire do a double take. Inside, the apartment was immacu-
late, There was almost no furniture: one stiff-looking loveseat,
a glass coffee table, and a small television, The walls were bare,
and the only thing on the kitchen counter was an expensive-
looking coffeepot. It looked unnatural, somehow. Like some-
one had put together the things they assumed people had in
their houses, but with the details all wrong,

“Hello#" Claire called softly. “Zahlia? Is anyone here?”

There was no answer, Claire walked a little farther into the
apartment. A small hallway opened off the kitchen/living room
combo. Two doors stood open, the rooms behind them dark,
but at the end of the hall was one closed door. A strip of light
shined out from underneath it, Claire’s heart stammered in her
chest and she instinctively moved down into a half crouch. She

slunk down the hall,
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The first door she passed was a tiny bathroom. The shower
curtain hung perfectly straight, towels neatly folded over the
bar. In the next room were a small desk and a wooden chair.,
The only nongeneric stuff she'd seen in the entire apartment
was in this room, but it was a strange mishmash of things, A
wilted sunflower had been pinned to one wall, and a little gar-
den gnome sat on the desk, his paint flaking and pecling like
he'd been outside for years.

On the floor was a man’s briefease with the initials DRM
monogrammed on the edge. Three round stones sat on top of
1t In a neat row,

Claire walked down the hall and stood in front of the last
doaor, working up the courage to open it. Please lot ber be slecp-
i in there,

*Zahlia?" she whispered, cracking open the door. When no
answer came, Claire pushed it open all the way. The overhead
light shined down on a small bed with a faded quilt pulled up
tight over the pillow. There was no headboard—in its place
hung an cnormous photograph. It was grainy from being
blown up too big. The woman in the picture looked shock-
ingly like Zahlia, except that her hair was gray and her cheeks
were rounder.

Her mother. The thought popped into Claire’s head auto-
matically. Before she could process it, her nose twitched,

In the middle of the bed, a small white dog lay curled up,
its eyes closed tight.
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The dog was dead. Claire could smell it,

Without a backward glance, Claire bolted out of the
apartment and tore down the stairs, Whatever was going on
with Zahlia, it wasn't good. Qutside the building, she leaned
against the grimy bricks and gulped deep breaths of the
garbage-scented air, trving to calm herself, Across the street,
a couple of guys dressed in dark clothes, their hats pulled low
over their faces, watched her.

When the bus pulled up to the corner, Claire dumped in
her change with even shakier hands than the strung out woman
who climbed on behind her, When the bus made it back to the
stop closest to Claire’s house, she practically crawled off. Tt was
nearly one a.m. and she was exhaosted,

MNo matter how badly she wanted to rescue her mother,
there was nothing Claire could do until morning. The town
may have relaxed with her mother’s capture, but Claire hadn'.
Somewhere, the sewfe was still out there, and Claire had no
desire to run into her alone. Claire couldn't shake the image of
Zahlia's apartment from her mind—she hoped the black wolf
hadn't gone looking for the strange wolf by herself.

Claire crept back into the house. Upstairs, Lisbeth's snores
echoed like a buzz saw. Claire’s shoulders slumped in relief.
At least I'm not in any more trouble. With any luck, Lisbeth
would think she'd just forgotten to turn her alarm en, Claire
collapsed on her bed and fell asleep, wrapped in guilt because

she lay in her comfortable bed while her mother was trapped
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in a cage somewhere, All night long, she dreamt of dead dogs,

suspicious-looking men, and cages. Lots and lots of cages.

In spite of her exhaustion, the sun woke Claire shortly after
dawn, She felt more rested than she'd expected to. Her mother
never needed much sleep, always working late in her dark-
room, and then getting up carly to prep for a shoot or go to a
meeting, Maybe it was part of the whole werewolf thing. [ 1
get her put—Claire stopped herself, No, when I get ber ont, Il
asé fher.

She slid out of bed, grabbed her phone, and wandered
downstairs. Even now, walking into her mother’s darkroom
uninvited made Claire’s palms sweat. The cool, dim air smelled
of Marie, Claire slid onto one of the stools in front of the
worktable and put her head in her hands.

Her cell rang and Claire jumped.

“Helle?"

“Hey.” Matthew's voice was gravelly, but the excitement in
it was clear. *I hope I'm not calling too early.”

Hearing his voice lightened the blackness in her chest, just
a little bit.

“No, I'm up,” she said, tryving to keep her voice normal.
Part of her wanted to just go ahead and break down—tell him
everything, But his dad actually dad her mom, If Matthew
panicked, he might go to his dad. And Claire couldnt risk

“Cool. So, listen, since things are, vou know, safe again, 1
was wondering if you wanted to go out tonight.”

Just the idea of seeing him made Claire feel calmer, made
it easier to think, And if Matthew knew anything about where
her mother was, then she needed to do evervthing possible to

get that information.

¥ "

I'hat'd be great. What do you want to do?’

“T was thinking we could go over to Greenway Park—
maybe have a picnic?”

“That sounds fun. Can vou pick me up?”

“Um, sure—is that okay with evervone there?”

Claire struggled to keep her voice level, “My mom's not
here today, It'll be fine,”

And who cared, anyway? Her mom wasn't around to pun-
ish her if she found out. And Lisbeth would probably let her
go if she said that she was going out with Doug Kingman
after all.

They sorted ourt times, and Claire got off the phone before
her mask of I'm-just-a-normal-sixteen-year-old cracked.

“Since things ave safe,” he'd said, Thats what be thinks,
Things aren’t ever going to be safe for me, not with a monster like
bis father on the loose,

Claire took one last look around the darkroom before she
went upstairs to see if Lisbeth was awake, Her gaze flicked

over her mother’s computer desk and she stopped dead.

that. If Marie Benoit was anal about one thing, it was her
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photography equipment. Evervthing had a place in the dark-
room, and if it wasn't in her hand, it was in its assigned spot. In
anvone else’s house, the two cameras sitting on the desk next
to the computer would look innocent enough, but the sight
made Claire shudder. One of the cameras was turned on its
side, still plugged into the computer. Claire picked it up and
flipped it on. The memory card was empty—whatever photos
had been there, her mother had already uploaded and then
deleted them from the camera.

Unable to believe what she was deing, Claire slid onto the
chair in front of the monitor and jigeled the mouse,

On the sereen, a gray box popped up. THESE FILES ARE
PASSWORD PROTECTED. PLEASE ENTER PasswoRD, Claire bit
her lip. Okay. She could figure this out. She started with the
obvious words, like “password,” “pictures.” None of them
worked. Claire had worked her way through her mother's
favorite artists, foods, and hotels before she sucked in her
breath and tried the one thing that kept darting through the
back of her mind—the one password no one would be likely
to guess, With shaking hands, she typed it in: Joup-garou.

INVALID PASSWORD, the computer announced.

Well, crap, If that hadn't worked, Claire couldn't think what
else it could possibly be. With a heavy sigh, she snapped off
the monitor and headed upstairs to sweet-talk Lisbeth into
cooking her some breakfast.

Claire ate as slowly as she could, forcing herself not to
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check the time. When she'd meticulously rinsed her dish and
put it in the dishwasher, making sure it faced the right direc-
tion, she finally glanced over at the clock, Her heart sank
when she saw the numbers. How could it only be ten forty-
fiver Matthew wasn't due to pick her up until cight! If she
couldn’t find something to distract herself from the tension
that knotted her shoulder blades together like wings, she'd be
crazy long before he got to the door. She headed for the liv-
ing room, hoping she could find something mind-numbing

on television,

After forcing herself to sit through two bad movies and one
infomercial, Claire trudged upstairs to her room and looked
around. She picked up her phone and called Emily. Maybe
there'd been more drama with the country boy that they could
dissect, or mouse encounters Emily could tell her about, Any
distraction would be a good distraction.

“I was just about to call vou!” Emily started talking with-
out cven saying hello.

“Oh, yeahz” Claire shoved aside a pile of clothes and
flopped into her armchair.

“I mean, can you believe it? It's totally amazing news,
right? I haven't been able to get a hold of Mom and Dad yet,
but I'm demanding they come get me as soon as humanly
possible.”

Claire’s mouth opened, but no words came out. Of course
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Emily would get to come home, now that evervone thought
the werewolf situation was over. With everything else that was
going on, Claire hadn't really thought about it

“That's—that's great, Em.”

“Well, don't break a nail celebrating, or anything,” Emily
huffed.

Claire closed her eyes, "Sorry, Em—its fantastic news,
really!” She forced herself to sound enthusiastic. I is fansastic
news. Or at least, it should be. 8o why am I not excited? 1f she
was being completely honest, Claire sort of wished that Emily
would stay at her aunt and uncle’s—at least until Claire had
things with her mother sorted out,

How can I feel that way about my best friend?

“So, are you packing yvet?” she asked.

“Everything but my toothbrush,” Emily announced
proudly. “And I gave Dan the ‘thanks for the memories’ speech
already too.”

“Wow, How'd he take it?"

“Ugh. Let’s just say there were lots of tears involved, and
nione of them were mine, Anyway, I'm going to call Mom
again and see if she'’s out of her meeting yet. I'll let you know
as soon as anything's definite, okay?”

“Can't wait,” said Claire, willing Emily to believe her.
“Good luck with your mom,”

“Won't need it,” Emily reassured her, *but thanks anyway.

Talk to you soon!”

Claire hung up and stared down at the phone in her hand.
Having Emily around would only make things more compli-
cated than they already were, She was starting to see what her
mom meant when she said it was too hard to be friends with
a human,

Disgusted with herself, Claire crawled into the shower,
hoping it would make her feel less slimy,

The hot warter ran out before she could calm down com-
pletely, Claire dried off, tossed on a shirt, and ran a comb
through her hair. She sighed, wishing that this was just a regu-
lar date, If she were normal, shed be wondering if she should
wear a prettier bra, or if her jeans were too tight around the
thighs. Instead, all she could think about was finding out how
to get to her mother, Claire threw her hairbrush down onto
the vanity. It was so unfair. fel a really great guy, and U'm plan-
wing fo use Sim in the worst way passible, Fabuwlous, Im surve ordi-
nary human girls are always trying to get secvet information from
their boyfriends, Yeah, I bet that happens all the freaking time,

Claire scraped her opinion of herself oft the floor and
slicked on some lip gloss, She stuck some silver hoops in her
cars. The irony brought a tiny smile to her lips. Whichever
werewolf had convinced the humans that silver would kill
them, all those centuries ago, had created an awesome cover.

Claire looked over at the elock glowing on her nightstand.
Six oclock on the dot. Claire stared at herself in the mirror,

trying to conjure up the excited, crush-stricken girl she had

[+
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been two and a half months ago, The eyes that stared back
were too anxious, too calculating. I'm ondy doing what I have to
do to save my mother. It’s not like I'm poing to burt him. Come on,
Claire, try barder. She forced her lips into a smile, but no mat-
ter how hard she tried, her eyes gave her away. They were too

much wolf, and not encugh human.

&L &3 "‘-/i-." i&FE

2{"471 Lor ©

CLAIRE STOOD IN the foyer, one hand on the door, hoping
Lisbeth wouldn't look too closely at the boy behind the wheel
of the car.

“Okay, here’s the deal. I want you to have a great time,
but do not make me regret the fact that I'm allowing you out
of the house. And if you're not home by ten ... well . . . Just
be home by ten.” Lisbeth put her hands on her hips, trying to
look stern.

Claire resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She can't even think
of samething to threaten me with.

“Don't worty, Lisbeth, I'll be back in plenty of time,”
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Claire rushed out the door, practically slamming it shut
behind her, She looked over at Matthew as she climbed into
the car next to him. The sun caught in his hair, and when he
turned and smiled at her, it stirred up the same fluttery feeling
in her belly that it always had. Claire could smell the excite-
ment and nervousness pouring out of his skin, Underneath it
was the scent of his desire, sweet as a peach,

Foens, Claire. You need to dnow what be bnows.

Every second that ticked by brought her mother closer to
the tip of Dr. Engle'’s needle. Claire hated all this secrecy, all
the double agent crap. She wanted to just ask him about it, to
tell him that she needed to know. He trusted her, right?

But then he'd want to know why she was asking, And
she'd just have to start lving all over again, And he might get
suspicious and clam up. Or worse, tell his dad.

“Are yvou okay?” he asked. “You seem sort of distracted
tonight.”

“Sorry,” said Claire. “T guess it’s just, uh, weird to see all
these other ears and people with the sun going down.”

Matthew nodded. “Yeah, Everyone's back to enjoyving the
long, hot summer, thanks to my dad’s ‘service to the commu-
nity.”" A harsh little laugh tore out of him. “Whatever.”

Claire’s cars pricked up. * Whatever?” What did be mean by
thaif

Matthew pulled into a parking space at the edge of the
park and turned off the car.

44

“What do vou mean?” Claire asked gently,

Matthew let out a long breath that filled the car with the
scent of his confusion and anger, “It’s just—you know how I
told vou that I wasn't sure about what my dad was doing? That
I wasn't sure he was right?”

Claire sat frozen, as motionless as an animal who knows
it’s being hunted. She forced herself to give a s6ff nod. Claire
tried to collect herself enough to keep her voice from shaking.
“1 don’t really know that much about werewolves. No offense,
but I don't know why I should take vour dad’s word for it that
theyre the most awful things ever, vou know?”

One lie, fwo fie; red e, dlve fie.

Matthew stared at her, a happy glow seeping into his eves
and sweetening his scent, “Not offended,” he whispered.

*50.” Claire swung open her door and climbed out of the
car like they were having the most normal conversation in the
world. “What's actually going on? Making you question your
dad again®”

Matthew grabbed an enormous cooler out of the back of
the car and set it on the ground, “If T tell you—Claire you
couldn’t tell anyone. I mean, if my father found out, I'd be
dead.”

Claire met his gaze with steady cyes. “T'm really, really
good at keeping secrets,”

And that's mare truthful than you'll ever know.

He sighed and ran a hand through his messy hair. The sky
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behind him shimmered with the last of the day’s light, “*Okay.
Let's eat while we talk—I think better on a full stomach.”

“Sure, Here, I'll help vou with that,” Claire grabbed the
cooler’s handle and lifted with him,

Matthew's evebrows shot up in surprise. “Wow, You're
really strong.” He and Claire blushed at the same time.

“T've been doing a lot of swimming—"

“Yeah, I didn't mean that you looked weak, or anything,”

They grinned at each other, “Forget it,” said Claire, They

set the cooler down near the center of the field. “I'm starving,”

she said, ancdous to change the subject.

“That’s good—] packed enough food for an army.” He
opened the lid and tossed her a blanket,

Claire spread it on the ground while Matthew unpacked
the cooler. When they were cach on their second chicken leg,
Claire couldn’t stand it anymore. “So?" she asked, stripping the
meat off the bones with her teeth. "What's the deal with your
dad?®”

Matthew poked his fork into a container of potato salad.
The first stars glimmered overhead and the growing darkness
hid his expression. “Well, you know how they're keeping the
werewolf at the lab until they can give it the cure?”

