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This is for the woman I most admire,
most appreciate, and most adore.
This is for my mother.




NOCTURNE





Chapter One



CLAIRE’S HUMAN FORM offered no protection from the chill in the moonlit clearing. She shivered as the early-October breeze licked at her arms and cheeks. Wrapping her arms around herself, she stared across the circle, wishing her mother would hurry up and start the ceremony.


A tangled pile of branches waited in the center of the pack. Marie kneeled down in front of it and leaned in, the mist of her breath kissing the outermost tips of the twigs.


Claire’s mother closed her eyes, focusing. The graceful lines of her body tensed for an instant, and then it was over. The fire ignited with a roar, pulled into existence by the force of Marie’s will.


The light and heat spread through the clearing, changing the texture of the air. The forest crackled with power—it was as though the fire had woven threads of lightning, tying the members of the pack together, linking them to something larger than themselves. As the flames grew, the feeling intensified, humming along Claire’s skin, whispering to her about the things she could do.


Begging her to become a wolf.


The pack stood in a circle around the fire, all of them silent. Waiting. The flames leapt before them, the trees towered behind them, and the full moon shone down from above. Everything was ready for their transformation. Marie raised her arms, and with her voice full of the authority that came with being the pack’s Alpha, she began to chant.


She called each of their names, and Claire shifted from foot to foot, aching for the warmth of her fur. As she edged closer to the fire, Claire noticed Judith staring at her. She quickly turned her attention back to her mother but kept Judith in her peripheral vision. From her spot next to Marie, Judith regarded Claire with narrowed, judging eyes.


Claire forced herself not to raise a what’s-your-problem eyebrow and kept her attention trained on her mother. The chant was almost over, anyway. Anticipation tugged at Claire as Marie called her name. This was only her second full moon ceremony since she’d completed her transformation, but every second she spent in the woods—every time she looked at the moon hanging in the sky like an ever-changing jewel—she loved it more.


There were no secrets in the woods the way there were in her human life. There was just the pack. And the ceremonies.


And the hunt.


Marie lowered her arms.


“And now it is time. You may transform.”


The words hung in the air, tantalizing as a ripe apple. Claire forgot about Judith. She forgot about everything but the unbelievable joy of slipping out of her human form and changing into her wolf self. Paws appeared where her hands and feet had been, and her skin gave way to thick gray fur. Claire’s teeth grew sharp, and she felt the sudden, familiar heaviness of her tail.


The instant she changed, her senses sharpened. She could see the individual twigs high up in the trees. Could hear the rustling of something small—a mouse, maybe, or a chipmunk—in the undergrowth. And the smells … It was almost painful at first, how many things she could smell when she transformed. In her wolf form she could tell that there were four kinds of wood in the ceremonial fire tonight and she could smell the sweet, sighing scent of the autumn leaves dying on the trees above her.


And she could smell pain—the sharp, unbearable scent of pain. It startled Claire, and when she heard a worried whimper coming from Katherine, one of the other Beta wolves, she knew she wasn’t the only one caught off guard by the odor. The scent was coming from Victoria, who sat on the forest floor, paws splayed awkwardly, panting hard. After Claire, she was the youngest wolf in the pack, but she was groaning like an old woman.


Sorry, she huffed, in the nonverbal language they shared in their true forms. The more pregnant I get, the harder it is to change. I’ll be okay in a second.


She hadn’t been pregnant that long, and Claire was horrified by how fast her belly had grown. Werewolf pregnancies didn’t last as long as human ones, which made having a baby especially difficult, because it was so hard on the human part of the woman. Claire had seen it—the terrible way Victoria’s skin had stretched, how the sudden change in her shape and weight had made her hips hurt so much that she could barely walk.


Beatrice, Victoria’s mother, walked over and sat next to her, leaning against her flank like she was propping Victoria up.


Marie, can you hunt without us?


Victoria staggered to her feet, her belly swaying underneath her, dragging her spine into a bowl-shaped curve.


No, no, no! I’m okay. I can go. She licked at her muzzle anxiously.


You reek of pain. You will stay here. And your mother will stay with you. The four of us can complete the hunt on our own.


