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      About Gray Moon Rising

      It’s been almost a year since Rylie Gresham was bitten by a werewolf on Gray Mountain. Now something is beckoning her back to the place she was attacked, along with every other werewolf in the world. But they aren’t the only ones heeding the call. A group of hunters notices them gathering and sees it as their chance to wipe out the entire species.

      Seth is about to graduate high school when he learns of the final hunt. He secretly plans to save Rylie and his werewolf brother even though he has to play along with the hunters to do it. But Rylie doesn’t want to be saved. She’s already decided to solve her problems with a silver bullet if answers aren’t waiting on Gray Mountain.

      One way or another, everything is about to end—whether it means Rylie’s liberation or the end of her life…
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      A swollen moon crested over Gray Mountain. It was so huge and clear that Rylie thought she could reach out and brush its rocky face with her fingertips. Hazy silver halos radiated into the velvet sky. She stretched her hands toward it.

      The moon called to her, telling her to change, and its song swelled in her heart. Her toes hung over the ledge. An inch forward, and she would fly away…or fall down the mountain.

      “Rylie! Don’t do it!”

      Seth scrambled over icy rocks, struggling to reach her at the peak.

      A crack rang out as a rifle connected with the back of his skull. He collapsed at his mother’s feet. Eleanor shouldered her gun again and aimed.

      Dozens of gold eyes stared at them, reflecting the light of the full moon. Werewolves watched, waiting for Rylie to act, but a ring of hunters armed with silver bullets blocked them from reaching her.

      “Do it,” Eleanor hissed. Sweat beaded her upper lip. “Call them!”

      It was all too much: the rushing river, the wind through the trees, the howls of the wolves, and the call of the moon. Rylie had to act. Her time was up, and she needed to decide.

      “Sorry, Seth,” she whispered.

      She stepped over the edge of the rocks.
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      Sometimes, when Rylie was alone, she practiced shooting the gun.

      That was how she thought of it. Not “a gun,” or “that pistol she stole from Abel,” but the gun. Special emphasis on the first word.

      It was a revolver. She knew this because the word was stamped on the side, along with the name of a manufacturer she didn’t recognize. Rylie had never fired a gun before, but she had seen people get shot. After hours of turning it over in her hands, probing its parts with her fingertips, and pointing it at the wall, she thought she had it figured out.

      She knew the business end and the trigger. Those were the important parts. Though not as important as the single bullet in the chamber.

      Rylie sat on the edge of her mattress, popped the revolver open again, and tipped the bullet onto her bedside table. It was the same lonely silver bullet she had been hiding in her room for weeks. It had been in the pistol when she stole it from Abel’s duffel bag.

      She warmed the metal of the gun in her hands, thinking about the way Seth stabilized his arm while shooting empty cans. Rylie lifted the unloaded gun and aimed it at her wall. Pulled the trigger. Heard the click, watched the barrel rotate, imagined the resounding bang.

      It wasn’t cold in her room, but she shivered.

      Her bedroom at the werewolf sanctuary was meant to be cozy. The walls were painted an inviting shade of blue, the bay window let her look down on the gardens, and her bed always had a fresh duvet filled with fluffy down feathers. But there was no hiding the fact that her window was barred from the inside, or that the paint was scored by claw marks. Her mattress had been replaced six times already, and she had only been there for four months.

      Rylie aimed the gun at the claw marks on her wall. Those were from the last transformation, so Scott hadn’t had time to repaint. He kept several buckets of that blue in the closet just for her.

      Beyond the reinforced wall, Abel was waiting for the same thing that she was: a new moon. He changed later in the night than she did, so he might have been resting in anticipation. He would run with the other werewolves when the time came. They had acres of empty, fenced land to enjoy, where no human would be in danger.

      Rylie wouldn’t join them.

      She pressed the barrel of the gun against her temple and closed her eyes.

      Click.