Claire suppressed a shudder. *Yeah?”

“Okay, really, he'll kill me if he finds out about this.” He
twisted a paper napkin in his hands.

“Matthew. I won't tell anyone. I promise.”
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He looked up at her, " know, I trust vou. Okay.” He took a
deep breath. “T sort of snuck into the lab one night. I was curi-
ous, you know? And its not like I would have gotten hurt—
that thing's cage is stronger than Fort Knox. Anyway, when I
got in there, the wolf—it was crying, Like, really, really crying,”

A ripping sensation tore through Claire’s chest. She
struggled to breathe,

Matthew barreled on, like he couldn’t quit telling the story
now that he'd finally started. Claire could hear in his voice
how much he'd been aching to tell someone. “So, I felt bad for
it all of a sudden, and—the look in its eves, 1 just didn't think
that it could have killed someone. T know it was stupid, but 1
wasn't thinking about getting hurt, and 1 just sort of stuck my
hand through the bars and petted it. And it was the weirdest
thing, Claire.” He stared up at her from bencath his shaggy
bangs,

“It butted its head into my hand and whimpered and—it
was awful., I could just fzef how lonely and scared and, I don't
know—how gentle it was. I mean, not like a human, or any-
thing, but not any more dangerous than any other animal,
you know? I know it sounds erazy, and I wouldn't blame you
if you didn’t believe me, but I could just tell that it hadn't
killed anyone. Or, if it had, it hadn't really meant to.” He
leaned over and lit the lantern that held down the corner of
the blanket.

Claire hurriedly wiped the tears out of the corners of her
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eves, Matthew stared at her. He looked shocked. “1—1 just feel
sarry for it, that's all,” she stuttered. Truth number two.

“Yeah. I just wish my dad would . . . 1 don’t know. He's so
freaking desperate to get everyone to take him seriously, to
prove he belongs on the FHPAL But I wish he would investi-
gate more before he gives it his cure. The way this werewolf
is—1'm just more convinced than ever that he's wrong, 1 know
they've done plenty of terrible things—my dad has a billion
books about it, right? But, I mean, mavbe theyre not all like
that. Maybe this one isn't like that. And his cure leaves them
half-alive at best, I just don't think this werewolf deserves that,
I don't think it's the one who's done all these horrible things.”

“So, who do you think has?” The question popped out
before Claire could stop it. The idea had been nagging at her
all day. She couldn’t help wondering whose crimes her mother
was paying for.

Matthew leaned a little closer. “Maybe there are more
werewolves out there than people think there are.”

The adrenaline flooded Claire’s veins so fast that the hairs
on her arms stood on end. He was too close to the truth, Much
too close. “What makes you think that?” she whispered.

“I saw something once—my dad left some classified reports
on the computer desk. Government stuft. I was curious, I mean,
anything that has Top sECRET stamped across it .. ."

Claire nodded.

“So, the reports said that twice, after they caught a were-
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wolf and my dad “cured’it, the killings didn't stop. The govern-
ment covered it up to keep the public from panicking—I
mean, if people thought there were packs of werewolves roam-
ing around, theyd freak.”

“Wow, that's—that’s really surprising.” Claire said, breath-
ily. Really surprising that your dad knows he’s not rvight, but be'’s
still torturing us anyway.

“Yeah, I was shocked as hell. That's when I really started to
wonder about the stuff my dad does. He always works pretty
closely with the government of whatever country he's ‘help-
ing'—he did that even before he got appointed to the FHPA,
Maybe it’s more about PR than anything, you know? I mean,
what if there have been more werewolves like this one, really
gentle ones, and they're taking the blame for some other killer?
Just so that all us humans can feel all safe and self-righteous.”

He stared off into the woods, “Maybe theres another
werewolt who's been killing people here. That's what I think,
anyway.,”

“But if you think that, how come you're not scared to be
out here at night?”

Matthew ran his fingertips across the back of her hand.
“Everyone else is out, too, right? 'Cause my dad says it's safe.
I'm not gonna hide in the house forever. I can't. I guess I just
don't think my number’s up yet."

Claire wasn't sure what to say.

“Do you think I'm crazy?” he asked finally.
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She shook her head. *No,” she whispered. “1 think vou're
the only sane one out there.” The tears welled up in her
eves, and Claire didn’t think she could stop from sobbing if
Martthew kept looking at her in that relieved way. “I, uh—
need to grab something out of my purse. I'll be right back,
okay?” Without waiting for an answer, Claire scrambled off
the blanket and headed toward the car, more surefooted than
any human could ever have been in the newly dark night, She
struggled to control the tears that coursed down her checks,

This wasn't at all the sort of “information” she'd been
expecting to get from Matthew, Claire had known her mother
must be terrified, lonely—but to have it confirmed like that
just about broke her.

She yanked open the car door and made a show of rum-
maging through her purse while she tried to make sense of
the thoughts spinning in her head. Maybe she could get
more than just information from Matthew. Maybe he could
actually help her—even if he could just get her into the lab
where they were keeping her mother, it would save Claire an
enormous amount of time and energy. Excitement hummed
under her sking the adrenaline overtook her sadness and she
dried her eyes. She could do this. Even without Beatrice and
Victoria, she could save her mother. It was just a guestion
of how,

Claire snapped her purse shut and tossed it on the floor-

board, She slammed the car door and turned to head back to
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Matthew—and at that exact second, she heard the first low
growl behind her.

Claire’s eyes were still blind from the interior light of the
car. All she could make out was a dark figure weaving through
the trees at the edge of the forest. Another snarl rang out. The
threat had been issued in a very familiar voice, and the flash
of recognition that shot through Claire burned like an electric
shock.

It was Zahlia, Behind her, Matthew knelt in the center of
the blanket, focused on getting the food back into the cooler.
The car stood between him and the wolf on the other side of
the road, so even if he looked up, he might not see anything,

Claire edged around to the far side of the car and hunched
down behind it, confused and scared. Whartever would make
Zahlia show up in front of Matthew, it had to be serious.

At the edge of the forest Zahlia hesitated. Claire couldn’t
figure out what Zahlia wanted, and she didn't have much time
before Matthew came looking for her. Claire threw off her
clothes and transformed. Her true nature shattered her human
disguise, and Claire stood in the shadow of Matthew'’s car,
surprised by how much more complete her change was. Shed
expected the transformation to be the same as it had been at
the last full moon, but she looked every inch a werewolf. Still,
she could feel something missing, could tell that her strength
and her senses hadn't yet reached their full potential.

Zablia, whats going on? Matthew will see wi!l It was the
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first time Claire had needed to communicate the way the
rest of the wolves did, since her lupine mouth made speech
impossible, It felt as natural as talking, and Claire's confi-
dence grew.

Watch yoursclf, Young One. Zahlias warning echoed off
the trees. Claire laid her ears flat against her head. She hoped
Matthew hadn't heard that. He would notice that she was miss-
ing any second—she had to get back into her human body.
Zahlia took a step forward, stalking her,

What are you talking abowt? Um frying to save my mother. If
Matthew sees you, it I screw up everything! Why didn't you just
call me back? Can't we talk later? Claire could smell her own
fear and frustration. Her confusion. It made her smell weak.

Zahlia, upwind, caught the scent, too. She gave a littde
leap, bounding farther into the clearing. At the same moment,
Marthew called out.

*Claire? You okay over there?”

Zahlia took advantage of Claire’s distraction and launched
herself at Claire.

You. Stay, Qut of this. Zahlia growled, and pressed closer,
knocking Claire into the car. Your mother has made more than
ber share af mistakes, and you are following in ber footsteps, If you
don't back off, I will be more than willing to let that boy pay far
YEHT £FTOF,

Claire crouched low, her shoulder aching where it had

slammed into the wheel well, A guttural rumble tore against
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her throat, and in spite of her confusion she tensed to spring,
ready to defend herself.

Zablia, what is geing on with you? I'm trying to ask for your
delp, Why are you pissed? I don’t understand!

Zahlia squared off against Claire, She panted in anticipa-
tion, her hot breath washing over Claire’s face. It reeked of the
hot-pepper scent of fury. I'm belping you by not crushing you bere
and now. Consider yourself warned. Zahlia turned and streaked
off into the woods,

Crouched behind the metal bulk of the car, Claire squeezed
herself back into her human form and yanked on her clothes,
She kept one shocked eye trained on the woods as she stood.
Her hands trembled.

What the bell fust bappened?

The wolf whod just threatened her was nothing like the
person—the friend—that Claire had trusted so much. She'd
been sure Zahlia would understand, that she would want to
help.

And she threatened Matthew, too. Crap.

“Matthew?" she called, hurrying back to the blanket where
he lay on his back in the pale glow from the lantern.

“Yeah, you okay? You were gone awhile, I was starting to
worry.”

“Sorry. | couldn’t find what T was looking for,”

Claire stared at the trees, thinking she saw Zahlia lurking

in every shadow.
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She leaned in and kissed him.

“Claire,” he whispered.

Claire cut him oft with another kiss before he could say
anything else.

“Let’s get out of here,” she murmured against his lips,
She looked over his shoulder at the woods, wondering where
Zahlia was, Had she gone? Claire scanned the trees. No eves
flashed in the lantern light, but the black wolf was a master at
hiding from her prey.

“Sure, no problem.”

Together they wadded up the blanket and headed for the
car, The drive home was quiet, with Matthew focused on the
dark roads and Claire scanning the ground on each side, look-
ing for wolves, It was too soon to press him anymore about

getting in to sce the lab, She knew that. She could smedf it.

But all the same, the words “please take me to see my mother”

were ready to leap out of her mouth, and she struggled to keep
them contained,

“Now you're the one who seems quiet,” said Matthew.

Claire shrugged. Yeah, if yon only knew bow bard I was
working to stay guiet. “A little, I guess. Hey, um, are you busy
tomorrow night?”

“Yeah—1I have soccer practice until late. I'm not free again
until Saturday.”

Claire swallowed her disappointment. Saturday seemed like

a year away. “Okay,” she said finally. “Saturday sounds great,”

Martthew lit up like a struck match, “Great! 1 have soc-
cer practice until five, but after that, I'm all yours. Was there
something special vou wanted to do?” He squeezed her hand,

“T don't know. Let's just see how it goes.” Claire squeezed
back.

Thats the understatement of the year.

The feel of his palm, warm against hers, sent a litele ribbon
of excitement sliding between her shoulder blades.

When he kissed her pood night, guilt and desire and the
sinking feeling that she was in too deep with Matthew spun
together inside her, It would all be so much casier if she didn'
actually care about him, if he hadnt just admitted that he

thought his father was wrong,
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CLAIRE SLIPPED INTO the house and found Lisbeth on
the couch, curled up around an enormous bowl of ice cream.
“I'm home and I'm not late, and I'm going to go take a shower
now, okay?”

Lisbeth squinted at her, “You haven't been smoking, have

-Tr

you?

“Huh?"

“Well, you're rushing to take a shower . .. ,” Lisbeth said
pointedly.

For one second, Claire felt like every other sixteen-year-

old on carth, “Lisbeeeth, that's crazy. It’s hot outside. T got

sweaty. I want to take a shower, I don't smoke! God.”. .. | dess,
she added silently.

“Well, pood. You'd better not, I mean, the toxins they put
into those death-sticks ., " She wrinkled her nose.

Claire rolled her eves and stalked upstairs to her bath-
room. She pulled off her shirt, examining the bruise on her
ribs where Zahlia had crashed into her. Why would Zahlia
have threatened to attack Matthew? It could have been her
idea of revenge—Dr Engle’s son in exchange for Marie, “An
eye for an eye” sort of thing. But then, why would she have
charged at Claire like that? And her creepy apartment . . .
Claire couldn't make sense of it all, but whatever was going on
with Zahlia, she needed to be stopped before she got captured
too, Or before she kills a human.

Her phone rang and Claire flipped open the phone with-
out even looking at the screen,

“Hello?"

“Claaaaaaaire!!! Guess what? I'm coming HOME!"

It was Emily. A very excited Emily.

“I—really? Already?”

“T know I said I'd call, but when I talked to my mom,
she said she'd come right out to get me, and then my battery
died—anyway, long story short, I'm coming back! And in time
for Drama Club tryouts, too! I'm absolutely dying to see vou,
Claire. I'll be home Friday. When can we get together? What

about Saturday?”
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Claire fele a half smile twitch across her mouth, She could

imagine it—Emily lounging on Claire’s bed, painting her toe-
nails, digping through Claire’s closet to trv on anvthing new
she found there.

Except that I can't let ber in my closet—not with the stuff I've
got hidden there. The bloodstains from her hunts had refused
to come out of two shirts and one pair of pants. They were
wadded up in the back corner of her closet, but Emily would
find them.

And L cany exactly try to find Mom and pive myself a pedicure
at the same time, Dammit,

There was no way she could hang out with Emily, In a
flash, Claire understood why her mother had never had any
real friends. Their lives were too different, and it hurt too
much to have it constantly thrown in your face like that.

“T'wish T could, but I have plans with Marthew.” At least
it wasn't a lie.

“Hey, that's fantastic! You guys are getting pretty serious,
huh”

“Yeah, we are, actually,”

“Fine, then T'll let you off the hook for Saturday on ene
condition: I Want, Details, And T mean, like, boxers-or-briefs
details.” There was a wicked edge to Emily’s voice. “When can
1 see vou?”

“Um, actually, my phone’s about to dic and I'm totally

exhausted, but I'll call vou, okay?”
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“Oh, uh, sure.” Emily sounded let down and Claire felt
responsible.

Claire hung up and flopped back on her bed. The truth of
who she was, what she was, hung over her like a lead umbrella.
Her mother had told her over and over that it would get easier,
that Claire would become like an oyster. “The rauth, chérie, the
secred—it is like a grain of sand. You must hold it inside the way
an gyster does, smoctling it over and over until it becomes a fewe!
that makes you stronger, more valuable, even though ne one can see
it inside you. It will ondy burt at first.”

But I'm not a damn gyster, Mother. This truth was much
bigger than a grain of sand, and it grew every day. Claire could
feel herself straining at the edges, stretched to the point of
explosion with the effort of keeping it contained. For what
felt like the twelve millionth time, she went from feeling like
being a werewolf made her superior to being certain that her
condition was a curse.

She curled up on her comforter, Qutside the window,
the moon rose, pale against the darkening sky. She was run-
ning out of time—in only a few weeks the moon would be
full, and Dr. Engle would take her mother away from her
forever.

Claire pressed a fist against her mouth to muffle her
whimpers and let the tears roll down her cheeks. She was so
alone that she ached with it.

Hours later, Claire rolled herself up in her covers and
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closed her swollen eves, She slept fitfully, Nightmares jolted
her awake again and again.