The weight of Marie’s command made Victoria sink back down onto the ground. She looked relieved and disappointed in equal measures. Beatrice just looked relieved.


Marie turned to Judith, Katherine, and Claire. Let’s go.


Without waiting for a response, Marie trotted off into the woods, her ears pricked forward and her nose high, searching for prey. The other three wolves followed. Claire kept to the back of the pack, since she was the newest wolf. She didn’t mind—there was more to do at the back of the hunt than stuck in the middle, anyway. While Marie tracked in front, Claire kept her senses trained behind them, searching for an animal that might not have been able to find a good enough hiding place. Judith and Katherine loped along in between.


It was hard work, running along with the hunt. Marie set a punishing pace and expected the rest of them to keep up. Claire had taken to jogging in her human form, to make sure that she was in shape. She’d die of embarrassment if she was gasping for breath the way Katherine was. If Marie had taught her anything, it was that being a werewolf was a privilege, a life-and-death-risking double identity, and Claire had every intention of living up to that.


Behind her, there was a single, soft noise in the forest. The sound of a step.


A misstep, more like.


Claire whirled around, her head lowered and her shoulders hunched, sniffing the air frantically. The odor was not quite like deer—it smelled muskier. The animal part of her brain supplied the answer at once.


Moose.


Claire gave a soft yip. Her mother pulled up short and circled around, nearly colliding with Judith and Katherine, who scrambled to get out of the way.


Marie pressed close to Claire, her nose quivering.


Judith stared over Marie’s shoulder at Claire, her lips drawn back ever so slightly, showing her sharp, pale teeth. It was a dominant move—almost an accusation. Everything in Judith’s posture told Claire she should have stayed at the back of the line, kept her mouth shut, and let one of the senior wolves find the moose.


Before she could stop herself, Claire rolled her eyes. Judith took a warning step forward.


Marie’s soft yip froze Claire and Judith in their tracks. Whether she hadn’t noticed what was going on or she was just ignoring it, Claire couldn’t tell. Either way, her mother’s tail waved approvingly.


Excellent. Well-spotted, chérie.


The praise made Claire shiver. The anticipation of sacrificing a moose—even if it was a young one—zinged through her. The other two wolves shifted behind them, silent as the shadows themselves. Marie turned and acknowledged them with a look.


Claire, you circle around with Judith, and Katherine and I will cut off the path. The order was given noiselessly, all eye flicks and twists of her ears.


The wolves didn’t waste any time. Judith and Claire ignored each other completely as they streaked through the trees toward the doomed animal.


In a matter of moments, the quiet of the forest was broken by the moose’s panicked bellow. And then it was over. They dragged the heavy, lifeless moose back to the clearing, in preparation for the feast.


Later, when the moose had been disposed of and their whiskers were clean again, the wolves ringed the fire once more. Claire hated this part—squeezing back into her human skin after the freedom of being a wolf. It was like slipping into a scratchy set of bedsheets. She got used to it quickly enough, but she dreaded the initial, prickly discomfort.


And Claire still wasn’t used to going through the full moon ceremony without Zahlia. Zahlia had been dead for two months, and though they were not allowed to speak of her—even to say her name—the ragged hole she had left in the pack sent a shudder through Claire every time she passed too close to the memory.


After all, Zahlia had been her friend. Before Claire had found out that Zahlia was murdering humans. Before her “friend” had set up Claire’s mother for capture. Attacked Claire’s boyfriend. Turned on Claire.


Before Claire completely disappeared into the black hole of the Zahlia nightmare, Marie gave the signal and the wolves transformed. As much as she wanted to stay in her lupine form, her mother’s command had to be obeyed. With a sigh, Claire slipped back into her human skin.


Victoria stood next to her, dressed, but with her distorted stomach uncovered. The hem of her shirt had twisted, and she struggled to yank it over her stretched belly. Embarrassed, Claire averted her eyes.


“Damn it!” The curse was quiet enough, but Claire could hear the tears in Victoria’s voice.


“It’s okay,” Katherine soothed. “It’ll be over soon enough. They say that the end is always the hardest part. Just think—probably only one more full moon to go, and then you’ll be a mother. Oh, I’m so jealous. I always wanted a little baby to squeeze and hug.”


