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For my husband, Erik,
whom I love beyond description

Claire de Lune



Prologue


SHE KILLED HIM in the darkest part of the night, before the dew had settled on the grass.

It was easy. He came to the window when she’d tapped her claws against it. It was exactly what she’d hoped he would do. Sliding up the square of glass. Sticking his head out to investigate. Like an idiot. Like prey.

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

He didn’t even have time to scream. He was no different from any of the others. His eyes had gone round as coins, his cheeks turned fish-flesh white.

It was when their mouths made that terrified O that she sprang.

It was the perfect moment. They saw her coming for them. They knew what was about to happen. But none of them ever had a chance to make a sound.

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

She’d expected to feel more fear, breaking the rules like this. Instead, she’d discovered that she liked it. The power of deciding who and when. Letting her instincts take over without worrying about the consequences.

After all, she wasn’t the one who would take the blame for killing these sad little rag-doll humans. She wouldn’t get caught—she was too good. Too careful.

It was the other one who would pay.

Dizzy with success, tantalized by the so-close gleam of revenge, she disappeared back into the woods.



Chapter One


THE SMOOTH MIRROR of the pool’s surface shattered as three boys cannonballed into it at the same time. Shrieks erupted from the cluster of girls who got splashed.

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

Claire scanned the crowd in her backyard. Bikini-clad girls and soaked boys in swim trunks perched on the patio furniture, drinking soda and laughing. Anyone’ll come to your party if you have 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.

“Yeah, 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 saying very much—more than a few people at the party had been surprised to find out it was Claire’s birthday. Oh, well, I guess having people come just to use the pool is better than not at all. Yep. That’s me—glass always half-full. She sighed.

“What do you mean, ‘I 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 you since school let out. People do like you, Claire. You just don’t want to believe it.”

Emily grabbed another chip. “So, you really didn’t get a car, huh?”

“Nope. I was hoping Mom was just trying to make me think that she was leaving me stranded, but I got a pair of sapphire earrings 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 rub them.

“What are you doing?” 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 giggling group sitting behind him. She smiled at him, and he grinned back. A shock of electricity 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 not like I have a chance with him, anyway,” Claire said, turning back to Emily.

“Of course you do! You’re smart, you’re funny, and you 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 deep breath and strolled over to Matthew.

“Hey.” Wow, Claire, way to impress him with your conversational 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! I am so serious—I don’t want to hear any more.” Yolanda Adams slapped her hands over her ears 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 oozing out all over.”

“Dude, shut up.” Matthew shook his head. “Didn’t you just hear Yollie say she didn’t want to hear about it anymore?”

“Right,” said Emily. “Like there’s 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 happened 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 Matthew, wishing that she had Emily’s confidence around guys. She glanced at the empty plate beside him.

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

“No, but that sounds great. Come on, I 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 dying 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 Protection 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 werewolves 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 I will make sure it stays that way 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, more relaxed, when her mom wasn’t home.

“Okay, everyone, time for cake!” Claire’s mom called, sticking 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 realize that she was too old to need someone around all the time. It was one thing for Lisbeth to be there when her mom took long trips, but surely Claire was old enough to come home to an empty house in the afternoons. But if her 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 carrying a giant chocolate cake with Happy 16th Birthday, Claire in white icing. A ring of candles burned around the top.

Everyone turned to look at Claire, breaking into a halfhearted 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 you 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 into the yard wearing bloodstained hospital scrubs.

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

“Get your stuff,” 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 police are patrolling until the FHPA squad comes. I’m sorry, Ms. Benoit, but I 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 you. 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 ear. It’s 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.

“Aren’t you scared?”

“Nah. Why should I be? The chance of a werewolf attacking 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 Matthew faded.

Argh! No!

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

“I’d better go,” he said. “I 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. Oh my God! He said he’d call! Oh my God! She wrapped her arms around her damp bathing suit and twirled around.

“Claire,” her mother called from the door. “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 doing 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-eaten 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 special expanded edition about the werewolf sighting, which was pretty much just them saying, “We don’t know anything else, but we’ll tell you as soon as we do. In the meantime, here’s everything 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 patted 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. “I better hurry up and find a guy to sweep me off my feet, or you’ll head off to college and I won’t have anyone 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.

Guess the thing with that guy from her yoga class must have flopped.

“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. “I’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 of her glass and held it against the prickling itch in her ear.

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

Her mother’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 eyes.

“No, of course not. I’m angry at that ignorant, pompous quack. He’s the reason Lisbeth was too scared to be out earlier.” She ripped off another corner of her sandwich and chewed fiercely. “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.

Matthew’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 interview 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.

No one really cared how it worked, just that it did. Once a werewolf had been treated, it stayed 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 everyone 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 you 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. “I, 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 your 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 mindless 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.

“Mrrrhmph,” she mumbled, as Lisbeth shook her again.

“I 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 off 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.” Lisbeth sat down on the end of the bed and snatched a triangle of toast off 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 here at all, missy.” Her face turned serious. “I figured you’d be tired after the commotion yesterday. I’m sorry your party ended that way.”

Matthew’s promise to call her echoed in Claire’s memory. Actually, I think it ended pretty well. “Yeah, well, at least everyone  came in the first place, right?”