Shortly after dawn finally broke, Claire stumbled downstairs
and poured herself a cup of coffee. She wrapped her hands
around the hot mug and wandered down the quiet hall.

Without exactly meaning to, she ended up in front of her
mother's darkroom. Even with Marie sitting in a cage at Dr.
Engle’s lab, Claire couldn’t bring herself to break the cardinal
rule about food or drink in her mother's workspace. She set
the coffee on the little table next to the door and went in. The
computer screen stared acress the room at her, like a giant eye.
Claire sat down in front of it and pulled up the same file she'd
tried to get into the day before.

She missed her mother. Terribly. [ wonder if she misses me
as much. Claire stared at the password box on the screen, just
as an idea crept into her head. Was it possible?

Slowly, she typed the letters into the blank field and hit
ENTER. The file opened immediately. All the words she'd tried
before, and she'd never once thought that her mother would
have used her own daughter’s name. The password was Claire,
after all.

Claire blinked back the tears that had gathered in the cor-
ners of her eyes and focused on the image of the forest at night

that had appeared on the screen. It wasn't like her mother’s

usual work—the photo looked rushed, unprofessional. Claire
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let the slideshow run, squinting at the screen, It looked like her
maother had been in the woods, taking pictures from behind
the protective curtain of pines. There was something out past
the tree line, but it was hard to make out. The pictures had
been taken without a flash, but her mother had obviously been
using a slow shutter speed so that whatever she was aiming at
would show up on the photao,

But her subject had been moving.

Claire stared at the blur in front of her. A jolt of recogni-
tion shot through her and Claire whimpered. She'd seen pic-
tures of that same house before. 1t was where the man had
been killed and left right out on his lawn, The man the seule
bad killed. In front of the house was a half-light, half-dark
blur, OF, Jesns, Mom saw i# bappen—ihe was photographing the
whale thing! The pictures darkened and sharpened as Marie
tried to get a clearer shot of the struggle in front of the house.
Claire could only make out the indistinet shape of a very dark
wolf.

As the slideshow flicked forward, the man’s body suddenly
stood out as clearly as the bricks on his house. He lay perfectly
still, his mangled torso hideous against the cheerful daisies
that bloomed behind him, Next to her victim, the wolf blurred
as she moved away from the body.

The last two photos showed the wolf clearly, In the first
she stared down at the mess in front of her, but her back was

to the camera. The next photo shewed her at the man's back
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gate, her face mostly obscured by one of the sunflowers grow-
ing next to the fence. A dark lupine chin and a few gleaming
teeth were clearly visible beneath one of the blooms, but that
was it. Claire watched the two photos play over and over again,
her frustration building higher with cach flash of the sereen.
Something seemed so familiar about the pictures, the last one
especially.

Claire stared at the sunflower, blocking the seule's face
with its too-big center and fringe of petals. She'd never really
liked that particular flower. They were corny, somehow. The
image of the sunflower in Zahlia’s apartment jumped into
her mind.

Zablia never scemed like someone whe would keep sunflowers
arpund,

Wait—awhy would she . . . #

b, Shit,

Maybe it was a coincidence. It could be a eoincidence.
Claire sat frozen at the computer, remembering the other
things in Zahlia's weird little office. With her stomach churn-
ing, she clicked open the Internet and looked up the name of
the editor whod been killed.

The search engine found it instantly. Dave McKinney.
The briefease on Zahlias office floor—the initials on it had
been DRM,

Claire pushed away from the desk, her hands clenched so
tightly that her fingernails cut into her palms,
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The dog. The one on Zahlia's bed. One of the victim's
dogs had gone missing when they'd been murdered.

It had been Zahlia. Shed killed every one of those poor
people.

Claire turned and vomited all over the darkroom floor.

When she quit heaving, Claire snapped off the monitor
and put her head down on the desk.

How could Zahlia have killed all those people? The same
werewolf who had helped her when no one else would, prac-
ticed with her in the woods—how could she be so savage? Oh,
Gaod, and shed threatened Matthew.

After Claire wiped up the mess on the floor, she picked up
the phone and dialed Matthew's cell,

“Hello?" Sleep thickened his voice, bur Claire was more
focused on the fact that he was still breathing,

She glanced at the little clock on the computer. It wasn't
even eight o’ clock yet. *Oh, crap, I didn't realize it was so early,
Matthew. I'm sorry—T'll call—I mean, why don't you just call
me later?”

“No, Claire, it’s fine. Really. The reporters start calling my
dad at eight, anyway. I can't sleep with the house phone ring-
ing off the hook like that, I'd much rather wake up to you than
to the Daily Herald.”

Claire blushed.

“Hey, do you still want to do something Saturday night?”

“Yeah, that'd be great.”
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What I have in mind is probably not what you're planning,
thomgh.

“Cool. Listen, I should get showered before the reporters
start breaking down the front door. Is six o'clock okay?”

The idea of Matthew showering made it hard for Claire

to focus on her answer,

“Sure, I'll have Lisbeth bring me over on her way to voga,”

Claire tried to focus on the thought of secing Matthew,
instead of dwelling on the fact that she'd be lyving like hell the

entire time.

On Saturday, Claire had Lisbeth drop her off two blocks
away from the Engles’, in front of Yolanda Adams’s house,
Fortunately, Lisbeth was running late enough that she didn’t
wait to see if Claire got into the house before she drove away.
Once the car was out of sight, Claire walked over to the
Engles’. As she paced up the front walk she noticed the front
flowerbeds were dotted here and there with lietle statues,
Garden gnomes. Exactly like the one on Zahlia’s desk.
The rage that filled Claire stopped her, gluing her feet to the
cracked concrete path. Zahlia hadn't just threatened Matthew.
She'd been here, Watching, Planning, Claire struggled to
control herself, to unclench her jaw. She was already late—
if Matthew saw her like this, it could throw off the whole
night. She'd deal with Zahlia later. And as long as she and

Matthew were together, she'd make damn sure that no out-
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of-her-mind werewolf came within swiping distance of him,

Claire took a couple of deep breaths and walked up to the
door, which had been left ajar, It was six fifteen on the nose
when Claire walked into the Engles’ kitchen. At the table,
Matthew and his dad sat cating sandwiches and what smelled
to Claire like canned soup. Dr. Engle smiled at her with too
many teeth and waved to an empty chair,

“Claire, welcome. Please, sit and have a little bite with vs.”
He was clearly trving to be hospitable, but he still creeped
Claire out. “I made enough for three, but Mrs. Engle isn't feel-
ing well.”

The look on Matthew's face said that she had interrupted
something—Dr. Engle’s expression said he was glad that
she had.

Claire slid into the chair. *I've already eaten, thanks.”
Under the table, she clenched her hands into tight fists, The
urge to throttle the egotistical jerk until he admitted he'd been
wrong about her mother was almost more than she could bear.
The effort of holding herself in check made her bones hurt.

“We can go as soon as I'm done.” Matthew's voice was
acidic. He shoved a large corner of sandwich into his mouth
and chewed like he wanted to hurt it

Claire looked from Matthew to Dr. Engle.

“Ah, actually"—Dr. Engle stirred his soup, focusing on the
letter-shaped noodles that floated to the surface—"Channel

Six will be here in a few minutes. They'd like a family member
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to be in the story, and 1 think it’s a good angle. I was hoping
your mother would be able to participate, but that's obviously
not a possibility. It won't take long—TI"1 just need a few min-
utes from you, and then you and Claire can go. I'm sure Claire
won't mind waiting a bit, will vou?” He turned the piranha-
smile on her again, and Claire felt her lip curl in response.

I know how to play you.

She turned the curled lip into a simper and tilted her head
to one side, “Oh, Dr. Engle, 1 couldn't possibly say. Whatever
Martthew wants will be just fine with me.” Gag.

He beamed and licked his lips, *See? What a help she is!
So,it’s settled. You'll do the interview,”

Matthew tossed his sandwich crust back onto his plate
and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Sure, I'll do
it.” He shot Claire the tiniest look. “But you know what I'll be
telling them,”

“Wha—now. Matthew. 1 thought we were finished dis-
cussing the issue.”

The look in Dr. Engle’s eyes chilled Claire. The fury of the
self-righteous nestled there like ice,

“You're right. I am done discussing it. You're wrong about
the werewolf, Dad. You're not going to listen to me and I'm
not going to listen to you. But I'm sure the thousands of people
watching Channel Six tonight will be very interested to hear
what I have to say. And I bet that someone from Lycanthropy

Researchers will be watching too,”
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D1, Engle stood up. *1 will not tolerate you defending that
soulless creature for one more second. It doesn’t have the right
to live among humans—its a mistake, a mutation, It should
never have existed at all!®

The snarl rose in Claire’s throat before she could stop it
“You don't know what you're talking about.” She stood and
faced him, nostrils flared.

Matthew's mouth fell open.

Dr. Engle gave a short, hard laugh, "Of course not. I'm
only one of the most innovative lycanthropy researchers in
the nation. I'm part of the Federal Human Protection Agency.
Why would T know what I'm talking about?” He looked up
at the ceiling as though he could find patience in its smooth,
white expanse,

Claire bit her lip. O&, crap. I really should bave kept my
month shad, What if be figures ouf that my mom is 1be wolf that he
captured? From underneath her lowered eyelids, she scanned
his face. It held plenty of anger, but no suspicion.

“And you"—Dr. Engle turned to Matthew—"would do
well to remember that it is never wise to bite the hand that
feeds you.” He threw his napkin down onto the table. *Now, if
you'll excuse me, [ need to go prepare for the news crew,”

He stalked out of the room, and Claire heard a door slam
in another part of the house.

Matthew pushed away his plate. *God, I'm sorry he's such

an ass.” He looked at Claire. “T can't believe you stood up to
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him like that. Evervone else just buys his crap without even
thinking about it." Admiration shone in his eyes.

“Buver beware, right?” Claire grinned. Tonight was going to
be her night. Matthew was furious enough with his father that
she was sure she could convince him to show her where the lab
was. Once she knew how to get in, all she had to do was figure
out how to sneak her mother out without being seen,

Maybe once she got her mother back they could start their
own pack, just the two of them, Let Beatrice and Victoria clean
up the mess Zahlia had made. Her mother shouldn't have to
sneak around doing the work that their Alpha was too scared
to do. That was the only reason she'd gotten caught, after all.
If Beatrice had kept Zahlia in check, her mother never would
have been captured.

“Ready to go?” Matthew asked.

Claire nodded. She blinked hard, clearing her head, and

followed Matthew out to the car.

They drove around aimlessly while Matthew ranted about his
father. Claire’s senses strained as she tracked his scent, his
expression, the way he held his body. Carefully, she fed his
rage, using little comments and almost unnoticeable gestures,
The last thing she wanted was for him to think that she was
egging him on,

“It’s just ridiculous!” Matthew pounded the steering wheel

with the heel of his hand. “T mean, you should see this wolf,
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Claire. It's the most gentle thing—1I know it’s an animal, but,
dammit, there is nothing evil about it!"

Her surge of adrenaline was strong enough to be painful,
This was the moment,

“Twish I condd see it,” she said softly. *1Fit’s really as gentle
as you say ..." An image of her mother ripping at a newly dead
deer flashed through her mind. Well shes gemtle where people
are cancerned, af leasl.

Matthew turned to her, his eves ablaze, *You can!”

Success leapt through Claire. “Really?” She kept the excite-
ment in her voice to the tniest glimmer,

“Yes. Dad'll be busy with the freaking media for hours,
and no one goes to the lab at night, anvway.” His face turned
serious. “You'd have to swear never to tell a soul that I took
you.”

“Of course,” Claire said.

“Okay.” Matthew’s grip on the steering wheel turned pur-
poseful. “It’ll only take us about ten minutes to get there. My

dad"—he snorted—"hates long commutes.”
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THE BUILDING LOOQKED exactly the same as the ones on
cither side of itz a long stretch of cinderblock, punctuated with
corrugated metal doors, Far above, a lighted sign announced
to the highway SELF sTORAGE! FIRST MONTH FREE! Claire
stared at Matthew. In the eerie light of the mercury lamps, his
face looked drawn.

“Why are we here? Isn't your dad’s lab at the university
somewhere?” She kept her voice to a whisper.

Matthew shook his head. “He has two labs, That one's
mostly for show. He kept the werewolf there long enough for

the news crews to get their shots, but then he and his lab techs

brought it here. This is where he does all of his actual experi-
ments and stuff. No one knows about it, except for him and
the techs, And Mom and me, obviously,”

Claire trembled at the thought of what must be going
on in this building if Dr, Engle needed to keep it so secret,
The two of them pressed against the damp stone wall, wait-
ing, watching. On one side of the facility, the highway wound
past in a concrete ribbon, but the other side was bordered by a
copse of trees at the edge of a farm. Finding her way back here
later would be easier than Claire had hoped.

“MNo one's going to catch us sneaking in, right?”

Matthew shook his head. “It's Saturday. Everyone leaves
at five on Saturdays, and they dont come back until eight
oclock Monday morning, My dad'’s always going on about
how Sunday’s a ‘day of worship and rest.”™

We'll have a whole day’s head start after I get ber out. But all
she could think to say was, “Oh, okay.”

It was nearly impossible to be patient when her mother
was so close. She had to do something to quiet the itching in
her limbs. “So, which door is it?”

The corner of Matthew’s mouth turned up. “All of them.
He had the building converted. He rents this one, all the way
down to the end. As long as he keeps sending the owners a fat
check every month, I don't think they care what he does,”

Claire’s mouth fell open as she did a quick calculation.

The lab was nearly a city block long,
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“Okay, I think we're clear. We've gotta pet down to the
fifth door. The lock’s broken on that one, but no one knows it
When 1 say go, we run.”

“Got it.” Claire’s breath quickened and she bent her knees.

“Go,” Matthew whispered and took off at a sprint. He
was no match for a werewolf, but the hours of soccer training
showed in the way he ran. For a human, he was fast,

He glanced back at Claire in surprise, one hand on the
door handle. *You should go out for track,” he said, wrenching
open the metal with a twist. “You're wicked quick.”

You bave no idea.

Claire grinned to herself as they slipped into the lab and
the scent of her mother washed over her,

In the darkness, the instruments glimmered like stars, No
papers littered the counters, no school pictures stood next to
the computer moniters—it was as bare and soulless as Zahlia's
apartment had been. Claire grimaced at the memory of the
dog lving on the black wolf's bed.

“T don't want to turn on the lights,” Matthew whispered,
“just in case. Can vou make it through in the dark?”

Claire squelched an urge to snort. Her eyesight was good
enough to read the brand names on the lab equipment. “Yeah,
I'll be okay,” she said. She could smell her mother at the far
north end of the lab, Make an effort to seem buman, Clairve,

“So, um, where's the cage?”

Matthew took her hand, and Claire cursed the Little elec-
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tric tingles that shot up her arm. This i mof the fime, Tm bere fo
Sfind my mother. I can ignore my hormones. She repeated it like
a mantra as he pulled her clumsily through the lab, He made
it so hard to focus. Standing up to his father like that made
it difficult for Claire to remember that he would run away
screaming if he knew what she really was.