Claire squirmed.


Marie cleared her throat, silencing them.


“As the Alpha of our pack, there are many decisions that fall to me, including when to hold the traditional celebration of our newly transformed wolves.”


Claire forgot all about Victoria. She stared at her mother, her eyes wide with questions.


Marie looked over at her. “On the night of the new moon, two weeks from now, we will gather here especially for you. You will be expected to do a short demonstration of the basic skills—transforming, hunting …”


The tension drained out of Claire. She knew how to do those things. And she even had something extra: the ability to hear others talking even when they were miles away. Not all wolves had that sort of long-distance hearing. Sure, she had to focus pretty hard, but still, she could do it. It might even be sort of fun, to have the attention of the group like that. She started to nod at her mother, but Marie interrupted her.


“Of course, you will also be required to light the ceremonial fire.”


Claire’s head stopped moving mid-nod.


The ceremonial fire. Shit.


She couldn’t do that.


She’d been trying for weeks, but in spite of all her efforts, the only way Claire could create a flame was if she had a match handy. Of course, she hadn’t admitted that to her mother. She hadn’t wanted to seem that inept. Not being able to light the fire was worse than embarrassing. She might as well be having trouble tying her shoelaces.


Without being able to light the fire, she wasn’t a normal werewolf—she couldn’t prove that she could connect herself to the foremothers and tap into their power.


Oh, crap.


Her mother smiled at her. “And to celebrate your success as a wolf, you will lead the hunt that night.”


The idea lay in front of Claire, rich as chocolate cake. Just participating in the hunt was her favorite part of the gatherings. It was the only thing in either of her lives—human or wolf—that required her to use all her senses to their fullest. The wild intensity of the chase, the pride of completing the sacrifice to the Goddess, and the frenzied joy of the feast that followed were consuming. She couldn’t imagine anything better than that.


Except actually getting to lead the hunt. She wouldn’t let anything get in the way of that. Not even her mental block against lighting the stupid fire.


Marie interrupted her galloping thoughts. “You are ready for this, yes?”


“Um, sure.” Claire swallowed hard. She couldn’t bring herself to admit that she actually wasn’t ready. “I mean, it’ll be fun, right?” The last word came out as a squeak.


“It’s not just fun,” Judith snapped.


Claire took in her mother’s lifted eyebrows, and concern crawled over her, spider legged and sharp fanged.


Marie gave Judith a grudging nod. “True.” She turned to Claire. “It does confirm that you are a complete wolf. There’s no need to worry about it, though.” She laughed. “Incomplete wolves are practically a myth, even the consequences for being one are almost medieval. It will be a wonderful celebration. I’ve been looking forward to it since you first changed—I can’t wait to see you lead the hunt.”


The words buzzed around Claire’s head, and she struggled to stay calm.


Marie dismissed the rest of the pack and put out the fire. As the embers turned to ashes, Claire took deep breaths, letting the achingly cold air dull her panic.


When the only light in the clearing was the glow of the moon overhead, Claire and her mother headed for home. The sound of their feet crunching quietly through the last of the fall leaves was the only noise—there was nothing else to distract Claire from the worried pounding of her heart.


After a few wordless minutes, Claire couldn’t stand it anymore. “Why didn’t you tell me before? About the new moon gathering?”


Marie reached up and fiddled with the silver chain around her neck. “Because I didn’t decide until tonight that it was time. After Victoria has the baby, she’ll be excused from her pack duties for a few months. I didn’t want her to miss the ceremony, but it was clear when I saw her tonight that she will certainly be pregnant for a while longer.”


Claire started to say something but snapped her teeth shut before the words could come. Talking would just get her into trouble. And it wouldn’t make any difference anyway. She knew her mother. There would be no begging for an extension. No bending of the rules.


She had two weeks to learn how to light a ceremonial fire or she was going to utterly humiliate herself. In front of the whole pack.


Great.


*   *   *


When they finally arrived home, Claire made a beeline upstairs. She was still fired up from the hunt and on edge from the announcement about the new moon gathering. It was already after two—if she didn’t find a way to unwind, she’d never get any sleep before school the next day.


