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Changes


CLAYTON DOESN’T DO “UNOBTRUSIVE” WELL. NOT EVEN when he tries, and that afternoon, he was trying his damnedest. He was downwind of me, at least two hundred feet away, so I couldn’t smell him, see him or hear him. But I knew he was there.


As I stood under the oaks, I couldn’t suppress a twinge of resentment at the pressure his presence added to an already gut-twisting situation. Yes, I’d been the one to suggest the run, leaping up from the lunch table and declaring I was ready. He’d asked if he should stay inside—possibly the first time in our fifteen-year relationship that Clay had been willing to give me space. But I’d grabbed his hand and dragged him out with me. Now I was blaming him for being here. Not fair. But better than to admit that what I felt was not resentment but fear—fear that I would fail, and in failing I would disappoint him.


I took a deep breath and filled my lungs with the loamy richness of a forest emerging from winter, the first buds appearing tentatively, as if still uncertain. Uncertain . . . good word. That was what I felt: uncertainty.


Uncertainty? Try abject, pant-pissing, stomach-heaving terror—


I took another deep breath. The scent of the forest filled me, called to me, like Clay’s presence out there, beckoning—


Don’t think of him. Just relax.


I followed the sound of a rabbit thumping nearby, upwind and oblivious of me. As I moved, I saw my shadow and realized I was still standing. Well, there was the first problem. I’d undressed, but how would I Change if I was still on two legs?


As I started to crouch, a pang ran through the left side of my abdomen and I froze, heart pounding. It was probably a random muscle spasm or a digestive complaint. And yet . . .


My fingers rubbed the hard swell of my belly. There was definitely a swell there, however staunchly Jeremy swore otherwise. I could feel it with my hand, feel it in the tightening waistband of my jeans. Clay tried to avoid the question—smart man—but when pressed he would admit I did seem to be showing already. Showing, when I was no more than five weeks pregnant. That shouldn’t be. Yet one more thing to add to my growing list of worries.


At the top of the list was this: the regular transformation from human to wolf that my body required. I had to Change, but what would it do to my baby?


My fear over losing my child came as a revelation to me. In the nearly three years I’d wrestled with the thought of having a baby, I’d considered the possibility that the choice wouldn’t be mine to make, that being a werewolf might mean I wouldn’t be able to conceive or carry a child to term. I’d accepted that. If my pregnancy ended, I’d know that I couldn’t have a child. That would be that.


Now that I was actually pregnant I couldn’t believe I’d been so cavalier. This was more than a collection of cells growing in me, it was the actualization of a dream I’d thought I’d lost when I became a werewolf. A dream I was certain I’d given up when I decided to stay with Clay.


But I had to Change. Already I’d waited too long, and I could feel the need in every muscle spasm and restless twitch, hear it in my growls and snaps whenever someone spoke to me. Twice I’d come out here with Clay, and twice I’d been unable—or refused—to Change. Make it a third, and Clay and Jeremy would be flipping coins to see who locked me in the cage. That was a safety precaution—being Change-deprived makes us violent and unpredictable—but given my surly behavior this past week, I wouldn’t blame them if they fought over the privilege.


Just Change, goddamn it! Get down on your knees . . . See? That feels fine, right? Now put your hands on the ground . . . There. Now concentrate—


My body rebelled, convulsing so hard I doubled over, gasping. Change into a wolf? With a baby inside me? Was I crazy? I’d rip, tear, suffocate—


No!


I pushed up onto all fours and cleared my head, then opened the gate only to thoughts bearing the pass-code of logic. Was this my first Change since I’d become pregnant? No. It was the first since I’d learned I was pregnant, two weeks ago. I must have Changed a half-dozen times between conception and testing.


Had anything happened during those Changes? Bleeding? Cramping? No.


So stop worrying. Take a deep breath, smell the forest, dig your fingers into the damp soil, hear the whistle of the April wind, feel the ache in your muscles. Run to Clay, who’ll be so happy, so relieved . . .


My skin prickled, stretching, itching as fur sprouted—


My brain threw up the brakes again and my body tensed. Sweat trickled down my cheeks. I growled and dug my fingers and toes into the soft earth, refusing to reverse the process.


Relax, relax, relax. Just stop worrying and let your body do the work. Like constipation. Relax and nature takes over.


Constipation? Oh, there was a romantic analogy. I laughed, and my changing vocal cords squeezed the sound into a hideous screech, more worthy of a hyena than a wolf, which only made me laugh all the harder. I toppled sideways and, as I lay there, laughing, I finally relaxed.


The Change took over, spontaneous. My convulsions of laughter turned to spasms of pain, and I twisted and writhed on the ground. The pain of a Change. Yet some still-panicked part of my brain convinced me this wasn’t the normal kind of pain—I was killing my child, suffocating it as my body contorted.


I must— Must stop— Oh, God, I couldn’t!


I tried to stop—fighting, snarling, concentrating on reversing to human. But it was too late. I’d waited too long, and now my body was determined to see it through.


Finally, the pain ended, gone without so much as a lingering ache, and I lay on my side, panting, then leapt to my feet.


Damn it, not so fast! Be careful.


I stood there, motionless except for my tail, which wouldn’t stop whipping from side to side, as if to say “Well, we’re Changed. What are you waiting for? Let’s run!” The rest of my body didn’t disagree with the sentiment, though it let the tail do the shouting, settling for subtler displays of restlessness: heart tripping, ears swiveling, muscles tensing. I refused to move, though; not until I’d taken inventory, made sure everything was as it should be.


First, my belly. No obvious signs of distress. I panted, letting my chest rise and fall, testing whether the movement seemed to hurt anything. It didn’t, though my stomach did let out a growl as that nearby rabbit’s scent wafted past. You wouldn’t know I’d just devoured a three-course lunch. Ungrateful stomach. But the other part of my belly, newly filling with life, felt fine.


I lifted my paws one at a time, stretching and rotating my joints. Good. My nose and ears had done fine picking up that rabbit. And the still-wagging tail was obviously working. Okay, enough of this.


I stepped forward. One paw, two, three, four . . .No sudden scream of complaint from my belly. I broke into a lope, then a run, then a headlong dash across the clearing. Still no signs of distress.


Next, the tougher moves—the wolf maneuvers. I crouched, wiggled my hindquarters, then leapt at an imaginary mouse. As I hit the ground, I wheeled around, teeth bared as I snapped at an unseen foe. I bounded across the clearing. I jumped and twisted in midair. I pranced. I lunged. I charged. I chased my tail—


A wheezing sound erupted behind me and I froze, the tip hairs of my tail still caught between my teeth. There, across the clearing, was a huge, golden-haired wolf, his head between his forepaws, eyes closed, hindquarters in the air, body quivering with that strange wheezing noise. His eyes opened, bright blue eyes dancing with relief and amusement, and I realized what that noise was. He was laughing at me.