Claire’s breathing grew ragged when she spotted the silver
bars of the cage at the back of the lab.

Matthew peered over his shoulder at her. *Scared?” There
was no taunting in his voice, just concern.

Claire shook her head. “Just, uh, trving not to trip.”

The cage came into full view and Claire struggled to keep
from whimpering,

Her maother lay curled up in the corner of the cage with her
nose tucked underneath her tail. Misery shimmered around her
like an aura,

Without thinking, Claire took a few quick steps toward
the silver wolf,

A strong arm eaught Claire across the chest. “Easy, " Matthew
whispered. “T don't want you to startle it.”

Claire nodded and forced herself to move more slowly.
In her human form, she couldn’t communicate with her
mother silently. Marie lifted her head and stared straight at
Claire for a moment before she slunk to the front of the cage
and pressed her flank against the bars. Ignoring Matthew's

astonished gasp, Claire knelt down and pressed her forehead
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against the soft fur of her mother's neck. The wolf whim-
pered too softly for human ears to hear. Hot tears leaked
out of Claires eves and dripped down onte her mother’s
pelt. Claire stroked her mother's haunches, feeling the bones
underneath. On top of evervthing else, Dr. Engle wasn't
feeding her enough.

“I'm so sorry,” she whispered. Matthew was only a few feet
away, so it was hard to talk quietly enough that he wouldn't
hear, and there was so much Claire wanted to sav. “I'm going
to get vou out before the full moon,” she murmured, fighting
off the dragging weight of her sadness,

Matthew's shoes squeaked on the linoleum when he finally

walked up to the cage. *You really aren’t scared of anything,
are you?”

Claire looked up at him. “I'm not scared of this wolf,” she
said, “T can't believe anyone thinks it's okay to treat her like
this.”

Claire mistook the astonishment that flashed across
Martthew's face when she turned to him. He’s surprised that I'm
erying,

“How—how did you know it was a female?” He knelt
down next to her,

O, crap.

“I—I think I heard it on TV,” Claire stammered. Her
mother’s ears pricked up, and Claire felt the muscles in the

wolf's side ripple in concern,
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“Really?” Matthew cautiously ran his fingertips along the
wolt’s shoulder. “Huh. Dad really wanted to keep that secret.
He'll be megapissed if it's gotten out.”

“Oh," Claire said. “Maybe I'm mixed up. I thought I'd
heard that, but it must have just been a lucky guess.” Change
the subject, change the subject! “Um, how many times have you
visited it?” Talking about her mother this way when she was
close enough to touch made Claire nauseous.

A few times,” Matthew said. “It took me a while to get
brave enough to pet it like this, though.”" While he stroked
the wolf, Claire made the most of her night vision, looking
for a way to get her mother out of the cage. The bars were
solid—too solid to be harmed even by a werewolf in its prime.
Déviensly, or Moem wonld afready be free. They have fo keep a key
around here somewbere. . . .

Claire’'s mother began to pant, and Claire could smell the
hunger on her breath. “Is there any meat around here?” she
asked Matthew.

“You—you want to feed it?”

“She looks hungry,” Claire used the word “she” carefully.
The sooner she could get Matthew to see that the animal in
front of them wasn't a #hing, but a feeling, thinking creature,
the better.

Matthew pursed his lips. “There’s food in the fridge, but
my dad says if it’s fed too much, it'll get bloodlust and they

might not be able to control it.”
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“Do you think there's a chance he's wrong about that, too?”
Claire stared at him intently. “Matthew, he's starving her.” She
ot up and walked to the refrigerator. Let bim chew on that
one for a minute. Inside the immaculate fridge, test tubes and
bottles covered the top rack, but the bottom two shelves were
stuffed full of family-sized packages of hot dogs. Cheap bor
dggs, Claire noted with disgust. She bent down and grabbed
four packages of the food from the bottom shelf. After she
pulled the other packages forward, it didn't even look like any-
thing was missing.

Claire hurried back to the cage and knelt down in front
of it. Matthew stared at her strangely while she ripped off
the plastic wrappers and slid the meat through the bars, The
smell of it hit her like a slap—it was no better than dog food.
Her mother dragged the hot dogs to the back corner of her
cage and gulped it down, The whine of relief that whistled
through her nose as she ate sent desperation zipping through
Claire. She couldn't leave her mother here for one more min-
ute, not with what Dr. Engle was making her endure.

Claire looked at Matthew, her patience worn thin, “What?”
There was more sting to the question that she'd meant to show.

He leaned back. “Sorry. It’s just—I didn't expect anyone
to understand why I didn't hate it—I mean, hate her. But you
seetn to feel even sorrier for her than I do, I'm just surprised,
that's all.”

Claire ran a hand across her forehead. She really had to
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be more careful, *You told me she wasn't dangerous,” she said.
“And I trust you.” Flustered, Claire turned to ball up the trash
from the hot dogs. It § the froth. I do trust bim.

Marthew's warm hand brushed her hair back from her
face and he leaned toward her, Out of the corner of her eyve,
Claire saw her mother eock her head at them. Before he eould
kiss her, Claire ducked to the side and gave him a brief hug,
Lherek no way Lm bissing anyone in front of my mother,

“It’s late,” she whispered., "We should get home before
Lisbeth kills me.”

“Oh, yeah, vou're right.”

Claire could feel his confusion through the shift of the
muscles in his back,

“Thanks for bringing me,” she whispered. Claire pulled
away from him and they both looked at the caged wolf.

“We'll come back soon,” Matthew said.

Claire couldn't tell if he was talking to her or to her mother.
He started back to the door. Claire hesitated, She stared into
her mother’s gold-flecked eyes.

“Be ready,” Claire mouthed. “I'm coming back for you,”

The silver wolf blinked and twitched her tail once.

Before he could notice her dawdling, Claire followed
Matthew back through the maze of equipment. If only she'd
been able to find a key! I¢ doesn’t matter. Il find it next time,
even if it means that 1 have to tear this entive place apart. Which

mig bt not be a bad idea, anyway.
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QOutside, Claire took long breaths of the night air. The
disinfectant smell of the lab lingered in her nose. She turned
to Matthew. *1 wish evervone could see that,”

He suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Yeah, but we can't
tell anvone, okay? 1 mean, 1 wish there was something we
could do about it, but no one's going to believe us instead of
my dad, vou know?”

Claire opened her mouth, ready to disagree, when some-
thing moved at the far end of the building, She blinked and
wondered if the tree shadows were playing tricks on her eyes.
The security light showed nothing but a bare expanse of con-
crete and a chain link fence,

But then, whatever was out there twitched again and a
pair of vellow eyes flashed in the darkness, Zahlia streaked
toward the fence, her blackness separating from the shadows
of the trees, She was coming for them,

Claire had always heard people say that certain things hap-
pened in slow motion—a car accident, a bad fall, the moment
before a glass smashed against the floor. Each step Zahlia took
registered in Claire’s mind like a photo, She could almost hear
the saap of the shutter. Matthew had his back to Zahlia. He
didn't see her coming. Before Claire made her decision, she
had time to register two scparate thoughts: If e sees me change,
bis father will kill me. It was the second thought that was the
strongest. Not him, not new. The moment those four words

flowed though her mind, Claire threw off her clothes and
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burst into her true form. Please, she prayed, fer dim not have
seen me nabed

Without looking at his face, Claire knocked Matthew
into the alcove of the lab door and bounded past him, Zahlia
cleared the fence with one leap and landed in the pool of blu-
ish light. Her head lowered and she laid her ears back.

Claire mirrored Zahlia’s posture while a low warning
growl rumbled in her throat. She tried to tell Zahlia to stop,
but Zahlia acted as though she hadnt understood, Her shoul-
ders hunched under her dark fur,

The cost of meddling is higher than you thought it wonld be,
Young One. Yon will not stop me, You can’t, Zahlia growled, bar-
ing her teeth,

Claire shook her head and whined as the noise filled
her cars. That moment of distraction was all Zahlia needed.
Behind Claire, Martthew let out a gasp as Zahlia charged
at her.

Claire crouched low and bucked hard just as Zahlia
reached her. The black wolf flew over Claire’s back and landed
hard on the pavement, but not before she managed to grab the
very tip of Claire’s ear in her tecth. Claire spun around before
Zahlia could attack again. Blood from her frayed ear dripped
onto the ground below her.

Zahlia glanced at Matthew, crouched in the doorway. You
firse, she said, baring her teeth to Claire. Then him.

Claire slammed herself into Zahlias flank, her teeth
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snapping at Zahlia’s dark neck, Zahlia twisted her head away
at the last second, and Claire was left with a mouthful of fur,
The pavement rushed up at Claire’s snout as Zahlia spun out
of her grip. Claire tucked her shoulder under and rolled hard.
Zahlia's claws landed where Claire’s eyes had been only a
moment before. Leaping to her feet, Claire jumped hard and
landed on top of Zahlia, knocking her to the ground. There
was a huoffing sound as the air rushed out of Zahlia's lungs.
Winded, Zahlia rolled over onto her back, Before she could
get her teeth around the soft underside of Claire's belly, Claire
slashed at Zahlia’s snout with her paw,

The dark wolf let out a howl. Blood poured down her
nose and ran into her eves, Claire locked at Zahlia, blinded
and defenseless, her throat exposed. She faltered, unable to
complete the kill. Without thinking, Claire snapped her jaws
around Zahlia’s front paw. She heard the bones crunch under
her teeth. Zahlia screamed in pain.

Claire heard a metallic ¢lang behind her and whirled
around in time to see the lab door slam shut. Matthew had
barticaded himself inside the lab, Good. When she spun back
to face Zahlia, the black wolf was already halfway through
the open gate. She hobbled along, three-legged and blood-
covered.

Exhilaration flooded Claire. She'd stopped Zahlia, at
least for a little while. Zahlia wouldn't attack anyone with a

mangled paw—she couldn’t. Mom will know what te do. The
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endorphins that surged through Claire started to fade, Her
ear throbbed where Zahlia had bitten her, but it was nothing
compared to the pain of realizing that Matthew had seen her
transtorm.

New what do I daf
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CLAIRES FIRST INSTINCT was to hide. To go wait until
Matthew left the lab and then find a way to free her mother.
But if she could talk to him, reason with him, maybe he
wouldn't tell his father what she was. Just maybe he wouldn't
hate her,

Pain surged through her when she forced herself back into
her human body. Claire wineed when she yanked her shirt
over her damaged car. She kept one arm wrapped around her
sore ribs and limped toward the lab door. Tt was locked.

“Matthew?” she called. “Please, let me in. I can explain!”

Knocking on the metal door sent a stinging jolt down her

arm, She'd been too focused to notice her injuries while she
was fighting with Zahlia, but now they crowded around her,
screaming for attention,

“Matthew?” she tried again. “Please, just let me in. Every-
thing'll be okay, I promise, I—1 won't hurt yvou. 1 wesldn's hurt
you. Please, just let me in.” Claire's voice broke and tears ran
down her checks,

Inside, she could hear furniture being dragged across the
floor.

“Just go away!" Matthew's voice sounded thin and panicky.

“Matthew, I'm not going anywhere until yvou listen to me.
We can do it through the door if you want, but we have to
talk.” She was bawling in earnest now, hiccupping between
words. Her ear ached, and the blood that coated the side of
her neck had gone sticky. “Please. I only did it to save you,
Matthew. 1 didn't know what else to do—she would have
killed you!”

Claire heard him lean up against the door,

“How—how . . . all this time, you knew and you didn't tell
mez” Matthew’s voice sounded stronger, in spite of his stam-
mering. “How could you#”

“Exactly,” Claire wept. “How could T have told you?
Matthew, your dad kills werewolves for a living. What did you
expect me to do?”

“Cures them,” Matthew muttered from inside the lab.

“He ... dammic.”
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Claire let out a keening sob, He dido't understand—shed
lost him. She'd only revealed herself to save him, and now
she'd ruined everything, What if he told his father? Dr. Engle
would kill her and her mother both.

She heard the sound of something heavy being moved on
the other side of the door. The soft cfick of the lock being
opened startled her and she jumped back. Slowly, Matthew
opened the door the tiniest crack. “Oh my God, Claire, you're
bleeding!” He threw open the door the rest of the way.

“Yeah," she said ruefully, “T know.”

He reached out to touch her, but his hand started to shake.

“T'm sorry vou had to see that,” she whispered, “but 1
couldn't just let her kill you.” Carefully, she took a step toward
him and reached out her hand. “Let me—"

“No, wait!” Matthew interrupted, moving back into the
lab. His foot tangled with the legs of a metal stool behind him
and he fell.

“Martthew, I'm not going to hurt vou!” Claire knelt down,
“Let me help you up.”

“Don't you touch me. You—ryou're one of them.”

“If I wanted to hurt you, don't you think I would have done
it already? You were right, There are more werewolves around

than you think, but most of us are totally peaceful. Zahlia's

crazy, Matthew, but I'm not like that, You have to believe me,”

He scrambled to his feet, shaking his head. *Why would 1

believe you now when vou've been lying to me all along? The
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only reason vou dido’t hurt me was so that vou could find this
place—see the other wolf”

Claire felt her cheeks burn.

“T'm right, aren't I¥" The scents of fear and anger rolled off
his skin in hot waves,

“Matthew, yvou don't understand.” She looked up at him.
Hed edged toward to the door, Claire could see his muscles
bunched, tensed to run.

“What don't I understandz”

“The wolf your dad captured—she's my mother.”

Matthew stopped dead,

“Please, Matthew. I'm telling you the truth, Think about it.
Things started between us way before my mother was caught, I
needed—I need—vyour help, that’s true, but it’s because you're
the only one who sees how things really are. Didn't you just
bring me here to see how gentle this supposed ‘monster’ really
was?” Claire pointed at the cage in the far corner.

“We're werewolves. It's true, There’s nothing 1 can do
about that, or, believe me, I would have done it already. Do you
thirk T want to be like this? To know that every month, I have
to turn into something that everyone else on the planet wants
dead? Do you think T fike being the thing that gives people
nightmares? I didn't ask for this Matthew, but I'm making the
best of it that | can. 5o is my mother, She's never hurt anyone,
She never weonld hurt anyone. Please. Even if you can't help us,

please don't tell your father.” Claire took a breath and played
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her last card. 1 saved yvour life, and T would do it again, Don't
make me regret that.”

Matthew stared at her hard. He shook his head, once,
twice, and then disappeared out the lab door into the night.
Claire watched him go, her insides twisting with pain and
fear. In the back corner of the lab, her mother whimpered,
and determination settled over Claire like dew on the morn-
ing grass. Before she did anything else, she was going to get
her mother out of that damn cage. On shaky legs, she walked
back to the cage.