      Someone knocked on her door. Rylie shoved the gun under her pillow. “Come in,” she said without raising her voice. Anyone visiting on the night of a new moon would have hearing as good as hers, and she could hear the mice playing in the field outside her window.

      Abel entered. He was tall, Black, broad-shouldered, and nearly as handsome as his brother. “What are you doing?” He wore nothing but loose linen pants, which were designed to fall apart when his body grew and changed. It bared the scars that ran from his temple to his hip.

      “Same thing as you. I’m waiting,” she said.

      His eyes narrowed. He sniffed. “What’s that smell?”

      The bullet was still on her table.

      Rylie grabbed it when he peered out the window and tried not to wince at the way it burned her hand. She sat on her fist. “Did you bust into my bedroom to ask stupid questions, or is something going on?”

      “Me and Bekah and Levi are leaving. We’re taking the new kid out for her first run, so we thought you might want to come.” He didn’t manage to sound even slightly enthusiastic about the idea.

      The “new kid” was Tyas, a thirteen year old whose family vacation to the Rockies ended in a werewolf attack. Her parents went home. She stayed at the sanctuary. She had recently finished transitioning to a full werewolf, spoke very little English, and cried all the time.

      Do I want to spend all night with a weeping werewolf?

      “No thanks,” Rylie said.

      Abel glared. “You’re changing in here again?”

      “So what if I am?”

      “We’ve got two hundred acres and you haven’t seen more than the front yard. I know you’re still being whiny about that thing that happened at Christmas—”

      “Whiny?” Rylie’s voice went up an octave. “You think being upset about killing eight people is whiny?”

      “I’ve killed more than that.”

      “You’ve killed werewolves. Not farmers. Not fathers. Not—”

      “Whatever. Look, you can stay in here if you want. I don’t care if you want to have a pity party. But Bekah’s getting worried that you won’t leave, and that means Scott’s getting worried, too. You’re going to have a whole coven of witches on your back if you don’t pretend to get better.”

      She bit her bottom lip. “But I’m not getting better.”

      “Like I said. Whatever.” Abel paused halfway out her door, and something flitted across his face that might have been sympathy. “You and me could go on our own. You know, let Bekah and Levi babysit Tyas. There’s plenty of space.”

      “No,” Rylie said forcefully.

      Any hint of kindness vanished from his expression. Abel’s mouth opened like he was going to say something else, then clapped shut again. He slammed the door behind him. It was reinforced with silver and steel, so it clanged in the frame.

      Rylie peeled her fingers open. The bullet had burned a red divot into her palm. She grimaced as she slid it into the chamber of the revolver, then blew on the injury and shook out her hand.

      She wasn’t whining or moping, no matter what Abel said. She was more dangerous than the other werewolves at the sanctuary. It was better to hide.

      Rylie tucked the gun into a drawer on her bedside table. Her blood grew cold as she closed it, and her gaze was drawn to the window. The new moon was invisible in the black sky, but she knew it was peeking over the hill. She could always feel the moon.

      The change tugged at her, like the moon was connected to her breastbone by a silver thread. Rylie stood and grabbed the bars as she gazed out at the clear night sky. Her heart worked twice as hard to beat. Her blood grew thick and sluggish.

      Almost time.

      She fastened the bar on her door—not that werewolves were any good at operating doorknobs—and undressed. She folded her clothes and stuck them in the drawer with the revolver. Her hands shook as she pushed her furniture against the walls.

      “Maybe it won’t hurt this time,” she whispered.

      The stars blurred as the moon rose. Her eyes burned with tears. Her skin itched with fever.

      Figures darted past the window. Four other werewolves, still in human form, fled for the trees. The wolf inside of Rylie longed to join them. She wanted to run, to feel the dirt between her toes, to be enveloped in the chilly spring breeze.

      Someone gave a sad cry that sounded like a howl. They wanted her to come, too.

      No. I can’t.

      The last time she ran loose, she’d almost killed her aunt.

      Painful memories were enough to kick the change into high gear. The power of the moon buckled her knees. Rylie sank to the floor and her forehead bumped against the carpet.