Laughing? I’d just gone through a horrible trauma, and the guy had the nerve to laugh? I knew half of that laughter was relief at seeing me Changed, and I admit I probably looked a little silly gallivanting alone in the clearing. But still, such indignities should not be tolerated.


With as much grace as I could muster with tail fur hanging out of my mouth, I swept around and stalked in the other direction. Halfway across the clearing, I wheeled and charged, teeth bared. His eyes widened in “oh, shit” comprehension and he backpedaled just in time to get out of my way, then bolted into the forest.


I tore after him. I loped along the path, muzzle skimming the ground. The earth was thick with the scent of my prey—a deliberate move, as he weaved and circled, permeating this patch of forest with his smell, hoping to throw me off the trail.


I untangled the web of trails and latched onto the most recent. As I picked up speed, the ground whooshed past beneath me. Ahead, the path opened into a clearing. I pitched forward, straining for the open run, but before I hit the edge of the clearing, I dug in my claws and skidded to a graceless stop.


I stood there, adrenaline roaring, urging me to find him, take him down. I closed my eyes and shuddered. Too eager. Keep that up and I’d run straight into a trap. After a moment, the adrenaline rush ebbed and I started forward again, cautious now, ears straining, muzzle up, sniffing as I walked.


My eyes saved me this time. That and the sun, peeking from fast-moving clouds. One break in the cloud cover and I caught the glint of gold through the trees. He was downwind, crouched to the left of the path’s end, waiting for me to come barreling out.


I retraced my last few steps, walking backward. An awkward maneuver—some things easily accomplished on two legs are much more difficult to coordinate with four. Once I’d gone as far as I could, I craned to look over my shoulder. The trees closed in on me from either side. Not enough room to guarantee a silent about-face.


I took a careful step off the path. The undergrowth was soft and moist with spring rain. I prodded at it, but it stayed silent. Hunkering down to stay below branch level, I started forward, looping to slink up behind him. Once close enough to see through the trees, I peered out. He was crouched beside the path, as still as a statue, only the twitch of his tail betraying his impatience.


I found the clearest line of fire, hunched down, then sprang. I hit him square on the back and sank my teeth into the ruff around his neck. He yelped and started to rear up, then stopped. I let out a growling chuckle, knowing he didn’t dare throw me off in my “condition.” All I had to do was hang on—


He dropped, letting his legs fold, his body cushioning my drop, but the suddenness of it was enough of a surprise that I let go of his ruff. As he slid from under me, he twisted and pinned me, his teeth clamping around the bottom of my muzzle. I kicked at his underbelly. He snorted as my claws made contact, but made no move to fight back.


He looked down at me, indecision flickering in his eyes. Then he released my muzzle and his head shot down to my throat. I wriggled, trying to pull out of the way, but he only buried his nose in the ruff around my neck and inhaled deeply. He shuddered, legs vibrating against my sides. A moment’s hesitation. Then a soft growl, and he twisted off me and dove into the woods again.


I scrambled to my feet and set off in pursuit. This time he had too much of a head start, and I could only get close enough to see his hindquarters bounding ahead. He flicked his tail up. Mocking me, damn him. I surged forward, getting close enough to hear the pounding of his heartbeat. He veered and crashed into the forest, off the trail, and I chortled to myself. Now I had him. Cutting a fresh path would slow him down just enough to let me—


A brace of ptarmigan flew up, almost under my feet, and I slid to a halt, nearly flipping over backward in my surprise. As the panicked birds took to the sky, I got my bearings again, looked around . . .and found myself alone. Tricked. Damn him. And damn me for falling for it.


I found his trail, but before I’d gone a hundred feet, a gurgling moan rippled through the silence. I stopped, ears going up. A grunt, then panting. He was Changing.


I dove into the nearest thicket and began my own Change. It came fast, spurred by a healthy double shot of adrenaline and frustration. When I finished, he was still in his thicket.


I crept around to the other side, pulled back a handful of leaves and peered through. He was done, but recovering, crouched on all fours, panting as he caught his breath. By the rules of fair play, I should have given him time to recuperate. But I wasn’t in the mood for rules.


I sprang onto his back. Before he could react, my arm went around his neck, forearm jammed against his windpipe.


I leaned over his shoulder. “Did you think you could escape that easily?”


His lips formed an oath, but no sound came out. His shoulders slumped, as if defeated. Like I was stupid enough to buy that. I pretended to relax my grip. Sure enough, the second I did, he twisted, trying to grab me.


I slid off his back and pulled him down sideways. Before he could recover, I was on top of him, my forearm again at his throat. His hands slid up my sides, snuck around and cupped my breasts.


“Uh-uh,” I growled, pressing against his windpipe. “No distractions.”


He sighed and let his hands slide away. I eased back. As soon as I did, he flipped me over, still far more gently than usual, and pinned me as securely as he had in wolf-form. He eased down, belly and groin against mine. He slid his hands back to my breasts and grinned at me, daring me to do something about it now.


I glared up at him. Then I shot forward and sank my teeth into his shoulder. He jerked away. I scrambled up, then pinned him, hands on his shoulders, knees on his thighs. He struggled, but couldn’t get me off without throwing me.


“Caught?” I said.


He gave one last squirm, then nodded. “Caught.”


“Good.”


I slid my knees from his thighs and slipped over him. He tried to thrust up to meet me, but I pushed down with my hips, keeping him still. I moved into position. When I felt the tip of him brush me, I stopped and wriggled against him, teasing myself. He groaned and tried to grab my hips, but I pinned his shoulders harder. Then I closed my eyes and plunged down onto him.


He struggled under me, trying to thrust, to grab, to control, but I kept him pinned. After a moment, he gave up and arched against the ground, fingers clenching handfuls of grass, jaw tensing, eyes closing to slits, but staying open, always open, always watching. When the first wave of climax hit, I let him go, but he stayed where he was, leaving me in charge. Dimly, I heard him growl as he came, and by the time I finished and leaned over him, his eyes were half lidded, a lazy grin tweaking the corners of his mouth.


“Feeling better?” he said.


I stretched out on top of him, head resting in the hollow below his shoulder. “Much.”






Prisoner


WE LAY THERE FOR A FEW MINUTES, THEN I CAUGHT A whiff of blood and lifted my head. Blood trickled from Clay’s shoulder.


“Whoops,” I said, licking my fingers to wipe it off. “Got a bit carried away. Sorry about that.”