Claire was startled to sce the body of a woman and not
a wolf waiting for her. Her mother lay on the ground in her
human form, bone-white and disturbingly thin.

Wy did she transform?

“Where is the key?” Claire asked.

“Dans le congélateur,” her mother whispered.

She couldn't remember the English words. Claire sud-
denly knew how bad things really were.

“Mom, I—"

Marie heaved herself up onto the point of her emaciated
elbow. “Freezer,” she groaned.

Claire sprinted across the lab and wrenched open the
freezer door. Inside was a bottle of imported vodka, three trays
of ice cubes, and a tiny ceramic bowl with a silver key in it. The
freezing metal bit at her fingertips when she snatched it from

its dish. She yanked a long white lab coat from a hook next
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to the refrigerator and ran back over to the cage, It was only a
moment before she had the key's teeth jammed into the lock,
twisting it open so hard and fast that she nearly snapped it in
half. The door swung open and Claire scrambled inside.

Gently, she covered her mother with the coat, Claire knelt
and lifted her mother's head into her lap. She stroked her
greasy, matted hair, *It’s okay,” she murmured. “We're going to
get out of here.”

Marie opened her eyes and looked at Claire. *You should
have left me,” she murmured.

“What?” Claire’s hand stopped midstroke.

“It would have been safer, for you—for the pack, T would
not be the first wolf in our history to sacrifice herself for the
good of the rest.” She closed her eves and a pained expres-
sion washed across her face. When her gaze met Claire’s again,
there was no reproach in it. “But T am glad you did not leave
me, chérie. You should have, but 1 am very glad that you did
not.”

Tears filled Claire’s eyes and she struggled to hold them
back. “I would never leave you,” she whispered fiercely. “Never,”
Somewhere in the lab, a machine whirred, reminding Claire of
where they were. “Can you walk? We really have to get out of
here.”

“That is why I transformed. You must help me, but, yes, |
think I can walk.”

Claire’s mother rose gingerly, holding on to Claire for
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support. Claire helped her button the lab coat. The fabric
hung awkwardly from her mother's thin shoulders, but at least
she was covered. With their arms wrapped tightly around cach
other, Claire and her mother slowly made their way out of the
lab, stopping to put the key back in the freezer. They inched
their way toward the safety of the woods. Every second that
passed made Claire’s blood hum with anxiety. She was sure
that Dr. Engle and his antiwerewolf militia would appear at
any moment, ready to kill them both,

When they reached the shelter of the trees, Claire lowered
her mother onto the trunk of a fallen ash tree to rest, Marie
sat with her hands on her knees, drawing in deep breaths of
the clear night air. Claire sniffed at the breeze, There was no
scent of Zahlia, but she couldn’t keep her gaze away from the
shifting shadows in the forest.

“What?" Marie eved her suspiciously.

Claire picked at the bark beneath her. *I'm worried that
Zahlia’s out here,”

“That bitch,” she snarled. "I heard her assault you outside
the lab tonight.”

Claire hesitated. *I don't get why Zahlia did what she did.
Why did she kill those people? Why come after Matthew
and me?”

Her mother struggled to speak, “Zahlia has always wanted
to be second-in-command of our pack. And she was poised

to do so. But then Zahlia’s mother—she thought that she had
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found evidence that showed our kind were to hunt humans
once a year, as a tribute to the Goddess. Beatrice agreed with
me when 1 said that Zahlia’s mother was doing nothing more
than searching for a loophole in our laws in order to fulfill
her horrific appetites. Zahlias mother left the pack before she
could be disciplined. Because of her mother, Zahlia lost her
chance at power, She has alwavs felt that was my fault.

“T think that this was her idea of revenge. She thought
if I were caught—blamed for murdering innocent humans—
then she would be able to take my place.” She grimaced. “It
almost worked. But she didn't count on you getting in the way.
I assume that's why she attacked you. After all, you ruined her
plans.”

Claire touched her mouth, remembering the feel of
Zahlia's paw between her teeth. “When we fought, I—1 hurt
her pretty badly. T don't shink she can sneak up on us tonight,”

“T hope not,” Marie moaned. *T do not think I am strong
encugh to fight her,and you have already been injured tonight,”

“We just have to make it home,” Claire said encouragingly.
“We can pack some stuft and go straight to the airport, just
leave and never come back. Let Beatrice deal with Zahlia.”
Not that she will, but it not my problem anymore, Claire forced
herself not to think about the fact that leaving Hanover Falls
meant leaving Matthew and Emily, too,

The expression on her mothers face made her look like

an old woman, “Claire, we cannot. It is our responsibility to
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help the pack, As soon as we make it home, I need to contact
the others. Once we can arrange a gathering, then the pack
can determine Zahlia’s punishment. We must also deal with
Matchew. He knows, And unless we can be sure that he will
keep our secret ... well, It must be taken care of one way or
another before we could go. If he tells his father, then there
will be no place where vou and 1 could be safe.”

“What do vou mean, ‘taken care of " Claire choked.

The thin slash of her mothers lips were all the answer
Claire needed,

“You—vou're talking about killing him?!™ she gasped.

Her mother shrugged uncertainly. “Perhaps. Bue enly as
a last resort, only to protect our pack. It is permitted in our
laws—and also in the laws of man, There may be one other
way. In our traditions, there is something called a gardien, a
secret-keeper.”

“Yeah, I know about that, Zahlia told me.” Claire flinched
when she said Zahlia’s name.

Her mother’s lips thinned in disapproval. She sighed. “It
is my hope that he will become one. The humans throughout
our history who have known our identities without revealing
them are offered the protection of our pack in exchange for
their silence. You would be asking Matthew to carry a heavy
burden, Claire.” Her mother’s eyes burned with fever and her
gaze made Claire catch her breath, “It may be a very difficult

choice for him to make, But it is the only way. I am sorry,
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chérie, Now, I sugpest we go, before he makes a choice with-
out even knowing that he has. Every moment we delay only
increases the chance that he has already told his father what
he has seen.”

Claire knelt in the soft carpet of pine needles, her lungs
burning with a scream she could not veice, while her mother
stood and limped deeper into the forest,

In spite of the ache in her belly, Claire hurried after her
mother. The deeper they went into the woods, the jumpier
Claire got. Every twig that snapped in the distance, every
rustle of a bird’s feathers made her start, sure it was Zahlia,
It took them longer to get home than Claire had thought it
would. By the time they crept into the yard, Claire was shak-

ing with the thought of what she had te tell Marthew.

She hurried ahead and peered in the window, One light burned
in the kitchen, but there was no sign of Lisbeth. Claire got her
maother into the house and they both erept upstairs. A note

pinned to her door caught Claire’s eye.

Claire-bear,

Sorry | wasn't here when you got home. Some last-minute
plans came up, and | decided to jurmp on it. Hope that's okay!
I'l be home around ona—call my cell if you need anything,
Hope you had fun!

-L
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She'll be back by onc? Crap.

It was already eleven. If she didn't leave soon, Lisbeth
would be home before Claire could get back.

Claire got her mother into bed and then sprinted back
to her room, ripping the note off the door as she went., She
got cleaned up as fast as she could with her sore ribs. The
shampoo she scrubbed through her hair burned when it
ran into the wound on her ear. On the edge of the sink, her
phone flashed at her—Emily had called four times. Claire
reached out with a soapy hand and turned it off. She'd deal
with Emily later. Tomorrow. Sometime soon, Man, I am a
really sweky friend,

Claire snaked her arm back into the shower and scrubbed
at the dirt under her ragged nails, When she was clean enough
that she didn't look terrifying, Claire slipped into her mother’s
TOOMm,

The silk comforter was pulled up to her mom’s chin—her
frail body barely made a lump under the covers,

Mom:"

“Yes, Claire?” Her mother struggled to keep her eyes open.

“Do you want anything? I have to go—to talk to . . . well.

You know,”

“Thank you, but I will be fine. Please tell Lisbeth, er .. .”

her mother hesitated,
“T'll leave her a note saying that you flew home because

you got sick. That’s true enough. She'll probably come up
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here bugging vou to drink some sort of miracle tea or soup or
something, though.”

“T'hat will be fine. I know how to handle Lisbeth,” A trace
of humor tinged her mother's voice.

Claire grinned. “I'm sure you de.”

“Be careful out there. And Claire?”

Claire cocked her head.

“Thank you. For everything. Not many creatures, human
or wolf, would have done what vou did tonight.”

Claire waved away Marie's gratitude, but she couldn't keep
herself from smiling, *You're my mother,” she said, “Of course
I did it.”

Claire slipped out of the room and crept silently down the
stairs. She left a note for Lisbeth on the table in her best imi-
tation of her mom’s handwriting. Then Claire walked out into
the night, squaring her shoulders against the weight of what

she was about to do.

All but onc window of the Engles” house was dark. Matthew
was still up. If his parents had been asleep when he got home,
there was a chance that he hadn't talked to his dad—that Dr.
Engle didn't know vet,

Claire picked up a handful of the smooth pebbles under-
neath a crabapple tree. Carefully, she lobbed them against
the glass pane. As tense as she was, it would be all too casy to

throw the pebbles hard enough to break the window. Matthew's
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face appeared in the window just as the fourth stone hit the
glass. He leapt back out of sight and Claire cursed under her
breath.

She waited until he peeked out again, and then waved
frantically. Matthew slid the window up a few inches, *Claire?
What are you doing here?”

“We have to talk. I'm sorry 1 lied to you before, I really,
really am. But if you don't listen to me now, we're both going
to regret it,”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you serious? Why
should I believe you now? Can you give me a single reason to
trust you?”

Claire’s nostrils flared and she fought to control her tem-
per. “Okay, T deserved that, I understand why vou're pissed,
Matthew, but this is serious. My mother sent me here.” Hel
right, Tawm a liar, but not Fhis fime,

“T don't care if the pope sent you. I need some space. 1
have to think. And it’s late. I'm going to bed, and you should
go home.”

“T'll go now, if you want, But let me talk to you before
you—before you do anything about it, okay? Tomorrow,
mavbe, after you've had some time to think about stuff?”
Claire hated the whine that crept into her voice, but she
couldn't stop it.

Martthew sighed and rested his head against the window

frame. “Fine, T'll meet you tomorrow night at Greenway Park,
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on the side where we had our picnic, I'm practicing with a
couple of the goalies until eight thirty. I'll be there at nine.”

Claire let out a long breath. Greenway Park would be
really exposed, and who knew how healed Zahlia would be by
tomorrow night? Sall, she wasn't in a position to argue, “Awe-
some. That's perfect. Thank you, Matthew, you don't know
how—"

He cut her off, “Go home, Claire. I'll meet vou tomorrow.”
He closed the window, and Claire's gaze darted to the other
darkened windows on the second floor. They stayed dark.
Matthew hadn't woken his parents,

Claire slunk into the deeper shadows of the backyard and
watched his window until he turned off his light. She checked
her watch—12:18, If she hurried, she could still beat Lisheth
home.

When she made it back to her house, the lights were off.
I made it. Claire hurried inside and checked on her slecping
maother, Exhaustion crept up on her like a spider and her inju-
ries throbbed in time with her heart. She downed a couple of
pain relievers and tumbled into bed. In spite of everything that

had happened, Claire slept like the dead—still and dreamless.

Late the next afternoon, Claire slipped into her mother's room.
“Ah, Claire. How are you feeling?”
Her mother looked more like herself—still pale and sharply
thin, but better.
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Claire shrugged. “My ear hurts, and my ribs, but every-
thing else is pretty much okay. As long as we don't run out of
Advil, I think I'll be fine.”

“I'm glad to hear it. I've just talked to Beatrice, and we're
gathering early tonight, just before dark, It should give us time
to make a plan and then take action before morning.”

“Tonight?” Claire rubbed her eyes, “Crap.”

“Whar#"

Claire sat down hard on the delicate-looking chair near
her mothers bed, “Marthew was too mad to talk to me last
night, But he said he'd meet me at the park tonight, and he
promised not to do anything until after I'd told him . . . well,
you know ... what I have to tell him, He should be there just
about nine oclock.”

“The timing will be bad.” Her mother leaned back against
the pile of pillows, “But talking to him is every bit as impor-
tant as dealing with Zahlia. I will make sure you are able to
meet him.”

Claire licked her lips. “Does Beatrice know about the
Matthew . . . thing:”

“She is the Alpha—1I had to tell her. She is the only one
who can truly grant permission to create a secret-keeper, and
it is her duty to inform the rest of the pack.”

Claire squirmed in her seat. “Ts she angry:”

Marie turned, her dark eyes searching Claire’s face. *She

understands your actions. I know she believes you can convinee

29

Matthew to accept this new role.” She hesitated. “Are vou sure
you trust him? You are sure his father is not on his way here now?”

“I don't have any cheice except to trust him. He could
promise to be a gardien, and still tell. The only difference is

that after tonight, he'll know what would happen to him if he
does.”

“True.” Her mother sighed. “1 hate being afraid, and 1
believe I will be for some time to come.”

“I'm sorry. I know if 1 hadn't changed in front of him like
that, we'd be safe.” Claire hung her head.

“Yes. And he would be dead.” Her mother put one finger
under Claire’s chin and lifted her face, “What you did puts us
in terrible danger, chériz. But vou did it for the right reason. To
save a life is an honorable thing, always, I am not angry with
you. Selfishly, I am frightened, but I am not mad.”

“Thank you.” Claire leaned forward until her head was
pressed against her mother’s shoulder. She'd come so close to
losing her. Her mom wrapped her thin arms around Claire,

“T want you to be careful tonight, chérie. There will be
more than one thing out there that would like to harm you.”

Claire nodded against her mother’s collarbone.

“Good. Now, go get ready. It will look less suspicious if we
leave separately. I will meet you on the other side of the wall
in two hours.”

“Okay.” Claire slipped out of her mother’s embrace and

stumbled into her room,
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* * "

When it was almost time to leave, she brushed her teeth
and threw on o sweatshirt, leaving her hair down to hide her
injured car from Lisbeth. She got out the door as fast as she
could, claiming her headache was pone and she was going to
bike over to Emily’s for a brownie-gorging session.

Claire rode down the driveway, circling around to the far
side of their property, where she stashed her bicycle in a stand
of evergreen bushes, She sneaked back along the brick wall,
watching the house for any sign of Lisbeth. When she reached
the familiar hole, Claire practically dove through the ivy into
the forest, She managed to catch herself just before she bar-
reled full-foree into her mother.

“T was beginning to wonder where vou were,” Marie said.

“Sorry. I had to hide my bicycle. Next time I'll come up
with a story for Lisbeth that doesn’t involve so many props.”

Her mom laughed, but her face quickly settled back into
its usual serious expression, The two of them set off through
the already-dark woods.

They arrived at the clearing, where Beatrice and Vietoria were
already waiting. Judith and Katherine appeared before Claire
had even settled herself on the ground.