      Her jaw and cheekbones popped. Her skull cracked like ocean ice as her muzzle grew, and the skin stretched to the point of tearing. Rylie’s nose extended in front of her eyes as teeth erupted in her gums with flares of pain. Blond hair pooled around her hands.

      It shouldn’t have hurt. After so many months of shifting shapes, she should have been used to it. But it was like taking a sledgehammer to the face every time.

      She cried out as her lower back snapped, flinging her onto her side. Her kneecaps dislodged. Her anklebones strained as her feet rearranged.

      The room blurred. She couldn’t focus on anything but the carpet two inches from her face. Where was the wolf? She prayed for it to sweep her human mind away and release her from the pain.

      Let me go… let me forget…

      The tail ripped free of her back. New muscles knit together as fire swept down her spine.

      The mind of the wolf pressed into her, and Rylie surrendered. The pain became distant. It kept her from having to think about murders, revolvers, or monsters. And she definitely didn’t have to think about everything she had left behind when the werewolf destroyed her life.

      All she knew was the cold peace of a predator’s mind. It was better that way.
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      At some point, Rylie fell asleep. And she had that dream again.

      She stood on the shore of a wide, glistening lake. The sun was gold with the haze of summer, mosquitoes clouded the glistening water, and something moved on the opposite shore. If Rylie turned, there would be cabins behind her, and giggling girls running to the next activity. It would be archery again. It was always archery on Wednesday afternoons.

      But she couldn’t turn from the mountain. She squinted at the peak, trying to see it through the ring of clouds and sunshine. There was something moving through the rocks up there. It was waiting for her.

      A cold wind almost knocked her into the water. Rylie staggered. Her foot connected with something soft and wet.

      There was a body face down in the sand. She didn’t have to roll it over to recognize those long silver braids and frail shoulders.

      No. It can’t be.

      The gale pushed again. She raised a hand to shield her eyes as pine needles pelted her face.

      There weren’t any cabins or laughing girls behind her. Instead, there was a line of trees that had grown so close together that the sun couldn’t pierce the canopy of branches. It was always night in the forest, even on the warmest and sunniest of days.

      Wolves howled. They were deeper in the woods, and they wanted her to join them.

      Water lapped at her ankles. The tree branches bent toward her.

      She spun in a circle, searching for an escape, but the mountain was everywhere. It was everything.

      And it wanted her.

      Shock jolted Rylie awake. Her eyes flew open, and her heart pounded in her chest. Her body was drenched in sweat.

      She was also on the floor.

      The carpet was spotted with drying blood. Fistfuls of white-gold hair were clumped by the wall. Nobody had come in to clean yet.

      Rylie grimaced at the window. The sun was high in the sky, and Abel leaned against the bars. That could only mean one thing: it was the morning after the new moon. He always visited her when she woke up.

      “Took you long enough.” Abel looked way too awake and refreshed for the morning after a moon. Even though his eyes were rimmed with circles, he was standing up and fully clothed, which was more than Rylie could say. He smelled like shampoo. His beard was even trimmed.

      He was also chewing a huge, barely-cooked steak.

      Her empty stomach gnawed beneath her ribs. “Ugh,” she groaned.

      “Yeah. Good morning to you, too. I brought a present.” He pointed to the floor, and she noticed a second plate next to the shredded remains of her bed. She was going to need a new mattress again.

      She fell on her breakfast, ripping into it with dull human teeth. “How long have you been up?” she asked around a juicy bite of meat.

      “Since dawn. It’s almost three now.” Abel swallowed the last of his steak and sucked the juice off of his fingers. Rylie was afraid to ask how much of that time she had spent furry. It was normal for werewolves to change back at sunrise, but she hadn’t been normal for months. “You turned back at noon. I know you’re wondering.”

      No wonder she was so tired. Judging by her furniture, the wolf must have been trying to escape all day.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “Food’s not the only thing I have for you. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Abel left, and Rylie took the chance to hurriedly dress in shorts and a t-shirt before finishing breakfast. Even though he had given her a hunk of cow, she was still starving when the bone was bare.