“Didn’t hear me complaining.” He brushed his fingertips across a fang-size hole under my jaw. “Seems I gave as good as I got anyway.” He yawned and stretched, hands going around me to rest on my rear. “Just add them to the collection.”


I ran my fingers over his chest, tracing the half-healed scabs and long-healed scars. Most of them were the residue of friendly fire—dots of too-hard bites or the paper-thin scratches of misaimed claws. I had them too—tiny marks, nothing to draw stares when I wore halter tops and shorts. Even after fifteen years as a werewolf, I had few true battle scars. Clay had more, and as my hands moved over them, my brain ticked off the stories behind each. There wasn’t one I didn’t know, not a scar I couldn’t find with my eyes closed, not a mark I couldn’t explain.


He closed his eyes as my fingers moved down his chest. I stared up at his face, a rare chance to look at him without him knowing I was looking. I don’t know why that still matters. It shouldn’t. He knows how I feel about him. I’m having a child with him—it doesn’t get any clearer than that, not for me. But after ten years of pushing him away, trying to pretend I didn’t love him—wasn’t still crazy-in-love with him—I’m still cautious in some small ways. Maybe I always will be.


Gold eyelashes rested against his cheeks. His skin already showed the glow of a tan. Now and then, when he was poring over a book, I caught the ghost of a line forming over the bridge of his nose, the first sign of an impending wrinkle. Not surprising, considering he was forty-two. Werewolves age slowly, and Clay could pass for a decade younger. Yet the wrinkle reminded me that we were getting older. I’d turned thirty-five last year, right around the time I’d finally decided he was right, and I— we—were ready for a child. The two events were, I’m sure, not unconnected.


My stomach growled.


Clay’s hand slid across it, smiling, eyes still closed. “Hungry already?”


“I’m eating for two.”


He chuckled as my stomach rumbled again. “That’s what happens when you chase me instead of something edible.”


“I’ll remember that next time.”


He opened one eye. “On second thought, forget it. Chase me and I’ll feed you afterward. Anything you want.”


“Ice cream.”


He laughed. “Do we have any?”


I slid off him. “The Creamery opened last week. Two-for-one banana splits all month.”


“One for you and one for—”


I snorted.


He grinned. “Okay, two for you, two for me.”


He pushed to his feet and looked around.


“Clothing southwest,” I said. “Near the pond.”


“Are you sure?”


“Let’s hope so.”




I stepped from the forest into the backyard. As clouds swept overhead, shafts of sunlight slid over the house. The freshly painted trim gleamed dark green, the color matching the tendrils of ivy that struggled to maintain a hold on the stone walls.


The gardens were slowly turning the same green, evergreens and bushes interspersed with the occasional clump of tulips from a fall-gardening spree a few years ago. The tulips ended at the patio wall, which was as far as I’d gotten before being distracted and leaving the bag of bulbs to rot in the rain. That was our typical approach to gardening: every now and then we’d buy a plant or two, maybe even get it in the ground, but most times we were content just to sit back and see what came up naturally.


The casual air suited the house and the slightly overgrown yard that blended into the fields and forests beyond. A wild sanctuary, the air smelling of last night’s fire and new grass and distant manure, the silence broken only by the twitter of birds, the chirp of cicadas . . .and the crack of gunfire.


As the next shot rang out, I pressed my hands to my ears and made a face. Clay motioned for us to circle back along the woods and come up on the opposite side. When we drew alongside the shed, I could make out a figure on the patio. Tall, lean and dark, the hair that curled over his collar as sporadically clipped as the lawn. Standing with his back to us, he lifted the gun over the edge of the low stone wall and pointed it at the target. Clay grinned, handed me his shoes, then broke into a silent lope, heading around the other side of the patio.


I kept walking, but slower. By the time I neared the wall, he was already vaulting over it. He caught my gaze and lifted his finger to his lips. As if I needed the warning. He crept up behind the gunman, paused, making sure he hadn’t been heard, then crouched and sprang.


Jeremy sidestepped without even turning around. Clay hit the wall and yelped.


Jeremy shook his head. “Serves you right. You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you.”


Clay bounced back, grinning as he brushed himself off. “Live dangerously, that’s my motto.”


“It’ll be your epitaph too.”


Jeremy Danvers, our Pack Alpha and owner of Stonehaven, where he, Clay and I lived and would doubtless stay for the rest of our lives. Part of that was because Clay was Jeremy’s bodyguard and had to keep close, but mostly it was because Clay would never consider leaving.


Clay had been no more than five or six when he’d been bitten. When other kids were heading off to kindergarten, he’d been living as a child werewolf in the Louisiana bayou. Jeremy had rescued him, brought him to Stonehaven and raised him, and this was where Clay would stay.


Now it was my home too, really had been since the day Clay had bitten me. It’s no sacrifice. I’m happy here, with my family. Besides, without Jeremy to mediate, Clay and I would have killed each other years ago.


Jeremy watched as Clay bounded back to me. As he glanced my way, relief sparked in his eyes. If Clay was in such a good mood, my Change must have gone well. I knew they’d both been worried, though they’d tried to hide it, knowing I’d been panicked enough and that the alternative—not Changing—would be even more dangerous.


I handed Clay his shoes. Jeremy’s gaze slid down to Clay’s bare feet. He sighed.


“I’ll find the socks next time,” Clay said. “And look, Elena found her top.”


I held up a sweater I’d “misplaced” in the woods a few months ago. Jeremy’s nose wrinkled as the smell wafted his way.


“Toss it out,” he said.


“It’s a little funky,” I said. “But I’m sure a good washing, maybe some bleach . . .”


“In the garbage. The outside garbage. Please.”


“We’re going into town for ice cream,” Clay said. “Wanna come?”


Jeremy shook his head. “You two go. You can pick up steaks at the butcher. I thought we’d have a barbecue, take advantage of the warm day. It may still be early in the season, but since you seem so energetic, perhaps I can persuade you to cart out the lawn furniture and we’ll eat outside tonight.”


“Let’s do that now,” I said, swinging toward the shed. “Build up an appetite for those banana splits.”


Clay caught my arm. “No lifting, remember?”


I was reasonably sure you couldn’t damage a fetus the size of a pea by lifting a patio chair, especially not when werewolf strength made it the equivalent of picking up a plate. Yet when I looked over at Jeremy, he busied himself unloading his revolvers.


Since I’d first decided to try for a baby, Jeremy had read just about every book ever written on pregnancy. The problem was that no matter how many books Jeremy read, he couldn’t be sure they applied to me. Female werewolves were very rare. For one to bear a child, even to a human father, was a thing of legend. Two werewolves reproducing? Never happened. Or, if it had, there was no record of it, and certainly no maternity guides.