She looked longingly at her running shoes. Going for a run, even in her human form, was the only thing that really calmed her down lately. But it was too late to go running. Anyone who saw her jogging at this hour was bound to think something suspicious was going on.


She kicked the shoes into her closet and grabbed her phone—there were two messages. The first was from Matthew, her boyfriend. He sounded exhausted. With only five days left until the state soccer finals on Saturday, the coach had them on a crazy practice schedule. Still, in spite of the fatigue in his voice, he told her that he hoped she’d had fun at the gathering and that he’d see her in the morning. And that he loved her.


The words sank into Claire like sunshine. Matthew always had that effect on her. No matter what, he made her feel like whatever was going on, she could handle it. It didn’t hurt that he was the only human in Hanover Falls who knew about the werewolves. He was a secret-keeper for the pack, a gardien. He protected them, and they protected him. Being honest with him about who and what she was made it a lot easier for Claire to keep lying to everyone else.


Like her best friend, who had left the second message. Emily’s words came out all in a rush. She demanded to know why Claire wasn’t answering her phone at almost midnight, unless she was asleep, in which case Emily was very sorry for maybe waking her up, but she really, really needed the blue-black nail polish she’d left at Claire’s the weekend before and could Claire bring it with her tomorrow, please?


Claire laughed, loving Emily’s signature, caffeine-fueled intensity. She deleted the message and grabbed the little glass bottle off her dresser, stuffing it into her backpack. She looked longingly at her bed, but she was still too wired to sleep. Instead, she trudged into the bathroom and turned on the shower, hoping the hot water would help. With her mother’s announcement tying knots of tension in her shoulders, though, there might not be enough hot water in the whole city to relax her.


School the next day was slow-motion torture. Her exhaustion from the gathering and the constant, nibbling worry about the upcoming new moon ceremony were a dizzying mix. Claire staggered through the halls toward her locker, having survived first-period history without falling asleep on her desk or chewing her nails down to the quick. Considering how she felt, that counted as a major success. She dropped her bag in front of her locker, sending a dust bunny flying.


“Oh, yay! Yayyayyayyay! You’re here!” Emily bounced across the floor with a huge smile on her face. Her hair still startled Claire. After Emily had gotten back from her forced exile at her aunt and uncle’s farm last summer, she’d chopped off her hair. It was short and sort of spiky in an irregular way that looked good on her, but Claire couldn’t quite get used to it. She kept expecting to see the long, smooth ponytail Emily had worn since the fourth grade.


Emily started talking well before she actually got to Claire, her questions flying out of her mouth like a flock of sparrows. “Did you get my message? Did you bring the nail polish? Are you okay? I waited for you before class, but you never showed and I got worried… .”


Claire blinked, trying to digest all the words. She ticked off the answers on her fingers. “Got the message, brought the polish, fine-but-tired. I was up late and I overslept.” She grinned at Emily. “Okay?”


Emily held out her hand. “Polish first. It’s an emergency.”


Claire dug it out of her bag.


Emily took it and then pointed the bottle back at Claire. “So, if you were up late, why didn’t you answer my call?”


“My phone died. I didn’t realize it until I went to bed, and by then it was way, way too late to call.” The lie was as easy as blinking. She didn’t even feel guilty anymore. Not really. Not when she knew what the consequences would be if anyone found out her identity. The thought made Claire’s stomach sway inside her.


“You look like you’re going to faint or throw up or something.” Emily leaned forward. Claire could smell the fake-sweet scent of strawberry Pop-Tarts on Emily’s breath, and it reminded her that she’d skipped breakfast.


“Your pupils are all funny. Are you sure you’re okay?”


Claire blinked. Swallowed. Shook her head, then nodded.


Oh great, Claire. Way to look totally together.


“I’m fine. Just tired, really. And hungry. So, what’s with the manicure urgency?”


Distraction was always a good tactic. And with Emily, it usually worked.


“So, that’s the other reason I was calling.” Emily glanced around the hallway and dropped her voice. “That guy Ryan, in art class? The one who does all the charcoal work?”


Claire nodded again. It was hard to keep track of Emily’s endless string of potentially datable guys, but she vaguely remembered something about a blond guy who’d been making Emily’s toes curl in the art room.