      She contemplated her dream as she sucked on the remaining rib. It wasn’t the first time she had dreamed about Gray Mountain. That was where she had been bitten almost a year earlier, so it was serious nightmare fuel. But Rylie had stopped dreaming completely since she got silver poisoning. The wolf occupied her sleeping mind.

      Did that mean that the beast was the one having nightmares?

      Voices crossed outside her window. She dropped the bone on her plate and peeked through the bars.

      Levi and Scott were conversing down the hill. She could have made out their words if she focused, but considering how upset they looked, Levi was probably complaining about Rylie’s behavior again. She didn’t want to hear about how much she needed drastic intervention for the twelfth or thirteenth time. It was like a popular song on the radio: kind of entertaining at first, but annoying after so many weeks.

      Her stomach grumbled. She checked the time. Three o’clock, like Abel said. There was always a witch in the building to keep an eye on the kids—usually Scott—and they prepared food at the same time every day. Three o’clock was between meals. She could steal another steak from the kitchen without seeing anyone.

      Abel met her outside the door to his room. “Going somewhere?”

      “Food.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll come.”

      He matched her pace, and Rylie noticed he had something in one of his hands. Her heart sped. “Is that…?”

      He held up an envelope. The sharp handwriting spelled out her name. “What, this little letter? You’re not excited about it, are you?”

      “Give me that,” she said, holding out a hand.

      “Hmm.” He tapped the corner against his chin. “I don’t know…”

      Rylie shoved him against the wall and snatched it from his hand. Being the older werewolf gave her the advantage in strength, even though she was a foot shorter. He didn’t try to fight back.

      She hugged the letter to her chest. It smelled faintly of gunpowder and leather.

      Abel gave an exaggerated eye roll. “You two make me sick. Are you ever going to write back to him?”

      Rylie bit her bottom lip. Her boyfriend, Seth, had sent a letter every week since she moved into the sanctuary. Sometimes two a week. It wasn’t always a long note, since his life had become boring after all the werewolves left, so sometimes he included drawings or pressed leaves from the orchard instead.

      It made her heartsick to think of him. She only read the letters in her bedroom, just in case the emotions were too strong to control and she transformed. It had happened twice already.

      She couldn’t imagine writing back. She hadn’t even said goodbye.

      Cheeks burning and lips sealed, Rylie focused her eyes on her feet and didn’t reply. Abel ghosted behind her through the halls without trying to provoke her again. It was rare for him. He loved to annoy. But he could also be very quiet, for such a big guy.

      Probably from all those years he spent hunting werewolves.

      The house was empty after the moon. Their footsteps echoed off the stairs as they headed through the archway into the kitchen. Everything was red tile and glossy marble countertops. The witches had hung a big pentacle on one wall and put fresh herbs in the window to dry. Passing the icon made her skin crawl. Scott had told her a dozen times that it had nothing to do with Satanism, but she still didn’t like it.

      Abel was eyeballing the pentacle, too. “Want to take that thing out back and set it on fire?”

      “Sure, if you want to be the one who touches it. Who knows what kind of curses it has?”

      He grimaced. “Point taken.”

      They raided the fridge together, which was mercifully occult-free. The only sign that it belonged to a bunch of witches was a huge magnet with the coven’s photo. Scott was on the right side with his arm looped around his daughter, who was a taller, strawberry-blond, and somewhat less Sean Connery-looking version of her dad. The other witches were middle-aged women called stupid things like Broomstick and Thistle.

      The refrigerator was full of thawing steaks and chicken limbs. There was always some combination of raw meat available. Feeding five teenage werewolves was no small feat, and they were careful to make sure that the kids never went hungry.

      “Maybe if I used thick gloves,” Abel mused while they waited for the oven to heat their food to body temperature. He was still glaring at the giant pentacle.