So we were being careful. Some of us more than others. Not that I disagreed. Not . . . really. After all, it was only nine months. I could handle not picking up lawn chairs for a while. It was the “not doing anything at all” part that was driving me nuts.


I could argue that I’d just Changed into a wolf—surely lifting chairs wasn’t any more strenuous than that. But I knew what they’d say—that Changing was a necessary stress, and all the more reason for me to reduce all other physical activity to compensate. Remind them what I’d just done, and Jeremy would probably cancel our trip to town and replace it with an afternoon of bed rest.


“You can grab the lanterns,” Clay said finally. “But I’ll get them down.”


“Are you sure?” I said. “They are oil lamps, you know. I could set myself on fire.”


Clay hesitated.


I bit back a growl, but not before the first note escaped.


“I’m thinking of the oil,” he said. “Is it okay for you to breathe that stuff in?”


“Hmmm, you have a point. And what about the air? I caught a whiff of manure out there today. God knows what kind of drugs they’re feeding cows these days.”


“I’m just saying—”


“Clay, get the chairs. And the lanterns. Elena, I need to speak to you.”


As Clay walked away, I braced myself for “the lecture.” Not that Jeremy ever really lectures—you need to say more than a few sentences for that. In this case, I already knew those few sentences by heart. He’d agree that Clay was being overprotective, and so was he, but they knew how important this pregnancy was to me, and they just wanted to make sure it went smoothly. Just eight months to go. Thirty-four weeks. Two hundred and thirty-eight days . . .


“Have you been taking the new vitamins?”


I gave him a look. He lifted a finger, then darted his gaze in Clay’s direction, telling me to play along.


“Yes, I’ve been taking the new vitamins and, no, they don’t seem to be upsetting my stomach like the last concoction. Next time, though, as long as you’re mixing up a batch, could you add some cherry flavor? Maybe mold them into little animals? Bunnies would be good. I like bunnies.”


Clay’s chuckle floated back to us, and he quickened his pace. Jeremy glanced over his shoulder, estimating werewolf hearing distance, then lowered his voice.


“You got a call while you were out,” he said.


Clay stopped.


“It was Paige.”


Clay’s shoulders tightened. He hesitated, then shook it off and resumed walking.


“Now this is the part of being coddled I do like,” I murmured. “He doesn’t even complain about Paige phoning. Does she want me to call her back?”


Jeremy said nothing, just kept watching Clay’s back, letting him get farther this time before continuing.


“She was relaying a message. Someone’s been trying to reach you. Xavier Reese.”


At that, Clay wheeled. Jeremy grimaced.


“You tried,” I said.


“Reese?” Clay strode over. “The guy from the compound?”


“That’s the only Xavier I know.”


“What the hell does he want?”


I had my suspicions. “Did Paige leave his number?”


“You’re not going to call him, are you?” Clay said. “After what he—”


“He saved my life.”


“Yeah? Well, if it hadn’t been for him, your life wouldn’t have needed saving. And I’m sure you’d have been fine without his help. The only reason he jumped in to ‘save’ you was so he could hold a marker over you—” He stopped, jaw setting. “That better not be why he’s calling.”


I took the message from Jeremy. “I’ll know in a few minutes.”




“Hey, Elena!” the voice crackled across a weak cellular connection. “Remember me?”


“Uh-huh.”


I settled onto the sofa and pulled my legs up under me. Clay sat on the other end, making no effort to look like he wasn’t eavesdropping—enhanced hearing meant he could hear both ends of the conversation. I didn’t care. If I had, I wouldn’t have let him in the room.


“Uh-huh?” Xavier said. “That’s all I get after three years? We spent a harrowing week together, locked in an underground prison, fighting for survival—”


“I was fighting for survival. You were drawing a paycheck.”


“Hey now, in my own way, I was just as much of a prisoner as you.”


I snorted. “A prisoner of your greed.”


“Trapped by my shortcomings. It’s tragic really.”


“Know what’d be even more tragic? If you teleported into the middle of a wall and got trapped by your shortcomings there. Does that ever happen?”


“My momma taught me to always look where I’m going.”


“Damn.”


“What did I ever do to you—er, better not answer that.”


I glanced over at Clay, who motioned for me to hang up.


“What do you want, Xavier? I was just about to head out for ice cream.”


“And that’s more important than talking to me? No, wait, don’t answer that either. Since you’re obviously not going to play nice, I’ll cut to the chase. You owe me a favor.”


“No, you said I owed you one. I never agreed. As I recall, you offered the trade in return for giving me two pieces of advice about the compound, but you hightailed it out of there yourself after only telling me one.”


“The second was about the dogs. They had trained bloodhounds and attack dogs.”


“Right, that’s what nearly ripped my throat out. Left a nice scar on my shoulder too. Thanks for the warning.”


“Okay, so you only owe me half a favor, and I’m really only using that as an opener for a fresh deal. I’m a useful guy, Elena. I could really help you out.”


“Uh-huh. So who’s chasing you?”


“No one. Let me finish. I started thinking about this last year, that I should get in touch with you and renew our acquaintance.”


“Uh-huh. Who was chasing you then?”


“A Cabal, but that’s not the point.”


“I’m not a bodyguard, Xavier.”


“That isn’t what I have in mind. This particular proposal has zero violence potential. It involves another of your . . . specific skills. In return, I can tell you where you’ll find that rogue wolf you’ve been hunting.”


I glanced over at Clay. “What rogue—?”


“David Hargrave. Killed three women in Tennessee. Your Pack has been looking for him for almost five months.”


“Who told you—”


“Contacts, Elena. I’m a regular Rolodex of supernatural contacts. Point is, I know where Hargrave is hiding. That got me thinking. If I gave you that information, you might be willing to do a little something for me in return.”


“So I do this ‘little something’ for you, and you give me an address, and I show up to find Hargrave cleared out a week ago . . .”


“No. If you agree to the deal, I’ll tell you where to find Hargrave right away. Not only that, but I’ll wait until you have him, and then you’ll do the favor for me. I don’t con anyone who can rip out my liver with her bare hands.”


“What’s your end, then? What do you want?”


“It . . . takes some explaining. Come to Buffalo tomorrow and I’ll tell you.”


“Buffalo? Too far. Meet me halfway, in Rochester.”


“Buffalo is halfway. I’m in Toronto. Your hometown, if I remember the compound records. Hey, maybe you can recommend a good sushi—”


“What are you doing in Toronto?”