“Well, we're just missing Zahlia,” Beatrice said. “T don't
expeet her to come, but by failing to do so, she is disobey-

ing a direct order from me.” Her voice was tight, “We'll start
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without lighting the fire tonight—it’s too carlv. And it's not a
good night for sending unnecessary signals.”

Claire glanced at the trees around them, wondering who
else might be out there. She pecked at her watch. She had only
half an hour before she was supposed to meet Matthew,

“So, What will we do?” Judith asked.

“Iind her,” Marie wrapped her arms around herself “And
then bring her back here.”

Beatrice nodded. “Exactly,. Once we have heard what
she has to say for herself—what defense she offers for her
actions—then I will decide whether she should be banished

from the pack and sent to live outside the bounds of our ter-

ritory, or whether her punishment must be | .. more severe,”

Beatrice stood up. “Are there any questions?”

The idea of seeing Zahlia again gave Claire the shivers.

“What about Claire?” Judith asked. “She’s not fully
changed yet. What role can she have?”

Claire stiffened, wondering if someone would mention
Matthow.

“Her transformation is nearly complete, and from what
Marie has told me, Claire has already proven herself to this
pack. She will help us search tonight, which is even more
important because Victoria won't be assisting us. I won't risk
the unborn child.”

Victoria stared miscrably at the charred remains of their

last fire.
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Beatrice took a step forward. "Mow, Let’s try to finish this
before the situation gets any uglier. You may transform when-
ever vou wish, And please be careful. Very careful,”

Claire’s mother pulled her out of the circle before anyone
began to change,

“T know vou need to meet Martthew. I'll go with you as far
as the park.” Her mother bent to remove her shoes,

“How come no one said anything about him tonight?”
The question popped out before Claire could stop it.

Marie pursed her lips. “Everyone already knows what
happened. There is no need to discuss it until the situation
is resolved, Hopefully he will agree to become a gardien, in
which case there will be nothing to talk about.”

Claire gulped. The words her mother hadn't said rang in
her ears. That if he refused, there would be plenty to talk about.

T just bave do convince bim. That’s all. No matter what it
takes, I have to find a way to make him agree.

“So, when we get to the park—um . ..” Claire paused.

“T'll stay out of the way. I know my presence won't help. It
will give me a chance to search that part of the woods.” Marie
straightened up. "And don't forget to carry your clothes with
you,”

Right. Clathes. Claire stood motionless, the weight of what
she had to do pressing down on her too heavily to move.

“We're running out of time.” Her mother shifted impa-

tiently.
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Claire shook herself “Sorrv. I'm ready when vou are.”
At least, I guess Tam.

The two of them transformed and set off for the park,

By the time they arrived, a deep ache had settled into Claire's
ribs and her injured ear throbbed. She dropped the clothes
she'd brought and turned to her mother.

LUl e ay quick as I ean,

Marie’s tail waved. Take your time. This is every it as
important as finding Zabfia, I'm poing to see what I can find in
the weads, She turned to go, leaving Claire alone,

Through the last fringe of trees, Claire could see Matthew.
He stood leaning against his car, his hair still wet from his
postpractice shower. Before her nerves could get the best of
her, Claire changed into her human form and pulled on her
clothes, Her shirt had a damp spot across the front from
carrying it in her mouth and she hoped Matthew wouldn't
notice it.

She shook the last of the pine needles off her shorts,
stmoothed her hair, and stepped out of the trees.

Matthew caught sight of her and headed across the clear-
ing, closing the distance between them, Claire was relieved to
see that there was no anger in his expression.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey, yourself.” A smile twitched at the corner of his

mouth—just a flash, but it was there.
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When she looked at his mouth, the angle of his cheek-
bones, the realization of what might have been washed over
Claire. They could have been together—gone to the prom and
kissed in the hallways between classes. If she were human.
Instead, they were meeting out here in the night to talk about
keeping one of them alive, Tears stung Claire’s eves. “Matthew,
I'm so, so sorry—,” she blurted out,

He raised a hand to stop her. “I'm sorry too. I panicked.”

Claire’s mouth hung open, She hadn't expected an apology.

“You're right. I don't agree with my dad, but that doesn't
mean it didn't freak me out to find out that someone 1 dnow
is a werewolf, Sometimes stuft’s just a lictle harder to process
when it hits that close to home, you know?”

“Yeah, T have some experience with that,” Claire
snorted. The first night she transformed flowed through
her memory—how unreal it had all seemed just a few
months ago. Matthew turned and walked toward the trees.
The thought of being in the woods where her mother might
stumble across them made Claire nervous, but she fell into
step beside him, anyway. They walked in silence across the
field.

When they reached the edge of the forest, Claire’s anxiety
faded. It really would be casier to talk to him with the darkness
of the forest shadows giving her a place to hide. And the only
thing she could smell was a dead deer, deeper in the woods.

Her mother must have circled around the other way, The fact
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that Matthew didn't hesitate to walk into the forest with her
gave Claire the courage to open her mouth.

“Matthew.” She sighed. *You cannot believe how much 1
do not want to say what I have to tell you now.”

He cocked his head to one side. Claire crossed her arms
tight in front of her chest and stared at the ground, not sure
how to bepin, Finally, she just told him exactly what her
maother had told her. “The thing is, if you tell anyone who we
are—my mother and I—then the rest of the pack will come
after yow. But if vou don't say anything, hell, if you just pretend
that none of this ever happened, then the pack will protect
you, Forever. It's called being a gardien.” She looked up at him,
“T wouldn't ask you to keep this—us—secret just for my sake.
I really wouldn't, But T couldn't stand it if anything happened
to you. Please, Matthew, just forget you ever met me, and I
promise, everything will go back to normal, okay?”

“But I don't want to forget about you.” Matthew stuck his
hands into the front pocket of his sweatshirt and looked at
her hard, his eyes blazing in the faint light of the newly risen
maoon, “We can change things, Claire,”

Claire swallowed hard. *T wish things were different too,
believe me.” She stared at the pine needles under her feet.
“But—"Her mother’s scent wafted through the clearing. Claire
looked up and froze as her mother bounded into the clearing.

Marie’s ribs were heaving and the fur on her hackles was

raised. She stared hard at Claire, then looked away, the whites
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of her widened eyes flashing in the near-darkness. Next to
Claire, Matthew backed up.

At least bes not running away, Claire thought,

Her mother was clearly upset, but without transforming,
Claire couldn't tell what she was saying. Changing in front of
Martthew seemed like too big a risk. He was already on edge,
and that might just push him over, Before she could make a
decision one way or the other, a ferocious growl rolled through
the clearing and Zahlia ran in through the trees, favoring her
injured front paw. Snarling, she leapt onto Marie's back, her
front claws raking Marie’s shoulder,

“Martthew, you have to hide!” Claire hissed.

Panicked and furious, she transformed so fast that she
didn't have time to pull off her clothes. Shreds of fabric flue-
tered to the ground and somewhere behind her, Matthew
gasped. Claire crouched low, her belly brushing the debris.

Still on Marie's back, Zahlia snapped at her face, her teeth
just missing the other wolf's eye, Still weak from her time in
Dr. Engle’s lab, Claire’s mother stumbled, her snout scraping
the dirt as her front leg gave way, Zahlia slid forward, thrown
by the change of position, and Claire sprang.

The force of Claire’s impact knocked the black wolf off her
maother, tossing her to the ground. Zahlia scrambled to get up
but before she could regain her footing, Claire bit deep into the
fur on the back of Zahlias neck and rolled as hard as she could.

Claire twisted her head, using the momentum of their
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bodies and the strength of her jaws to throw Zahlia away from
Matthew and her mother. Zahlia hit a tree with a sickening
thid before falling to the ground in a heap.

Claire staggered to her feet, ready for another assault, but
Lahlia lay motionless on the forest floor, She was breathing—
a high, whistling whine resonated in her throat—but she
wasn't getting up.

Something in the woods beyond Zahlia caught Claire's
eye. The scanty moonlight that trickled through the trees skit-
tered across a grizzled pelt.

Beatrice was out there, Watching, Claire ducked her head,
trying to see around the underbrush. Why wasn't Beatrice
coming out here, into the clearing?

Claire barked once, asking the Alpha to come help them,
to come deal with Zahlia.

In the forest, there was nothing but silence. A very answer-
ing sort of silence. In that second, Claire realized that Beatrice
wasn't going to come to their rescue,

Claire stared at Zahlia. Part of her wanted to finish what
she'd started—to kill the wolf who'd tried to kill her and her
mother. To climinate any threat to Matthew, or to the other
humans she cared about. But she couldn't do it. Every time
her muscles twitched forward, Zahlias desperate whimpering
stopped her.

Behind her, Claire heard Marie drag herself off the ground.

Claire spun around to face her mother.
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Are you okay?
Without answering, her mother stepped around Claire,
edging closer to Zahlia, The black wolf™s eyves relled and she
began frantically licking her muzzle.
Claire’s mother stood over Zahlia's prone body, her ears
and tail straining forward.
Her neck bas been droken. She leaned closer, briefly snuf-
fling at Zahlia’s ear as she addressed the injured wolf. This is a
mercy, and one you ds not deserve. 5
Zahlias keening cut off as Marie's strong jaws closed {/ -f._/ 4‘/
around her windpipe, choking her. In just a few moments, ”71 e e *H-‘;-'ﬂﬂﬂ-
Zahlia’s ribs stopped moving, She began to transform, but
before she could completely regain her human form, her eves
grew still and glassy.
It was over. Zahlia was dead.
MARIE WOBBLED A few paces away from Zahlias naked
body and collapsed onto the carpet of dead leaves.
Claire crept over to her mother.
Ave you akay? She sniffed at the blood trickling out of her
maother’s shoulder,
I, willbe. .. eventually ... her mother panted. Go find
Matihew,
Claire whimpered. O, shit. Marthew.
She started to transform and realized a split second later that
she'd ruined her clothes. Claire took a painful leap midchange

and landed a few feet into the covering gloom of the forest.
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“Matthew?” she called, trying to see into the clearing from
her hiding place.

“Claire?” He stepped out from behind a massive oak tree,
“Is it—is it dead? Are vou okay?”

Claire felt her knees go waterv, He wanted to know if she
was okay. That had to be a good thing.

“Yes, she's dead. And I'm mostly okay. Are vou?”

“Scared out of my goddamn mind, honestly. Why are vou
hiding?”

“It’s .. . I don't have any clothes with me.”

“Oh. Right.” Matthew unzipped his massive sweatshirt
and laid it on the ground. “T won't look,” he promised, spin-
ning away from her.

Naked, Claire darted across the clearing and threw on the
sweatshirt. It hung almost to her knees. *Okay,” she said.

Matthew turned around. “What about your mom? That is
your mom, right?”

Claire nodded. “Zahlia hurt her pretty badly when
she attacked us. She’ll be okay, I think. Are you—do you
hate me?”

“No. Why would I? That thing"—he pointed at Zahlia—

“that monster, 1 hate, But you defended your mom. And me.”

His voice was shaking, but when he looked at Claire, confi-
dence glowed in his eyes.
“Matthew—I'm no different than she was.” Claire stuffed

her hands into the sweatshirt’s deep pockets. “I'm not a human
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girl, you know that, If you think she was a monster, then vou
must think I am too.”

Matthew put a hand on her arm. *Of course not. You just
proved evervthing I've suspected about werewolves. A mon-
ster wouldn't save a human. You could have pushed me out
there as a distraction. You could have let your mother fend for
herself and run away. Instead, vou saved us both, You couldn’
bring yourself to kill her, could you?" he asked seriously.

Claire shook her head. *No. 1 couldn't. Mavbe it would
have been kinder if T had. I don't know.” Overwhelmed, Claire
wavered on her feet, Matthew’s arms slid around her, steady-
ing her,

Claire slid out of his grip. “This is all my fault, You were
only out here tonight because of me, If T weren't a werewolf,
you wouldn't have had to sec that—you wouldn't have been
out here at all. I'm sorry I dragged you into all this, I'm so, so
sorry. I should have stayed away from you.”

“T know you're not human,” He pulled her in again and
wrapped his arms around her more tightly. “But that doesn’t
mean you're not a person. I was scared. I can admit that. But
I'm not sorry I was here. I'm not sorry that I know who you
really are. You shouldn't be, cither,”

Claire leaned into him, hoping that he couldn't feel her
shake. “Will you keep the secret for us?” she whispered.

“T promise. And not to save my own skin—T'll do it for

you, I'm no monster, cither,”
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“Thank you. Really and truly, thank you.” Claire cased
herself out of his arms and looked at Zahlia, lying on the for-
est floor.

“What are we going to do about her, um, body?" Matthew
asked, Claire could smell the sour, green smell of his nausea as
he looked at Zahlia.

Claire ran a hand across her forehead. *1 think I have an
idea. Hang on.”

She walked over to her mother, kneeling by the enormous
wolf, “Can you get home on your own?”

Marie huffed and thumped her tail against the ground
twice. Even while in her human form, Claire could tell that
her mother was saying yes.

“Good. Don't worry, I'll take care of Zahlia.” She turned to
face Matthew. “Okay, so here’s what I'm thinking .. ."

The pienic blanket was still wadded up in the trunk of
Matthew's car. The cheerful red plaid looked inappropriately
festive wrapped around Zahlia's body, but it was better than
getting blood all over the ear. While her mother limped her
way home through the forest, Claire covered up the gore on
the forest floor as well as she could and picked up the shreds
of fabric from the clothes she'd been wearing, She wished her
mother had been well enough to help them, but it was obvious
that walking home was going to drain whatever strength
Marie had left.

The memory of Beatrice, hiding in the woods like a coward,
distracted Claire. As the Alpha, she was the one who should
have killed Zahlia. She was the one who should have dealt
with the evidence. Claire blinked away the anger that clouded
her vision. There would be time to think about that later. She
hitched up the too-big soccer shorts that Matthew had found
for her in his car and took one last look around the clearing, It
was good enough.

She and Matthew put the dead werewolf in the trunk
and erawled into the car. They drove in silence. Matthew had
snapped off the stereo when he started the car It didn't seem
right to listen to music with Zahlia dead in the trunk, When
he turned onto the road that led to his father’s lab, Matthew
reached over and squeezed Claire's hand.

“This is the right thing to do.”

“Yeah,” said Claire, “but it’s still hard, vou know?”

“Yes. I do know.” His volce was serious, and Claire was
pretty sure he was talking about something more than just
what they were about to do with Zahlia. Matthew parked the
car in the shadows at the end of the facility and popped the
trunk. He walked around to the back of the car. After a deep
breath, Matthew reached in to grab the blanket, but Claire
stopped him.

“I can carry her faster on my own,” she said gently. “Td let
you help, but if we get caught . .." She trailed oft.

“It would be really bad,” Matthew finished, “Okay. Go
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ahead.” He turned away, but not before Claire saw the relief
that crossed his face when he realized he wouldn't have to
touch Zahlia.