      Once everything was cooked, Rylie and Abel sat at the dining room table to eat. It looked out on a patio where Scott had placed chairs and a ping-pong table so the kids could have fun on their human nights, but Rylie never used it.

      “How was the new moon run?” she asked between mouthfuls of steak.

      He shrugged. “Boring. The way they like it.”

      “So Tyas is adjusting?”

      “You could call it that,” he said with a snort. “She ate a deer. I grabbed a few bites myself. It wasn’t bad, you know. Fresh venison.”

      She winced. “Don’t tell me about it. Please.” Rylie had once been an avid vegetarian, but a werewolf’s need for meat was more than preference. She would go wild if she tried to starve herself.

      Abel grinned. “Bet you don’t want to hear about the part where I woke up with deer fur stuck in my teeth.”

      “Seriously, shut up.”

      “I can’t believe you still have a weak stomach for stupid deer.”

      Her cheeks flamed again, and she stared hard at the pattern left by the grease on her plate. “Yeah, well, I can’t believe I put up with you.”

      “Nobody else can bring you Seth’s letters.” He shrugged at her nasty glare. “Just saying.”

      “Jerk,” she muttered under her breath.

      “Emo kid.”

      She threw her plate in the sink and very deliberately did not touch the sprayer. There was a sign on the wall written in Bekah’s tidy cursive that said “Rinsing your dishes makes the dishwasher happy!” surrounded by lots of hearts.

      “Hey!”

      Levi slid through the doorway on socked feet, catching himself on the counter.

      She rolled her eyes. “Are you the dishes police now, too? Are you going to yell at me for leaving dirty plates in the sink?”

      “What? No.” He had to stop between words to take a breath. His honey-brown hair, darker than his sister’s but no less curly, was frazzled and sticking up in every direction. He looked like he had been running for miles. It wasn’t easy to exhaust a werewolf.

      “What’s going on?” Abel asked, entering the kitchen.

      There was no color in Levi’s face. “Bekah is gone.”
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      Levi searched as a wolf with Abel close behind, but Rylie kept her investigation closer to home.

      She searched in Bekah’s favorite hiding spots first. Bekah wasn’t in her bedroom. She wasn’t tending to the tomato sprouts that were getting hardened off in the shed. She also hadn’t curled up with a book in the so-called “study,” which had three bookshelves behind two televisions and four different video game consoles.

      The other girl hadn’t been in the sanctuary for hours, as far as Rylie could tell. All her smells were old.

      Scott fretted while everyone else searched. When Rylie finished looking around, she found him trying to call Bekah’s cell phone for what had to be the millionth time. It had been a whole hour since Rylie had eaten, so she snagged some beef jerky out of the pantry while she watched him pace.

      Watching him hang up and dial again and again got painful after a few minutes. Rylie interrupted him. “I don’t think she’s here.”

      “Hope springs eternal,” he said. “You kids are never far from your cell phones.”

      “Yeah, but wolves don’t have thumbs.”

      His brow was pinched. “Why would she still be a wolf?”

      If Bekah was distant enough to elude Rylie’s sense of smell, then she was probably traveling on all fours. But Scott didn’t seem to accept that she might be gone. Really gone.

      “I’ll check her room for a note,” Rylie said. They had already looked for her in there three or four times, but the suggestion took the edge of fear off of Scott’s smell, so it seemed as helpful as anything else they could do.

      He kept trying to call Bekah as they went to her room. When they got to the hall outside her door, Rylie’s ears picked up a buzzing sound.

      She went inside. Where Rylie’s bedroom was like an especially nice prison cell, Levi and Bekah’s rooms were normal bedrooms. They weren’t at risk of transforming between moons, so the window wasn’t barred. Bekah had a shaggy rug in the shape of a flower. Her easel had a blank slate of paper. Her comforter was patterned with ivy and roses. They had tried to give Rylie a similar comforter, but she had eaten it.

      “Call Bekah again,” she said, and he obeyed.