“That’s where the, uh, service would take place. Should make it easier for you, right? Operating on familiar ground? Anyway, I’m here setting it up, so I’ll meet you halfway, in Buffalo, tomorrow. Got a place all picked out. Nice and public. A daytime meeting. Absolutely nothing for you to worry about . . . so there’s no need to bring the boyfriend.”


“Uh-huh.”


“I like all my limbs just where they are.”


I rolled my eyes. Clay mouthed something, but I waved him off and took down the time and address from Xavier.




“It’s Buffalo, not the Gaza Strip,” I said as we returned to the study with Jeremy.


I plunked onto the sofa. Clay tried to sit beside me, but I swung my legs up to stretch out. He reached to yank them off his spot, then stopped, remembering my “condition,” and stalked across the study to sit on the fireplace hearth.


“I need to get out of the house,” I said.


“You got out yesterday,” Clay said.


“To go to the grocery store. And last week, you let me go to Syracuse for a movie. The highlight of my month so far, dinner afterward and everything . . . oh, wait. I didn’t get dinner, because you thought it was getting too late for me, so we ended up grabbing sandwiches to eat on the way back to jail . . .I mean home.”


“Fine, you want to go out? We’ll take a trip to New York next weekend, visit Nick. You’re not traipsing off to Buffalo—”


“Traipsing?”


He fixed me with a look. I returned the glare, then glanced at Jeremy, who only leaned back in his chair. No sense appealing to him anyway. I knew which side he was on. Prison guard number two.


I took a deep breath. There was only one way to win Jeremy over. Steer clear of histrionics and mount a logical defense.


“You don’t want mutts knowing I’m pregnant,” I began. “And I agree. But Xavier is half-demon. He can’t smell that I’m pregnant, and unless I wear a tight shirt, he won’t be able to tell by looking. I’m certainly not going to volunteer the news. All I want from him is David Hargrave.” I paused and met Jeremy’s eyes. “We do want Hargrave, don’t we? He’s killed three women—”


“You don’t need to remind me of Hargrave’s crimes.” And you can’t guilt-trip me with the reminder, his eyes added. “I have every intention of making this meeting with Reese. Either I will or Clay will—”


“Absolutely. Despite Xavier’s hopes, I’m not planning to show up alone. Call Nick, call Antonio, even call Karl if you can find him. I’ll take whatever precautions you want.”


“Clay can handle it by himself, with backup from Nick.”


“Clay? Oh, you mean the guy Xavier expressly warned me not to bring?”


“What’s wrong with me?” Clay said.


“You scare him.”


“He’s never met me.”


“Sorry, let me rephrase. The idea of you scares him. But I’m sure, once he meets you, he’ll see that all those nasty rumors are completely unfounded.”


“I’ll send Antonio,” Jeremy cut in before Clay could respond.


“If you send anyone, even yourself, Xavier will be out of there in a flash. I’m the only Pack member he knows, so I’m the only one he’ll talk to.”


“Too dangerous,” Clay said, crossing his arms and leaning back against the fireplace, as if that settled the matter.


“Dangerous? Do you remember what Xavier’s power is? Teleportation. Limited teleportation. The guy can move about ten feet. Worst thing he can do to me? Poke me in the eyes, go ‘nyuk nyuk nyuk’ and zip away before I can smack him.”


One look at Jeremy and I knew I was losing “calm and reasonable” points fast. When he opened his mouth, I cut him off.


“Yes, the first time I met Xavier, I ended up as a guinea pig for mad scientists and a play-toy for a sadistic industrialist. I could argue that it took him two tries and a good dose of my own stupidity to finally nab me, but it’s still a valid point.”


“You think?” Clay muttered.


I glared at him. “I admitted to the stupidity part. Don’t push it. Yes, it’s possible that Xavier has found someone willing to pay big bucks for a female werewolf, and he’s said, ‘Hey, I can get you one of those.’ But I doubt it. He learned enough last time to know that if he tries it, he’d better spend that money fast, because he’s going to end up in little bitty pieces when either I get free or Clay catches up with him. But it is a possibility. That’s why I won’t even suggest going alone. The meeting will be held in a public park, which we’ll scout first. You can bring the whole Pack as backup if you like. I’m taking Clay too, whether Xavier likes it or not. But I want to catch David Hargrave, and if this is our shot, I say it’s a chance worth taking.”


Clay opened his mouth.


“Let me rephrase that too,” I continued. “I want Hargrave caught. I do not intend to play any role in catching him. For the next eight months, I’m out of the mutt-chasing business. I not only accept that, I wholeheartedly agree with it. No matter how bored I get, I won’t take chances. Talking to Xavier, though, is a reasonable balance of risk and reward.”


Clay and Jeremy looked at one another, and I knew I’d won . . . this time.




Ripper


I SQUEEZED THROUGH A BARRICADE OF STROLLERS AND past a small army of parents circled shoulder to shoulder around the playground, like a herd of bison protecting their young. A toddler shrieked. Her father swooped in and rescued her before she was trampled by a swarm of school-age boys who’d claimed the lookout tower. The father glared at the boys, then took his daughter out of the line of fire and wiped away her tears as she sobbed that she wanted to climb the tower. I had a mental flash of my own child in her place, Clay as the father charging in to find that someone wanted to keep his child off a piece of equipment and—


Oh, God, what was I getting us into?


On the other side of the playground was a cluster of picnic tables. Only two tables were occupied. At one, a mother divvied up animal crackers to three howling preschoolers, all the while shooting furtive glances over her shoulder at the lone man sitting a few tables away. He was brown-haired and in his late thirties, with a thin scar running down his cheek and no attached kids in sight. When the man met her gaze with a level stare, she looked away and doled out the crackers faster.


I snuck up behind him, then leaned into his ear.


“She thinks you’re a pervert,” I whispered.


Xavier jumped, realized it was me and grinned.


“Is that it?” he said. “Whew. I thought she was trying to pick me up.”


The woman at the other table breathed a nearly audible sigh of relief as I sat across from him.


“I was starting to think you weren’t going to show,” he said.


“Good thing I did,” I said. “A few more minutes and she’d have been calling the cops.”


He shot a look in the woman’s direction. “You know, she doesn’t seem completely convinced. Maybe if you gave me a big ‘hello, honey’ kiss . . . Did I mention you look good?” He grinned. “Damned good. I forgot how—”


“Hard I hit?”


“That too.” His grin broadened. “Wanna refresh my memory? Really give momma hen a reason to gawk?”


“You’ve given everyone enough reason to gawk already. So much for keeping a low profile.”


“Hey, I wanted you to feel safe. Nothing safer than a playground. Absolutely no reason to regret not bringing the boyfriend.”