Claire wrapped her arms around the body and gagged as
the smell of death filled her nostrils. She craned her head as
far away from Zahlia as she could and lifted her out of the
trunk.

“Go open the door,” she panted.

When the faint squeak from the metal door echoed between
the buildings, Claire ran as fast as she could. She darted into the
darkened lab and nearly collided with Matthew.

Clearly, he hadn't expected her to be quite so fast, Inhu-
manly fast. The shocked expression on his face made Claire's
chest ache. Adjusting the blanket-wrapped body in her
arms, Claire eased past the lab equipment and headed for
the cage. Matthew followed behind her, Claire could hear his
almost-silent footsteps. In order to get Zahlia in the cage,
Claire had to go in, too. Being inside the bars made the skin
on her back crawl. As quickly as she could, Claire dumped
Zahlia onto the floor and backed out of the cage, The sight of
Zahlias body lying on the concrete floor made Claire’s mouth
go dry.

Don't start freaking out now. It has to be this way. Mom
wonld be able fa do this calmly, We've all a ot safer with Zablia
dead, and covering my maother’s tracks with her body daesn’t hurt

ber any.

“Do vou think your dad will call the police?” she asked.

Matthew shook his head. “He thinks cops are idiots. And
he'd be totally humiliated if Lyvcanthropy Rescarchers Inter-
national ever found out that his security sucked bad encugh
that someone could just break into his real lab, Not to mention
the government. . . . Even if he realizes that another werewolf
killed her, there's no way he can tell anyone without losing his
credibility. I guess he might try to find the wolf that did it, but
dad won't call the pelice, and he'’s not going to be able to find
any of you by himself."

Claire trusted him, She had to, especially considering how
much faith he had in her.

“Okay.” It was more of a breath than a word.,

Matthew looked away from the body and let out a long
breath. *Let’s get out of here.”

Claire hurried over to the freezer and grabbed the key
from its dish. She locked Zahlias body in the cage. After a
silent moment, Claire wiped her fingerprints off the cage door
and the key with the hem of the sweatshirt, put the key back

into its dish in the freezer, and hurried out of the lab,

Matthew slid into the driver's seat and leaned his head against
the steering wheel. Claire looked at the back of his neck, the
set of his shoulders, She could see what they had just done in
the way he held himself. And it was all her fault.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered, and cursed herself for erying

[+

5 ® Internet

Create PDF files without this message by purchasing novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)



http://www.novapdf.com
http://www.novapdf.com

again. "1 wish I'd never—" With his head still resting against
the steering wheel, Matthew turned to look at her.

“Don't,” he said. “I'm not going to keep telling you that
I den't regret this. I'll admit, when I first noticed you, first
hoped you'd o out with me, this wasnt exactly how I envi-
sioned things going. But I still wouldn't trade it." He leaned
over and kissed her,

Claire backed away, leaning into the door behind her.
“Matthew, being with me almost got you killed. Listen, I've
wanted to date vou ever since I first saw you, too.” Admitting
it made her blush, “But after all of the horrible things you've
been dragged into because of me, because of what T am . ..

I don't want to ruin vour life. And that’s exactly what I'm

doing. So I think—I think maybe we shouldn’t be together,”

The words burned like acid in her mouth.

Matthew pulled back and looked at her, “You are not ruin-
ing my life. I chose to be here tonight, didn’t I? 1 know you're a
werewolf, I know what it means, and I don't care. After every-
thing that’s happened, you can hardly say I don't know what
I'm getting myself into. So, give me one good reason we can't
be together.”

Claire hesitated.

“Unless you don't want to?” He sounded surprised and a
little hure,

“It's not that! It's just—I don't know what's going to

happen. I don’t know how things will be now that T am . .,

what I am. I have to hide, all the time, and lie, to everyone,
and—"

“But not to me. You don’t have to hide from me and vou
don't have to lic to me because I already bnew. And 1 love you
anyvway,” He took her chin in his hand and tipped her head up,
holding her gaze with his. “I'm not asking you to marry me,
Claire. Can't we just work things out as we go along? See what
happens? Be a couple?”

The idea stretched out in front of Clare like a stream,
shining with possibility. He was right—he already knew
everything. There was no reason not to try. And just like that,
all the feelings she'd kept wrapped up so tight burst out of
their seams and filled her chest.

“Tlove vou, too,” she said, But what she really meant was pes.

The next morning, Claire crawled into her mother’s bed.
“Mom:?"

*Mmm?” Her mother cracked open one eye, “Is it done?”

“Yes.” Claire buried her face in the pillow, overwhelmed by
the memory. She felt her mother sit up next to her.

“Tell me what happened.”

Claire told her the whole story, including the part about
secing Beatrice in the woods. The only thing she didn't men-
tion was the last conversation she and Matthew had. Her
mother narrowed her eyes and looked at Claire.

“You are leaving something out, yes:”

(")
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Claire reburied her face in the pillow to hide the heat that
rose in her cheeks. “1 dunno,” she mumbled.

“You want to see him,” her mother guessed,

Claire felt her shoulders tense, and her mother sighed as
she read Claire’s body language,

“Well, it's not like it's dangerous anymore. It's not like he's
gpoing to puess what 1 am and tell his dad. Matthew chose,
Mom, and he chose us. So why shouldn't 1" Claire turned her
head just enough to peek at her mother,

“Oh, chérie.” Her mother sighed and ran a hand over
Claires hair. “1 just think love always ends badly, whether or
fiot you are human, But maybe I am too cynical. And most
evervone seems to survive heartbreak, at any rate. I am sure
you will too, no matter what happens.” She gathered Claire
in her arms and hugged her tight. *You grow up too fast, you
know thatz”

“Mo-oom,” Claire protested—~but she didn't try to escape
from her mother’s embrace.

After a final squeeze, her mother let go and gave Claire a
gentle shove in the direction of the door. “Now, go shower and
ask Lisbeth to fix us something to eat. I could eat a horse.”

Claire lifted her eyebrows into a question, teasing,

“Very droll, but how would you get it up the stairs? Non,
for now, | think an omelette will do nicely, I am going to call
Beatrice. She will not like it, but things have gotten out of

hand, and semething must be done about it.”

“Okay.” Claire walked out of the room. She leaned against
the closed door for a moment, feeling something she hadn't
felt in months—hope that things just might work out after all.

Buoved by her optimism, Claire convinced Lisbeth to
drive her to Emily’s house. She wanted to see Emily, but pref-
erably somewhere without any werewolf evidence stashed in

the closets,

Claire bounded up the walk, knocked at Emily’s front doeor,
opened it, and stuck her head in.

“Helloooo,” she called, “Anyone home?”

“Claire? Hang on a sec. Crap!” Emily’s voice floated down
the stairs, followed by a series of banging noises, *0Oh my God,

youre here!” She came flying down the stairs, the hems of her

jeans dripping wet, and squeczed Claire into a tight hug,

“Is everything okay?” Claire asked, while Emily’s jeans
dripped on her toes.

*What? Oh, yeah, I spilled some watercolors, You sur-
prised the hell out of me! God, I've been dying to see you”
Emily’s enthusiasm made Claire smile,

*So, do you have time to do something?”

“Um, of course! Do you mind waiting while I get the paint
cleaned up? It shouldn't take long.”

“Em, I'm even willing to help, Where's the carpet cleaner?”

Emily turned and headed for the kitchen. *Have I men-

tioned lately that you're the best friend ever?”
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Claire followed her, still grinning. Things with Emily
wouldn't ever be the same as before, but maybe she could make
something new. A friendship that was good in its own way,

even it if wasn't normal.

That afternoon, the local news interrupted the regular talk
show, Claire had to turn it up—downstairs, Lisbeth had her
music on loud encugh that Claire could hear it in her room.
The camera cut to a very pale Dr. Engle, his tie crooked and
his hair a mess. Claire noticed that the building behind him
wasn't the same lab where he'd imprisoned her mother.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you for coming today. T am
sorry to tell you that when my colleagues and I arrived this
morning, we found the werewolf deceased. We are working to
determine the cause of death, though we believe some sort of
parasite—perhaps a nematode—may be involved. Of course,
we are deeply saddened that we were unable to cure this, erm,
creature, Its death marks a blow to our research and also to the
small group of ...”

Claire clicked off the television and walked over to her
closet. Bitterness coated the back of her throat. She could taste
it on her tongue like medicine, He hadn’t even said that Zahlia
had been killed. She'd guessed that he wouldn't. After all, if the
public thought he couldn’t keep his “research” safe, why would

they trust him to keep the werewolves away?

x 2 %

More than a week later, Claire pulled the last clean pair of
shorts off her shelf and yanked them on. On top of everything
else, she was going to have to do laundry. Great. The TV was
on, and a flustered-looking Dr. Engle was being interviewed
vet again about the mysterious death of “his™ werewaolf,

Her bedroom door swung open and Claire’s mother
pecked in.

“Don't you knock?” Claire asked, exasperated.

“Sorrv. I did not think you would be up.” She looked at the
television. “Are vou watching that?”

Claire nodded. “Yeah.” Under her breath, she muttered,
“What a total bastard.”

Her mother smiled, her hearing gpood enough to catch
what Claire had said. “The cowardly choice is often the easi-
est. At least there will be no investigation by the police—you
should be grateful for that.”

“T guess.” Claire scooped up a heap of laundry and tossed
it onto her bed.

“Tonight we gather,” her mother said quictly, checking
over her shoulder to make sure Lisbeth was still downstairs. ]
am anxious to sce everyone. We will leave at midnight and not
a moment later. Please be ready.”

Claire stopped sorting the laundry into piles and looked at
her mother, “Yeah, I will. Be ready, I mean.”

A smile darted across her mother’s face so quickly that

Claire wasn't sure she'd seen it ar all,

KR

5 ® Internet

Create PDF files without this message by purchasing novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)

[+


http://www.novapdf.com
http://www.novapdf.com

“I think vou will enjoy this gathering more than vou
anticipate, But vou must trust me.”

Claire looked down at the dirty T-shirt in her hands, “1
do trust you. But I doa't really trust Beatrice. Not after every-
thing that happened.” She looked up at her mother, 1 know
I'm probably not supposed to say stuff like thar, since she's the
Alpha and all, but it's true.”

Her mother nodded slowly. “1 understand that. Bue it
is not Beatrice’s fault, Claire, 1 blame myself—if I had been
willing to teach you sooner, perhaps vou would better under-
stand our ways, perhaps vou would not have been so surprised
by Beatrice's decisions.” She sighed. “But mostly, 1 blame

Zahlia, Her stupid, selfish actions have seriously hurt the

bonds of our pack. It will take some time to rebuild them,”

Her mother was quiet for a long moment. “5till, 1 believe
something will happen tonight that vou will like,”

“If you say so.”

Her mother smiled, slipped back into the hall, and pulled
the door shut behind her.

Claire hated it when her mother got all mysterious like
that. When she'd found out what her mother really was—that
she'd been living a hidden life all those vears—Claire had
thought maybe that explained it. She thought that the cryptic
little comments and secrets would stop, Guess not,

One of the piles of laundry in front of her started to ring, and

Claire dug through the clothes until she found her cell phone.
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“Hello#™

“Hey, Claire.” Matthew's voice was unusually quiet.

“Arce vou okay:”

“Yeah, my dad's just on a megarampage, and I'm trying to
stay out of the way”

“T saw him on TV, I thought he was at his lab. Where are
youE"

“T'm with him. They finally moved the body today, and
he needed help, He and his lab tech weren't strong enough to
move her, and I figured if T helped, then it wouldn't look suspi-
cious if they found my fingerprints there later, or something,”

“Smart,”

“Thanks. Anyway, he dragged me over to the other lab for
his latest interview, and they're almost done asking questions,
so I thought I'd call while I had a chance. Listen, if I can get
out of here later, do you want to do something tonight?”

Claire sighed. “T wish I could, but I've got some, uh, girl
stuff to do later, I think I'd better stick around here tonight.”

“Girl stuft’? Is that what we're calling it now?”

The teasing in his voice made Claire warm all the way
down to her toes.

“You got a berter idea?” she shot back.

“Mah. Oh—theyre finishing up. Okay, not tonight, but
tomorrow, then?”

“Yeah, tomorrow’s good,” she said.

“Good. T gotta go. I'll call you later.”
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When shed flipped the phone shut, Claire sat between
the mounds of laundry, turning the phone over and over in her

hand, and smiled to herself,

Claire carried a basket of dirty clothes downstairs and found
Lisbeth pulling a load of clothes out of the dryer.

“Hev.” Claire tipped the basket of laundry into the empty
washer and grabbed the detergent. Lisbeth smiled but didn't
say anvthing, Something about her eves looked funny too, “Are
you okay?”

“Yeah, I'm fine.” Lisbeth pulled a pair of jeans out of the
pile and started folding.

Claire hesitated, Semething was going on. “Are you sure?”

Lisbeth sighed. “Yeah. I guess it’s time I told you, Do you
remember Mark—the guy I met a while ago, the one from
yogar”

Claire nodded.

“Well, we've been seeing cach other, A lot, And it’s getting
pretty serious. He wants me to move in with him.”

Everything clicked into place and Claire felt her mouth
drop open. The late-night phone calls, the weird outings
after dark—Lisbeth had a secret boyfriend. Delight flooded
through Claire. If Lisbeth moved in with him, everyone would
be happy. She'd have more freedom. Lisbeth would finally
have a life of her own. And maybe her mom would be forced

to buy her a car after all, It was perfect.
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“So, why do vou look so worried? Don't vou want to live
with him?"

“Of course 1 do! I'm just—I"ve been anxious about you. I
know vou're not a kid anvmore, but I feel like I'm abandoning
you.”

Claire rolled her eves. “Come on. You wouldn't be aban-
doning me. I mean, I'm already doing my own laundry, right?
And besides, we could still hang out.”

Lisbeth looked relieved., “Of course, I mean, I'd still work
here, if your mom'll let me. I just wouldn't five here.”

Claire grabbed her empty basket. “You should do what
you want—I'm going to be fine, Really.” She stared hard at
Lisbeth, trying to get her to see that she meant it, *You should
go talk to Mom.”

Lisbeth grinned. *Maybe I will.”

At exactly midnight, Claire met her mother in the hall.

“Ah, thank vou for being on time,” her mother whispered.
Her face looked drawn.

At first, Claire thought it was just because she was so
thin from her time in the cage, but there was something
else. She studied her mother out of the corner of her eve.
Shes nervons. The realization startled Claire. Why would
her mother be nervous now? I she afraid Tl serew wp, or
something?

“So, what's happening tonight?” Claire murmured,
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“I'm not telling you. But it’s nothing to be worried about,
if that's what you're wondering.”

“Then why are you tense?”

Her mother stopped and stared at Claire. “My goodness,
chérie, you certainly have come into your own. 1 had no idea
you'd become so observant.”

The compliment glowed in Claire’s chest, but she crossed
her arms, waiting.