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

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

Lisbeth stuck out her lower lip and pretended to be hurt. “I bring you 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. Mom will be here in an hour. Claire sighed. Nothing 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 pacing her office while she negotiated an even more astronomical salary for her next shoot. Still, 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 ID. Her heart pounded as she flipped open the phone.

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

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

“No, I’m up. I just couldn’t find my phone.” Oh, way to go, Claire. Now he thinks you’re a ditz.

“Cool.” He paused. “So, I was wondering—do you maybe want to come over later? We could hang out here and watch a movie 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 floor into the kitchen.

“Lisbeth!” She called.

A blond head peeked 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 line 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.”

Claire rolled her eyes. “Oh my God. Enough with the astrology crap. Just—can I go, or what?”

“Okay, you 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 scratchy 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 scorching out there, again.” She looked at Claire. “Are you ready to go shopping?”

Claire nodded, kissed Lisbeth on the cheek, and hurried 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.”



Chapter Two


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 fries—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 to her Diet Coke. She’d nearly told her mom about going to Matthew’s—no less than five times since they’d left the house, but her mom hated Dr. Engle so completely. …

Lisbeth’ll 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 anything 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. “I 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 you 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 you feel strongly about this, chérie. Fine, then, you may go this time. But if you see Matthew’s father, I want you to keep your eyes open and your mouth closed. And I 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 Emily’s car start before they even hung up.

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

“Are you kidding? I’m doing great.”

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

“Matthew sort of caught me while everyone else was making 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. I knew he liked you—I knew it! Oh, I’m so excited for you.” She pulled a bottle of pink nail polish off the bedside table and held it up to her toes experimentally. “So, what are you going to wear?”

“I 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?”

“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 …”

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 you won’t die of heatstroke.”

“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’ basement.” 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 lucky that you’re coming over. Just relax and have a good time, okay?”

Claire groaned. “I’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. “I’ll give you the complete rundown.”

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 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. “I have some plans.”

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

A peony-pink flush spread across Lisbeth’s cheeks. “I am allowed to have a private life, you 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 garden in the front, shutters painted, and a stained glass oval with a cross hanging in the front window. Claire leapt out of the car.

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

Matthew opened the door before she could knock.

“Hey.” He stepped aside and motioned her into the house. “C’mon in.”

“Thanks,” Claire said.

“My dad made popcorn.” 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.

Matthew’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: mouth closed, eyes open— kept her from saying anything else. 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 yanked open the fridge and grabbed two cans of soda. With the bowl of popcorn 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 popcorn, Dad. I’ll, um, let you know if we need anything.”

“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 Vivisection and the Human Condition and Lunar Phase Sensitivity glimmered at her in the dim light. Spending all your time reading that kind of stuff would make anyone weird.

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

“Yeah, I guess.”

Claire looked over at Matthew and raised her eyebrows. 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 old. Everyone 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 know?”

“Really? That sucks.” Matthew was an incredible midfielder. Claire had heard someone saying he’d already been offered a bunch of college scholarships because of it. “Sometimes I think it’s better, for me at least, when my mom’s not 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 eat, 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 bothering him. We practically can’t breathe without it interrupting his thought process or whatever. I never thought about it that way, but you’re totally right.”

The intrigued look in his eyes 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 mostly 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. Anyway, enough about my dad. He’s not half as interesting as you are.” Matthew dragged the popcorn 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 half-cushion length between her and Matthew. Close enough that he can reach 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 casually 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 definitely 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 my God, this is so stupid. I don’t care who’s supposed to start things. Claire scooted over and leaned into Matthew. He stiffened slightly and Claire’s heart froze in her chest. Oh, crap. Crapcrapcrap. 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 one for the rule 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 eyes 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, someone is here to retrieve 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.” Next time! He said “next time”! “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’ll call you, okay?”

Claire floated out to the car.

“I 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. “I know,” she sighed. “Isn’t it gorgeous?”

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

“So, how were your plans?” Claire shot a meaningful look at Lisbeth.

“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 sleek 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 I 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.

“I’d forgotten about the itching,” she said in a faraway voice.

Claire frowned. “You—what?”

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 moonlit 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 you.”

Claire felt hot blood rush into her cheeks. Oh, God, she thought, she wants to have The Talk. Ew. What does she think happened at Matthew’s, anyway?

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

Her mother’s eyes flew open wide. “What? How—oh. Oh.” She began to laugh. “No, Claire, that’s … that’s not what I meant.”

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 I want you to be proud of.”

“What, because you’re French?” Claire struggled not to laugh. “I guess we could start celebrating Bastille Day.”

“That’s not what I mean.” Her mother’s voice was sharp. She closed her eyes 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, who 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 eyes darted up to meet Claire’s. “Like me, like your grandmother before me, and her mother before her, you are what we call loup-garou.”

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

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



Chapter Three


CLAIRE’S MOUTH FELL open, then snapped shut as she hurtled off the bed and headed for the door. She’s insane, she thought. It’s not true. It can’t be.

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

“Claire, I know this is difficult news. But it is the truth—that is why you have been itching, your hands, your ears. 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 werewolf ! I 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 I—I don’t want to hurt anyone.” Her voice rose.

“Sssshh!” Her mother cautioned her. “You mustn’t wake Lisbeth.”

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? It must be someone. Think about it, Claire. Why do you think we have always had an au pair? Someone to care for you when I am not here? Sometimes I 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.”
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