I glanced over the crowd by the play equipment. “How do you know I didn’t? You’ve never met Clay.”


“I’ve seen pictures, remember? Blond curls, big blue eyes, everything but the goddamn cleft chin.” He shook his head. “Brains, looks and the lovely Elena on his arm. I’d feel really inadequate . . . if he wasn’t a raging lunatic. Score one for the half-demon. I may be a little nuts, but no one’s ever called me a psycho.”


I shook my head and sighed.


“Hey, don’t tell me I’m wrong. I’ve heard the stories. Saw a photo too. You ever seen those pictures?”


“No, but I’ve heard about them.”


“So you think they’re fakes?”


“I’m sure they’re not.”


“And . . . that’s okay with you? Your boyfriend spent his teen years hacking up people and taking pictures? But hey, high school was rough on all of us. Everyone has his own way of coping.”


I could have set Xavier straight, told him the pictures were of one trespassing mutt, and Clay had his reasons— as alien as his reasoning might be to the rest of us. But to clear the record would be to wipe away the reputation Clay had so painstakingly built for Jeremy’s protection, so I kept my mouth shut and shrugged.


Xavier leaned forward. “Sarcasm aside, you don’t need a guy like that, Elena. Maybe you think you do—only female werewolf and all that—but hell, I’ve seen what you can do—tied to a chair, up against a male werewolf. You can do that, you don’t need some fucking psychopath like Clayton Danvers—”


He stopped, noticing my gaze.


“He’s standing right behind me, isn’t he?” Xavier murmured.


“Uh-huh.”


Xavier tilted his head back, saw Clay and disappeared. He reappeared on the opposite bench, pressed up against me. I looked over at him, eyebrow raised. He swore under his breath and teleported to the far end of the other bench. Then he stood and turned to Clay.


“You must be—”


“The fucking psychopath,” Clay said.


“Er, right, but I meant that in the most respectful way. Believe me, I have the utmost regard for, uh . . .”


“Raging lunatics,” I said.


Xavier shot me a glare.


“Oh, sit down,” I said. “He didn’t bring his chain saw.”


Clay circled the table and slid in next to me. Xavier waited until he’d sat, then took his original place across from me.


“Clay, this is Xavier, Evanidus half-demon. Specialty? You just got a little demonstration of that.”


“A pretty damned indiscreet demonstration,” Clay said, shooting a look over at the playground.


“No one saw,” Xavier said. “And even if they did, they’ve already explained it away. Humans only see what they expect to see. I bet you guys could change into wolves right here and you’d have twenty parents grabbing their cell phones—not phoning CNN to report a werewolf sighting, but calling the Humane Society to pick up a couple of really big dogs that are definitely violating the leash laws.”


“Speaking of violating leash laws, you do know where David Hargrave is, right? And he’ll still be there when we arrive?”


“He should be. If he bolts, it won’t be because I tipped him off. And if he does bolt, I’ll get you a new location or you don’t owe me a thing. This guy killed three women. I say you’re welcome to him. I may not be the most moral guy, but with something like that, I’ll gladly turn him in to the proper authorities. Which, in this case, would be you guys.”


Clay snorted. “How long have you known where he was before your sense of civic duty kicked in?”


“Let me guess,” I said. “Just long enough to find something you could ask for in return. Don’t give me the wounded look. We want Hargrave. What do you want?”


Xavier eased back in his seat. “You guys ever hear of the From Hell letter?”


“No, and from the sounds of it, I’m not sure I want to.”


Clay said, “If this is some kind of demon thing, we’re not interested. The werewolves don’t get involved in—”


“It’s nothing demonic. It’s just a letter. Supposedly sent by Jack the Ripper to the police. At some point over the next hundred years, it went missing.”


I frowned. “You want us to find—?”


“Oh, I know where it is. It was never really missing. Not to our side of the world, that is.”


When Clay and I glanced at one another, Xavier rolled his eyes. “Our side. The supernatural side. You guys rejoined the council; that puts werewolves back in the middle of the whole supernatural community. Didn’t you get your membership cards?”


“About this letter,” I said.


“All the Jack the Ripper files were sealed up for a hundred years. When they were opened in the eighties, the From Hell letter was missing. Not surprising, considering it was stolen back in the twenties. The theft was commissioned by a sorcerer.”


“Why? Is it magical?”


“Nah. The only way of getting it was with supernatural aid, so it stayed on our side of the line. But just think— that letter could tell us the true identity of Jack the Ripper, and some rich spellcasting son of a bitch is hoarding it for himself. Disgraceful. We are about to rectify that.”


I glanced at Clay. “Not liking the sound of that ‘we.’”


“Me neither,” Clay said.


“I hope you aren’t going to ask us to steal that letter—” “You can’t steal stolen goods. What I’m asking is for you to right a very old wrong.”


“And return it to the London Police. Gee, that’s mighty big of you, Xavier.” I turned to Clay. “See, there is a sense of civic duty there after all.”


“Ha-ha. I’m passing it on to a buyer, yes, but he wants to have it analyzed by a team of DNA experts so the world can know once and for all the identity of Jack the Ripper.”


“Damn,” I murmured. “That is a righteous cause. Now we can finally catch that murdering bastard and lock him up in prison where he belongs.”


Before Xavier could open his mouth, I continued. “What’s the guy looking for: a book deal or a movie deal?”


Xavier hesitated, then said, “Book . . . and probably movie eventually, but he’s investing over a hundred thousand dollars in this crusade—”


“In return for a book deal that I’m sure will net him a pittance.”


I glanced at Clay. He shrugged. He was right. As offensive as I found this guy’s reason for wanting the letter, it wasn’t doing anyone any good where it was now. And we needed to find David Hargrave before he went on another killing spree.


“Why us?” Clay said. “You can teleport through walls.” He met Xavier’s gaze. “Unless there’s a reason you want someone else to do it.”


“There is, but not the one you’re thinking. There’s zero danger involved. No electric fences or armed guards. Just a spell. A very special spell. That’s how it was protected the first time too, probably by a sorcerer judge or prosecutor who wanted to keep all the Ripper letters safe, so he cast a spell that would detect any living being who came near them. To get the letter, then, the guy who wanted it stolen found himself a very special thief, one without that telltale beating heart.”


“A vampire,” Clay said.


“Whoa. You’re good. When he got the letter, he cast another protection spell around it—one that will detect anything in human form. He figured that was safe. Sure, someone could send in a specially trained bird or whatever, but no bird could open the sealed glass box.”


“Ah,” I said. “So, to retrieve it, you need someone not in human form. A wolf, perhaps.”