“So, yesterday, he came over while I was painting, and he told me that I held the brush like it was an extension of my hand. And the way he said it …” She shivered happily. “Anyway, if he’s looking at my hands that closely, then I should probably redo my raggedy polish, you know? Because—”


Emily cut off midsentence as a pair of arms wrapped around Claire’s waist from behind. For a wafer-thin moment she tensed, but then the familiar hint-of-cinnamon smell that meant only one thing—Matthew—wafted over her. She melted back against his solid chest.


“Hey, babe.”


“Hey, yourself,” she said.


Emily was staring at her expectantly. It was obvious that she wanted to say something more about Art Guy but that she didn’t really want Matthew around while she rehashed the goings-on in her romantic world.


Matthew bent down and tucked his chin over Claire’s shoulder. “Can I talk to you for a minute?” There was a heavy, serious note in his voice that made Claire’s skin prickle.


Emily’s eyes widened.


“Hey, guys!”


From down the hall, Amy Harper’s blond ringlets bounced as she waved frantically. She was loaded down with posters, and she had a roll of masking tape around her wrist. Even though she’d only been in town a couple of months, Amy had managed to get on practically every committee in the school. She had a dentist’s-dream smile and boundless energy, and she was genuinely one of the nicest people you’d ever meet. She was also into pottery—seriously into it. Apparently, some gallery back in Pennsylvania sold her stuff.


She and Emily spent a lot of time together in the art room and had gotten close fast, which Claire had sort of appreciated, since it took some of the pressure off her. Amy was there for Emily when Claire couldn’t be. Claire had to admit that it made her a little jealous—as much as she loved being a werewolf, all the power and freedom and feeling of specialness that came with the transformation had come with a price. And having to share her best friend with the petite, perky-sweet Amy was part of it.


“What’s up?” Emily called back.


“Can one of you guys please help me tape up these posters? I have a quiz in precalc, and I don’t want to be late!” Amy shifted the stack of paper from one arm to the other, blowing an errant curl out of her eyes.


The “you guys” surprised Claire. Amy wasn’t friends with Claire or Matthew, but then again, she was so nice, she probably automatically included everyone. Like a kindergarten teacher trying to make sure everyone got a turn.


“Sure thing. Be right there.” Emily looked pointedly at Claire, let her eyes skitter over to Matthew, and then twitched her lips. Which was Emily-speak for I’m going now, but you will tell me what the hell he wants to talk to you about, and I don’t mean next week.


“We’ll finish catching up at lunch,” Claire promised, distracted by the catalog of things that might make Matthew sound so serious. Emily zipped off down the hall, arms already outstretched to catch the sliding pile of posters.


Claire turned to Matthew, her heart doing a sort of hiccuping stutter-step as she looked up at him. Claire had spent her entire sophomore year nursing a huge crush on Matthew—along with most of the girls in her class. Somehow, she’d been the one lucky enough to catch his attention. That he’d stayed with her after finding out she was a werewolf was nothing short of a miracle.


“You sound strange,” she said. “What’s up?”


Matthew nodded his head toward Emily and Amy. “It’s about that, actually.”


Claire looked at him expectantly. Her heart quivered against her ribs, nervous.


“The posters that Amy’s taping up everywhere? They’re for the Autumn Ball.” He reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. “I—I really want to go. To take you. But I know that you’re not exactly into dances, and I don’t want to drag you if you’d be supermiserable.”


Claire blinked, wondering briefly if she’d be less confused if she hadn’t been so worried that he was going to tell her something terrible. “What makes you think I’m not into dances?” she finally asked.


Matthew cocked his head at her. “Well, I’ve never seen you at one before. Emily’s usually taking over the dance floor, but I just thought …”


Heat rushed into Claire’s cheeks. She cleared her throat, trying to get up the courage to admit the truth. Matthew was the one person she could always be honest with, so lying about something so small, so human—it seemed stupid. But that didn’t make it any less embarrassing.


“I … um. Yeah. See, the thing is, no one’s ever asked me before. And Emily always had a date, so I didn’t want to tag along stag, and it was easier to just pretend that I didn’t want to go in the first place.”


There. She’d said it.