“5till not telling you.” Her mother pulled open the back
door and stepped out into the vard. “Surely vou have twenty
minutes worth of patience in that yvoung soul of yvours?”

Claire tried to relax, but the idea of seeing Beatrice made
her skin crawl. No matter what her mother said about the laws
and traditions of werewolves, Claire still thought Beatrice had
done the wrong thing. She hadn't even listened before she
made her decision. She hadn't cared that Claire might have a
better way, or more information. Shed just taken the easy, safe,
mother-killing way out of the whole thing.

And now Claire was about to go submit to her. Again.
She gritted her teeth and tried to focus on staying close to her
maother as they made their way to the clearing,

They ran through the forest together, and the smell of the
growing things, the scents of earth and night filled Claire’s
nose. The moon hung full overhead, its belly swelling with
light. A tiny shock of excitement shivered under Claire’s skin,

pushing aside her bad feelings a bit. This time she would be
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able to completely change. She would be able to join the hunt,
And she would be a full-on member of the pack, able to say
what she wanted. The anticipation of it made her toes tingle.

Claire and her mother had loped all the way into the clear-
ing before Claire realized that something was off. There’s no
fire. She looked at her mother, the question poised on her lips.

“Tonight, we arrive first.” Her mother began dragging
dead wood out of the forest and piling it in the center of
the clearing with remarkable speed, even for a werewolf, She
dropped a third limb on a pile she'd made near the kindling
before she looked at Claire and put a hand on her hip. “You
could help, vou know,” she said.

“Oh, yeah, sorry.” Claire gathered an armful of smaller
branches and placed them on top of the kindling, followed by
the big logs her mother had piled up. Maric brushed a leaf out
of her hair and surveyed the arrangement.

“Ouei. Cest parfait. Stand back, Claire, and I will light it.”

Claire stepped back to the edge of the clearing and
watched as her mother knelt down in front of her, her back to
Claire. She was still so thin that her shoulder blades poked out
of the back of her shirt, like wings.

Her mother muttered a chant that was too quict even for
Claire to hear. As the first tendril of smoke rose from the wood,
Claire’s mother raised her hands over the logs and circled them
three times. On the final circle, the first flame leapt out of the

center of the fire, licking at the smaller branches nearby.
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Claire rubbed the back of her neck, Damn, I can'’t wait
unril I can do thar.

Her mother stood and brushed the dirt from her knees,
She looked at the expression on Claire’s face. “Perhaps, after
things are finished here tonight, 1 could teach vou how to cre-
ate fire?”

Claire nodded, unable to stop the smile that crept across
her face, “I'd like that. A lot.”

“Good, Well, then, we are ready for the others.”

JUDITH ARRIVED, FOLLOWED shortly by Katherine. Judith
held Claire’s gaze as she greeted her, and Katherine put a warm
hand on her shoulder, Claire couldn't tell whether it was because
she'd saved her mom, or just because she would be able to fully
transform, Not that it really mattered—she didn't care what
they thought.

By the time they heard Beatrice and Victoria coming
through the woods, the fire lit the entire clearing with its
warm glow. Claire noticed that Victorias pants looked tight—
her belly was already starting to grow. Claire didn’t look at

Beatrice's face. She couldn't bear to, not quite yet,
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When the remaining pack members had greceted cach other
and were circled around the fire, Claire glanced into the woods.
She could fee/ Zahlia missing, That the pack had not only lost a
member but had been so completely betrayed—it made Claire
sick, The faces of the others were serious in the light of the fire,
and Claire knew she wasn't the only one thinking this way.

After a moment, Beatrice spoke. “When one of our own
dies an honorable death, there are many ways we mourn her.
Zahlia did not die in any way befitting a werewolf, In these
circumstances, we will rejoin ourselves together, not speaking
her name nor remembering her in any way for the rest of our
time, 50 that when we are gone, so too will her imprint upon
this world be crased.”

The formality of her words and the flatness of her tone
chilled Claire. She looked up, surprised by how different
Beatrice sounded now, how confident and strong.

She’s so scared of the buman world. She’s torally confident
when we're in the woeds, when iy werewelf stuff. But anyibing
invelving humans freaks her out.

It made sense. When Claire thought back, Beatrice had
always seemed in control here, in front of the fire. But when-
ever something from outside the woods came up, she was no
better than a cornered rabbit. Claire licked her lips. It was so
obvious, now, But how could Beatrice run the pack like this?
The human world was all around them, rubbing up against

them. Frustration crawled through her.
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Beatrice stepped closer to the fire and held out her hands,
When they were all standing with their fingers clasped tight
together, Beatrice bowed her head for a moment.

“This has been a trying time for us—our bonds have been
battered, our ties frayved. We must work to rebuild, In the
name of the Goddess I form this pack anew. Of one blood,
one mind, and one being are we, bonded eternally, Forsaking
all other allegiances, we pledge ourselves.”

“By the Goddess,” said the others, in unison,

Claire whispered it a half-beat behind. She really wasn't
sure she wanted to say it at all,

Claire glanced over and saw her mother’s face. A wrinkle
had appeared between her evebrows and she looked thought-
ful, serious. Mot as certain and celebratory as Victoria and
Beatrice, who were both smiling. Not as relieved as Katherine,
or Judith. Something about her mother’s expression made
Claire feel infinitely better. Her mother knew that things
wouldn't be erased just by saying some stupid vow.

“Now,” Beatrice began. “It has been the greatest honor of
my life to lead this pack. But things have changed. Perhaps
I have been a wolf for too many years now, but the minds of
humans no longer make sense to me. | made an error when
I failed to take into account the more™—she paused, looking
hard at Claire—"unique aspects of Maries abduction. The
world is not what it once was, and I am not too proud nor too

foolish to admit that neither am I, T have called down more
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moans than 1 care to count, and the time has come for me to
stop. Marie, please step forward.”

Claire’s mother raised her head high. Slowly, she walked
up to Beatrice and knelt in front of the older woman, her eves
shining, Claire’s heart pulse thrummed in her cars, the emo-
tions crackling through her like lightning.

Beatrice knew she'd been wrong,

And she was trying to fix it.

It seemed pretty obvious to Claire that her mother—the
only member of the pack that she really trusted—was about to
become their Alpha. And that would make Claire feel a whole
hell of a lot better about the pledge she'd just made.

Beatrice reached down and clasped one of Marie's smooth
palms between her roughened hands and pulled her to her feet.

For a long moment, the two women stood staring into one
another’s eves. It was Beatrice who looked away first, turning
her gaze to the ground. Slowly, she lowered herself until she
was on her knees at Claire's mothet's feet, She twisted her head
to one side, showing her wrinkled neck, submitting herself to
Marie. Claire’s mother put one hand on top of Beatrice’s head
and they stayed that way. When Claire’s mother removed her
hand, Beatrice ducked her head low and took a silver chain
from around her neck. Dangling from it was a crescent moon.
Claire’s mother took the necklace from Beatrice and clasped
it around her own neck. Then she bent down to pull the old

woman to her ﬂ:el‘.
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WVictoria, Katherine, and Judith got down on their knees,
and Claire followed their lead instinctively, Through her low-
ered evelashes, Claire pecked up at her mother, The surprise
had left her face. Power and pride in equal portions flowed
out of her. It made her look so wild and beautiful that Claire’s
breath caught.

“You may stand.” Her mother'’s strong, clear voice rang out
across the clearing,

Everyvone got to their feet, the others looking mecek and a
little bit nervous. A huge grin spread across Claire's face.

“Leading a pack 15 an honor and a burden, both, I look
forward to the challenge, and T will rely heavily on Beatrice
for guidance in these first few months, She is La Sage Femme
now, our voice of experience, the keeper of our history, I expect
reverence for her position from all the members of our pack.”

The others lowered their heads, acknowledging Marie's
first instructions as the Alpha. When they looked up, Claire’s
maother’s smile had gentled.

“Now, before we transform in preparation for a celebra-
tory hunt, there is one more thing I would like to do.” She
turned and gestured to the trees behind her.

Something rustled in the undergrowth and Marthew
emerged from between two thin saplings. Claire gasped and
then felt the heat rush inte her cheeks when everyone turned
to look at her. How conld T net have smelled that be was there?

She gave a tentative sniff and realized that she hadn't given her
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mother enough credit, Claire hadn't caught his scent because
Martthew had been waiting upwind. Beatrice and Vietoria
were grinning at her like two kids at a surprise party. Judith
and Katherine looked concerned.

Claire’s mom put a hand on Matthew's broad shoulder,
drawing him forward until he was part of the circle. “Td like
to introduce you to Matthew Engle, our new gardien. He has
accepted this role and the difficulties that accompany it. He
is under our protection now and you need not hide yourselves
from him, though I would instruct everyone to use as much
caution as possible.”

“Um, thanks, Marie.” Matthew shifted his weight, He
seemed uncomfortable.

“Are vou sure it's safe, having Dr. Engle’s son as a secret-
keeper?” The hesitation was thick in Judith’s voice.

“We do not get to pick all of our roles in this life,” Marie's
words were sharp as a thorn. “You should certainly know that.
What matters is the lovalty he has expressed for our pack, You
will show at least as much regard for our laws as he alrcady
has. Is that clear?”

Judith nodded, dropping her gaze.

“Good, Now, I suggest that Claire walk Matthew back to
the path. When he is safely on his way home, we will begin.”

Matthew glanced over at Claire and grinned. Suddenly, he
looked right at home.

Claire stared at him standing in the wavering glow of the
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fire, in the middle of a pack of werewolves, and felt the pieces
of her world slide together. It wasn't what most people would
consider normal, but that was okay. She could be happy, and
that was more than a lot of “normal” people got, anyway.

She jerked her head in the direction of the path and
Matthew followed her, while everyone else gathered around
her mother, congratulating her on her new status, When they
were safely hidden by a thick wall of trees, Claire stopped
walking. Matthew stopped too, peering at her curiously,
Claire grinned, stretched up on her toes, and kissed him, “I
can't believe vou didn't tell me vou were coming here!” she
whispered.

“Your mother told me to keep it a seeret—she wanted it
to be a surprise.”

Claire rolled her eyes. *You don’t always have to listen to
my mom, vou know.”

“Actually,” Matthew said soberly, “I think 1T do.” He
squeezed her hand.

“Yeah, you're probably right about that.” Claire sighed.

“Don't be upset—I'm not.” He gazed back toward the hid-
den clearing. “You'd better get back, huh?”

“Yep. Can you find your way home from here?”

“Sure. T'll call you tomorrow, okay? We can figure out
someplace to go eat or something, Oh, and I'll drive you on
Monday, too.”

“Drive me where?™ Claire asked, confused.
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“To school.” Matthew looked astonished. “You do know
that school starts Monday, right?”

“Oh my Goddess, no.” She glanced up at him, “What? I've
sort of had some other things going on, you know?”

Matthew shook his head. “Yeah, buat sall.”

“Claire?" Her mother’s impatient voice called softly.

“Coming!™ Claire turned back to Matthew, who dropped a
quick kiss on her lips.

“T'll talk to you tomorrow,” he whispered, and turned to
walk down the path, back toward civilization. Claire watched
him go, smiling as he disappeared between the trees,

In the clearing, her mother stood, waiting,

“Sorry,” Claire said automatically. *Where is evervone?”

“They are giving us a moment,”

“Oh.” Claire ducked her head. "Am I in trouble?”

“No, no. But T wanted to make sure you were okay before
we begin the hunt. You looked . . . rather shocked, by every-
thing,”

“Well, you looked pretty surprised yourself.” Claire tried
to keep the accusation out of her voice, but failed miserably.

Marie waited silently.

“It was just weird, you know?” Claire kicked at the dirt, “]
wasn't expecting Beatrice to—uh, retire? And then Matthew
coming here . .. it was just a lot, That’s all.”

‘T understand. And if I had known what Beatrice had

planned, T would not have kept Matthew’s presence a secret.
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I meant it to be a happy surprise, you understand?”

Claire nodded. “I'm just—I guess I'm just tired of secrets,
is all.”

“T know. But for us, the time to hide things is finished.
You are fully transformed. I can begin teaching you in carnest,
From now on, things will make more sense to you. I am sure
of it—but vou must trust me.”

Claire looked at her mother, at the certainty blazing in her
eves, and nodded. Listening to Zahlia had been the bigzest
mistake she'd ever made. Maybe it was time to listen to her
maother, after all,

“Good. We will have more time to talk later, but now I am
anxious to begin the hunt.” She motioned Beatrice, Katherine,
Judith, and Victoria back into the clearing,

When they had all taken their places around the fire, Maric
raised her arms and began to chant. Though the words had
always sounded strong when Beatrice said them, the power
in Marie's younger voice gave them more energy, and Claire
shivered as the sound washed over her. When her mother gave
the signal, they all burst into their true forms.

It was the first time Claire’s transformation had been com-
plete. Every part of her felt righs—her silky fur that caught the
wind, the pads of her feet against the soft dirt—it was perfect.
The feeling of release was so great that Claire couldn't hold
back the cry that rose through her. She threw back her head

and howled. Around her, she could hear the others join in,
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calling out to the moon above them, the ground below, and the
forest that circled them tight.

And new—her mother's voice burst into Claire’s thoughts—
we Hunt!

They raced off into the woods. Exhilaration flooded
through Claire as she ran alongside the others, her nose full of
the smell of the fire, the trees, and the endless, moonlit night.

Everything was just beginning—she could feel it. She
could smell it, And she wanted to follow the trail all the way

to the end, wherever that may be.

3360

£ 7
ﬂ' Ié/.ﬂ'- T+ R*é‘l{"}] FRE i '){;

WRITING IS A SOLITARY endeavor, but it is rarely
accomplished alone. I am so grateful to the many people who
helped me with this book.

Thank you to my amazing family, who have always encour-
aged me to follow my dreams—my husband and children, my
mom and dad, and my brothers, Justin and Adam. Their support
holds me up, keeps me going, and gives me light when things
look dark.

My undying gratitude also goes to The Wordslingers—
Trish, Heidi, Jean, Lisa, and Mandy—who help improve my
writing every day. I rely on their invaluable advice, input, and
support in all matters, literary and otherwise.

I have been lucky enough to work with some of the best
professionals in the business. My intrepid agent, Caryn
Wiscman, who believed in this project from the beginning and
made sure it found the perfect home, all the while providing
me with advice, hand-holding, and her own hard work. Of
course, without the amazing editorial skills of Anica Rissi and
her editorial assistant, Emilia Rhedes, this book would never
have become what it is today. Their suggestions and insights
opened whole worlds for me, and took Claire’s story to a level
I couldn't have imagined on my own. In addition to my thanks,

I am pretty sure 1 owe them a whole box of mechanical pencils.

5 ® Internet

Create PDF files without this message by purchasing novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)

[+


http://www.novapdf.com
http://www.novapdf.com

Create PDF files without this message by purchasing novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)

b

) Internet

[+


http://www.novapdf.com
http://www.novapdf.com