“You got it.”


I leaned forward. “Problem number one: as you doubtless noticed back at the compound, we change into full wolves. Wolves with paws. Operating a glass cutter? One of those things that requires opposable thumbs.”


“True, but as I also recall from the compound, you can change just your hand.”


“From human to wolf, yes. Vice versa? Not so simple.” I glanced at Clay, who gave a half-shrug. “Not impossible, but not easy either. How many locks are we talking? Is the box locked or just sealed? And I assume the room is locked too?”


“The box is just sealed—a solid glass box bolted to the table. As for the door to the room, it’s locked, but more to keep out the housekeeper than serious thieves. The spell covers that. Once you get the door open, you just need to change forms before you get too close to the glass box. As for changing just your hand back, that’s pretty much essential. Change any more and you’ll set off the alarms, so if you can’t—”


Clay cut in. “We’ll deal with it. Bigger problem for me? What’s to say this sorcerer hasn’t used both the spells: the one to detect a pulse and the one to detect human form?”


“Can’t. If you double up high-powered spells like that, you’re almost guaranteed nasty side effects. Don’t take my word for it, though. Check it out with your spellcasting buddies. Either this sorcerer didn’t think about werewolves, like the last one didn’t think about vampires, or he figured there was no real risk. Vamps are known for stealth, weres for killing.”


“So this letter is in Toronto?” I said.


Xavier nodded. “Owned by the grandson of Theodore Shanahan, the sorcerer who had it stolen from the police archives. Guy’s name is Patrick Shanahan. Lives alone. Typical investment banker—keeps his life very ordered and dull, with a strict routine. You won’t show up and find he’s moved the letter or skipped a client dinner to stay home unexpectedly. If he does? Abort, and we’ll try again. No rush. No pressure. This letter isn’t going anywhere.”


I glanced at Clay. Another shrug, but this one merging into a nod.


“Let me think about it,” I said.


“Really?” Xavier cleared his throat. “I mean, sure. Right. Think about it, do your research, make sure everything’s on the up and up. I’ll give you everything you need. I’ve bought a contact with access to the house, so I’m working on that now. All you’ll need to do is go in and get the letter.”




It would be Jeremy who made the final decision, but I wanted to do my homework before I decided how strongly I’d support Xavier’s offer. I’d start with the letter. I hadn’t wanted to admit the depths of my ignorance in front of Xavier, but say “From Hell” and “Jack the Ripper” to me, and the only association sparked was the Johnny Depp movie, which I’d wanted to see and Clay hadn’t. Nick and I had ended up ditching him at the multiplex, sending Clay in to see Training Day and telling him we’d catch up after we got the popcorn.


Took thirty minutes for Clay to realize we weren’t coming back, and another ten to get past the ushers and track us down in From Hell, whereupon he declared that if we’d really wanted to see it, we could have just said so. Then he plunked himself into the seat beside mine and spent a half hour grousing about how much he hated serial killer flicks before I shoved my Milk Duds box in his mouth, and Nick and I moved to a spot with no empty adjoining seats.


A typical night at the movies. The upshot being that my memories of the movie had big Clay-induced plot holes, and if there had been a mention of the letter that had inspired the title, I didn’t remember it.


As we walked into the house, I said, “I’ll go online and see what I can find out about this letter.”


“Let’s ask Jeremy first.”


“Jeremy?”


Clay shrugged. “He likes solving mysteries. He might know something.”


“About a case like Lizzie Borden maybe. Jack the Ripper is definitely not Jeremy’s style.”


“Maybe.”


The study door opened down the hall and Jeremy walked into the foyer.


“That was quick,” Jeremy said. “Was there a problem?”


“Questions needing answers,” I said. “He’s serious about giving up Hargrave—says if his tip doesn’t pan out, we don’t owe him anything. Hard to argue with that. But the favor he wants in return is . . .a little strange.”


“Jack the Ripper,” Clay said. “What do you know about him?”


Jeremy frowned. “Jack the Ripper?”


“Victorian serial killer,” I said. “Killed some prostitutes—”


“Five women in Whitechapel in the fall of 1888,” Jeremy said. “I know who he is, Elena.”


“Obviously,” I said. I tried to keep the surprise from my voice, but the corners of Jeremy’s mouth twitched.


“Come into the study,” he said. “I’m hardly an expert on the subject, but I’ll see if I can start you in the right direction . . . after you tell me what this has to do with Xavier’s request.”




Jeremy didn’t “start us in the right direction.” He got us all the way to the last stop, and then some. I guess I should have known. As Clay said, Jeremy did love a mystery, and there were few crimes with more questions and theories than those of Jack the Ripper.


First, Jeremy skimmed the particulars. “Then there are the letters,” he said, propping his feet on the ottoman. “Hundreds of letters sent to various members of the police and local press.”


“I thought only modern killers did that,” I said. “Establishing a correspondence with a reporter in hopes of getting more inches on the front page, keeping their crimes in the spotlight.”


“That may very well be what he was doing,” Jeremy said. “One of the first media-savvy criminals. But it’s more likely that the majority of those letters didn’t come from him. Had he really written them all . . . well, let’s just say his wrist would have been too tired to wield a knife.”


“Fakes,” I said. “Written by people in serious need of a life.”


“Presumably that’s where most came from, though some are believed to have been written by reporters themselves, frustrated by the lack of news between killings.”


“Next they’ll be saying the Ripper himself was a journalist, killing people to boost paper sales,” I muttered.


“You know, newspaper sales did skyrocket during that period . . .”


I shook my head. “So this letter Xavier wants is a fake?”


“Perhaps. And yet . . .Imagine you’re the killer. Someone else is writing to the press and the police, claiming to be you. Dozens of people, signing your name to letters, putting their words in articles that are supposed to be about you.”


“Identity theft, Victorian style. You’d want to set them straight. So you send real letters proving you’re the killer.”


Jeremy nodded. “There are three letters many believed to be genuine. The first, sent to the Central News Agency, appears to hint at a double murder committed a few days later. The second, sent to the same place, refers to the original letter, and includes details of the crimes that hadn’t yet reached the papers. Still, there were doubters, those who believed the references in the first were too vague and the details in the second could have been leaked. Two weeks later, a third letter came in, this one sent instead to the chairman of the Whitechapel Vigilance Committee.”


“The From Hell letter,” I murmured.


“Called so because that was the return address on the envelope: From Hell. Enclosed with the letter was half a human kidney, and one of the victims was indeed missing her kidney. Tests indicated it came from a woman approximately the victim’s age but that was the best they could do at the time, so whether it was a hoax or not was never determined. Obviously the man who wants to buy it believes it’s the real thing. Yet all that matters, for our purposes, is that the letter does indeed exist and is indeed missing, as Xavier claims.”