      A cell phone glowed under Bekah’s dresser. Rylie picked it up. Thirty-four missed calls weren’t exactly a million, but it was pretty close.

      Scott swore under his breath.

      The cell phone wasn’t the only thing under the dresser. Rylie pulled out a piece of paper, and then another, and another. Bekah had hidden stacks of paintings behind the furniture where nobody would have thought to look.

      “What is that?” he asked.

      She sat back, spreading the pages around her on the carpet. Watercolors warped the papers, giving texture to every peak and valley Bekah had painted. Each image was nearly identical. Yellow lights were picked out at the base of a tall mountain, like a distant town—or a forest full of cabins.

      “Camp Silver Brook,” Rylie whispered.

      There was no way Bekah had ever been to Gray Mountain. None of the other werewolves had. They had come from the opposite side of the country, and both youth camps had been closed after a werewolf attack. Only Rylie had survived being bitten.

      Rylie smelled Levi and Abel approach before they showed up in the doorway.

      “She’s not on the grounds,” Levi said, putting on a shirt. The laces on his linen pants were still loose. “I found her smell on the road out of here, but it disappears in the forest.”

      “Look at this,” Scott said, lifting one of the paintings. It was the same peak from another angle. “Do you recognize the subject?”

      “That’s it,” Levi said. “That’s the mountain I told you about.”

      “What mountain?” Rylie asked.

      Scott frowned at a third painting. “Levi has been having strange visions.”

      “Dreams,” he interjected.

      “Visions. Dreams. Call them what you will. He’s been seeing the same mountain repeatedly, and so has Tyas. She began having these dreams after her last moon, when she assumed the true wolf form. We realized they were ‘dreaming’ about the same place when they both said the visions had cabins.” Scott swallowed hard. “But Bekah never mentioned…” He set the pictures down and took a deep breath to steady himself.

      Abel’s voice broke through the stunned reverie. “I found something.” He fished a diary out of the space behind Bekah’s dresser and handed it to Rylie.

      The first pages were covered in Bekah’s normally tidy handwriting, but halfway through, it turned virtually unrecognizable. “I have to get there,” Rylie read out loud. “Have to get there, have to get there… That covers, like, three whole pages. And then ‘they need me’ covers another three pages.”

      “She went crazy,” Abel said.

      Levi jerked the diary out of her hands. “Bekah’s not crazy!”

      “Well, the answer is obvious,” Scott said with a distant, pensive stare. “We don’t know why, but we know where she’s gone. That gives us a place to begin searching.”

      Rylie felt like the ground was breaking up beneath her feet.

      Gray Mountain.

      The wolf didn’t care about searching for Bekah, but it cared about the place it had been born. And worse, Rylie cared about it, too. She felt the massive, furred body of the wolf surge inside her. It rubbed against the inside of her throat.

      She shoved past Abel and ran to her room, slamming the door shut behind her.
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      A warm wind rippled through the long grass outside of the Gresham ranch. It tasted like oncoming summer—the first breeze without the bite of winter’s cold in months. A lone white cloud drifted over a hill dotted with violet blossoms.

      Dust kicked up behind a steel blue Chevy Chevelle as it turned off the highway and bumped up the road to the ranch house. It slowed by the mailbox. The window rolled down.

      Seth reached out an arm to remove a handful of envelopes. The engine idled as he sat back to flip through them.

      He had brown eyes, and brown hair, which he straightened so that it reached his jaw. His skin had gotten darker since he quit the football team and dedicated his time to working on the ranch instead. It seemed like the least he could do, since Gwyn was letting him stay with her until he graduated high school in three weeks.

      “We’re reaching record highs this spring!” the radio announced. “It got up to eighty-eight degrees yesterday, which is the warmest first week of May we’ve seen since the year 1865. That is crazy. Don’t you think that’s crazy, Bill?”

      “Crazy good!” Bill said. “And the horses are loving it. I got to take Old Blue out for her first good run this season…”

      Seth turned the radio down and the car’s fan up.
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