Matthew’s mouth dropped open. If he laughed, she’d kill him.


“So, you’re saying you’ll go with me? You don’t mind the dress and the corsage and the awkward photos and stuff?”


The girliest, most human part of Claire did a little dance of glee at the words “dress” and “corsage.”


“Of course I’ll go with you. I would love to!” She grinned, swatting his chest with her hand. “Geez, the way you looked before, it was like you were going to tell me that you were moving to Arkansas or something.”


Matthew frowned. “Sorry. It’s just—finals are on Saturday, and things have been—”


“Tense?” Claire interrupted. “Pressure filled? Insanely exhausting?”


“Yeah, those would work.” He smiled the wide, genuine smile that made his eyes crinkle up the tiniest bit at the corners. “But after this weekend, it’ll all be done, one way or another.”


Down the hall, there was a series of high-pitched squeals as one of the show choirettes opened her locker and a flotilla of helium balloons drifted out. Claire wondered if she should stuff Matthew’s locker before the state finals—usually it was something that guys did for girls and not the other way around, but she wanted to do something. Maybe she’d just make a sign to hold up at the game, the way the rest of the team’s girlfriends did.


Claire stretched up and kissed him, just as the warning bell rang. “You’re going to be fantastic. The match is going to be fantastic. And I’m going to be right there, screaming my head off. Now go, before you’re late.”


“Yeah, you’re right. I hope you’re right.” He turned and hitched his bag up on his shoulder. “I love you.”


“I love you, too.” She threw herself into the scurrying mass of people who were scrambling for classrooms, and as she headed down the hall she caught sight of one of the leaf-framed posters. She was going to an actual dance. With an actual boyfriend.


Claire smiled to herself. Emily was going to die a thousand deaths of retail happiness when she heard.





Chapter Two



WHEN CLAIRE GOT to the cafeteria at lunch, Emily was already waiting for her, intently picking the raisins out of a bagel. As Claire slid into the chair across from her, Emily looked up, then grabbed an enormous, half-finished bottle of Diet Coke and took a swig.


“So? What was Matthew’s deal? He looked like he was going to tell you that he ran over your dog.”


“I don’t have a dog,” Claire muttered, distracted by Emily’s busy fingers. “Why did you get a raisin bagel? You hate raisins.”


“Yeah, well, the hot lunch was meatloaf, and the only other bagels were garlic.” She wrinkled her nose.


“Oh, right. And you can’t reek of garlic when you see …”


Crap. She couldn’t remember Art Guy’s name. Something short. Nick? Jack? Ian?


Claire’s mouth opened and shut like a fish out of water. Emily raised a freshly polished fingernail and pointed it accusingly at Claire.


“You forgot his name, didn’t you?”


Crap, crap, crap. There was no way out of this one. Claire squeezed her eyes shut.


“Sorry. Please don’t kill me—I really was listening, but then Matthew sort of made me forget what you and I had been talking about.”


Emily went back to her raisin excavation. “It’s Ryan. And I’ll forgive you this once, because I know you’re going to help me analyze everything that happens in art class today.” She dropped her mangled bagel and picked up her soda. “I really want him to ask me out. He’s Arizona-in-the-summer hot, and besides, my lack of a boyfriend is making me depressed.” She sighed. “So? What did your Prince Charming want to talk to you about?”


Claire bit her lip. “You’re going to love it.”


Emily put down the soda. “What?”


“I’m finally going to a dance! He asked me to go with him to the Autumn Ball. Like, officially. He thought I didn’t like dances because he hadn’t ever seen me at one before. That’s what he was nervous about—can you believe it?”


Emily went very, very still.


“Oh my God,” she whispered. “You’re actually coming to a dance?” She let out a squeal and bounced up and down in her plastic chair, which shook on its scrawny metal legs. “You! At a dance! We are so going shopping. And I am totally going to get Ryan to ask me and then we. Can go. To a dance. Together! Finally.”


Claire reached into her bag and yanked out a sandwich. “I know. I’m so excited. And I definitely need you to help me find a dress, just as soon as I can wrestle a credit card away from my mom.”


Emily immediately began outlining a preshopping strategy and debating whether they should double or if it would be better for Claire to have a more “romantic” one-on-one before-dance dinner with Matthew.