“What happened to it?”


“It was boxed up with the other evidence and packed away for a hundred years. When they opened the files in 1988, the From Hell letter wasn’t there. It may have simply been misplaced. Conspiracy theories speculate that it was ‘removed,’ either by the police to cover a misstep, or by ‘interested parties,’ who feared it contained an important clue. Most likely, the truth is exactly what Xavier believes, that it was stolen for its value on the collectors’ black market.”


He paused, tilting his head slightly, eyes unfocusing as he retrieved something from his memory. “There was a story that it was bought by a Canadian collector. Interesting, given where Xavier claims it is now. I don’t think there was ever much credence given to the rumor. It wasn’t very interesting, given the other possibilities.”


“That’s the problem with the truth,” I said. “Making things up is so much more fun. So what do you want us to do?”


Again, Jeremy paused, this time for a few minutes. Then he pulled his feet off the ottoman and straightened. “Look into it more before you get back to him. Be thorough, but be quick. If we can get to Hargrave, I want to make this deal before he decides to move on. Start by confirming what I’ve just told you. It’s been years since I took an interest, so make sure the letter hasn’t turned up in the meantime.”


“I’ll search the wire services—” I began.


“No, give Clay your access.” He turned to Clay. “You can do that, right?”


“Simple enough.”


“Then, Elena, you get back to Xavier. He said he’ll make this easy, but I want specifics. Make sure he can give us blueprints, security codes, keys, anything we might need. This isn’t our area of expertise, so I want all the professional work done for us and provided in advance so we can get a second opinion.”


“Karl?”


Jeremy nodded.


“I’ll get on it,” I said.


“That leaves the spell,” he said. “I’ll verify that.”


“Spell?”


“Xavier claims this letter is protected by a spell that will stop anything in human form. I want to be sure such a spell exists—or that it could exist. Paige or Lucas should be able to tell us that, or find someone who can.”




Diversion


WHEN WE FINISHED OUR RESEARCH, JEREMY HAD ME CALL Xavier to accept his offer and get David Hargrave’s new address. Clay and Antonio took care of Hargrave right away. And no, that didn’t mean they took him aside and gave him a stern talking to. Sometimes that’s all that’s required, but if a mutt catches the Pack’s attention, it usually means he’s gone beyond the “occasional slip-up” stage, and needs more than a warning.


They found Hargrave right where Xavier had told us he’d be. So we were ready to uphold our end of the deal. Yet it seemed that wouldn’t happen anytime soon. When I called Xavier, things weren’t going well on his end. Although he assured me he was just working out some kinks, I got the impression the buyer was waffling. When a month passed, with no word from Xavier, we figured the deal had fallen through.




Two more months passed. Spring became summer, then headed toward autumn. I was racing through the forest, hot breath billowing smoke signals into the cool night air. Adrenaline rippled through me with each stride. A glorious late summer night, capped off by a perfect run.


I lunged through a stand of trees and launched myself. In midflight, pain ripped through my abdomen, and I crashed sideways to the forest floor. When I tried to get up, machine-gun bursts of cramps doubled me over and pushed me back down.


I lay on my side, moaning, claws scrabbling against air. A burst of wetness under my tail. The smell of blood filled the air. Still racked by cramps, I managed to twist around. Blood pooled in the leaves under my backside. Fur clotted the blood; fur too dark to be my own.


Oh, God, no. Please—


A tremendous wave of pain ran through me, so intense I thought I was spontaneously changing back to human form. Then a horrible wet plop, as something fell onto the leaves.


At first I saw only a dark lump, black against the blood. Then in a flash, I saw everything—the tiny limbs contorted by their own Change, the head nearly perpendicular to the body, neck snapped, broken by me, by my Change, my selfishness, my thoughtlessness.


I screamed.


“Shhhh.” The wind whistled through the trees overhead. “Shhhh.”


I tried to move, but something held me fast, something warm and solid. My eyes flew open and I saw the full moon overhead, bright blue against the night. A full moon? Hadn’t it been a quarter moon earlier? I blinked, and saw two moons hanging over me.


“Elena?”


Another hard blink, and the blanket of sleep fell away. Clay’s face, twisted with worry, hovered over mine.


“What did you dream?” he whispered.


I opened my mouth, but only a whimper came out. His arms tightened around me. I started to relax, then the images from the dream flew back and I jerked away. I ran my hands over my rounded belly. Still there. So big. Too big. I was barely past the halfway point, and already people were stopping me in the supermarket to ask how many weeks—or days—I had left.


Jeremy insisted it was the wolf blood accelerating my pregnancy, but he was only guessing. No one knew. I ran my fingers over my stomach again, trying to feel a heartbeat or a kick, but knowing I wouldn’t. For as far along as I seemed to be, my baby was strangely quiet. Jeremy assured me he heard a heartbeat, though, and I kept growing, so I had to tell myself that was good enough.


Clay laid his hands over mine.


“I can’t Change anymore,” I whispered. “It isn’t safe for the baby. It can’t be.”


“If it wasn’t, then you wouldn’t need to Change while you were pregnant. You can’t have a species physically incapable of reproducing—”


“We are not a species!” I said, pushing myself up. “They are a species, not us. They inherited it. We were bitten. Don’t you get that? You’re infected, I’m infected, and no sane person with something like that intentionally tries to reproduce!”


I took a few deep breaths and concentrated on hearing that voice of reason in my head, telling me I was overreacting again, that everything would seem better in the morning. But my pounding heart drowned it out.


Goddamn it! Why couldn’t I get past this? After I’d Changed that first time, everything had seemed fine. But every Change since had been just as nerve-wracking.


Logically, as my pregnancy progressed without complications, my fears should have eased. Instead, they grew worse, like a shipwreck survivor swimming to an island, with each stroke thinking, “Oh, God, I’ve made it this far, please, please, please don’t let me fail now.”


As hard as I tried not to, every day I made new plans for our child—“I can’t wait to show him this” or “I have to remember to teach her that.” If something went wrong, I’d lose hopes and dreams and plans, and a baby that was already as real to me as if he or she were lying in a bassinet beside my bed.


“You’ll be okay,” Clay murmured. “You’re doing great so far, right?”


I took a deep breath. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m so—”


He put his hand over my mouth. “You’re worried. Nothing wrong with that.” He lowered me down to the bed. “What did you dream?”


An image flashed. The blood, the clotted fur, the—


Heart hammering, I crushed my face against his bare chest and took a deep breath, grounding myself with his scent.
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