Claire ate her sandwich, nodding along with Emily’s increasingly complicated plans. She didn’t care when they went shopping or whether they got a limo—things felt normal between her and Emily, and she just wanted to enjoy it. This was how she wanted the rest of the year to be, and she was going to work damn hard to make sure she didn’t do anything to ruin it.


That night, Claire slipped off into the woods to work on starting a fire. She headed straight for her favorite practice spot, the little opening in the pine trees that was enough space to work in but so well hidden that she wasn’t worried about being seen. She swept away the pine needles until she had a ring of bare earth large enough for a pile of branches. Starting small seemed like a good idea, so Claire gathered up an armful of twigs, making sure they were all dry enough to burn.


Just after her transformation was complete, Marie had explained to Claire how to light the fire, but since then she’d never bothered to ask if Claire had managed to succeed. In the clearing, Claire arranged the kindling exactly the way her mother had shown her. After everything was set up, Claire stood over the sad pile of sticks, clenched her fists, closed her eyes, and imagined a fire. She held on to the picture in her head, eyes still shut, and listened for the sound of crackling bark. Waited for the scent of wood smoke. For her shins to get warm.


Nothing happened.


She opened one eye and checked. Nope. No fire.


Okay, fine.


She shook out her hands and stretched her neck before trying again. She had to relax. Being so tense wasn’t helping.


Hours passed in the cold, dark forest. Birds roosted in the trees above her, then woke and flew away again. Claire stood in the shelter of the familiar pine trees until her feet and back ached from being motionless for so long. She visualized fire until the image of leaping flames was burned into the backs of her eyelids, but as soon as she opened them, the uncharred pile of wood stared back at her mockingly. If it had a tongue, it would have stuck it out at her.


Claire flopped down onto the forest floor, her heart pounding from the frustration and the wasted effort.


In her pocket, her cell phone rang. The noise startled her. It sounded so alien in the quiet rustle of the night forest. She wasn’t the only thing surprised by the sudden sound in the darkness. The tiny creatures in the woods around her fell silent as everything but Claire held its breath.


A breeze ruffled Claire’s hair. With a sigh, she pulled her phone out of her pocket and saw that it was already after midnight.


And Matthew was calling.


“Hello?”


“Hey. How are—” He paused. “It sounds windy. Where are you?”


Claire stood up and brushed the bits of dirt and leaves off her shirt. With one swift kick, she sent the unburned twigs skittering across the clearing, so that they came to rest in a natural-looking scatter. Screw it. She’d come back the next night and try again.


“I’m heading home, actually.” She turned and started to walk. “You’re up late.”


“Yeah. I couldn’t sleep.” His voice was ragged with worry. She could hear Saturday’s game hanging over him.


Claire took a long breath. She knew that the state finals were a big deal. A huge deal. Matthew had been recruited by some schools, even offered scholarship money, but he still hadn’t heard from his top choice—UCLA. There would be a Bruins rep at the game. Watching him. Making little notes that could determine his entire future.


“Matthew, it’s going to be fine. You’re amazing—you’ve been amazing at every match this season, and there’s no reason this game is going to be any different.”


He sighed. “I hope you’re right.”


She laughed. “Of course I’m right. I’m always right. Don’t you know that by now?”


“I know, I know. I wasn’t calling to talk about it, anyway. So. Where’re you headed home from?” He was trying to keep his voice light, but he wasn’t completely successful.


Claire crouched low and slipped through the hole in the brick wall, stepping onto her lawn.


“The woods,” she said, “but I just made it back to the house. Last night wasn’t as fantastic as it could have been. I mean, the gathering was fine. But it turns out that the pack is having a special gathering for me. Like, where I’m supposed to demonstrate my—” She paused. “My skills.” Her words were heavy with meaning.


“I don’t see the problem. You’re good at all of that, right?” He sounded distant, and she could hear him shifting around in an edgy sort of way.


Claire stared up at the dark windows of her house. “Except lighting the fire. I can’t do that part.” Her voice came out in a whisper.


“I—oh. Well, I’m, uh, sure you’ll work it out.” His voice was as bright and fake as a cheerleader’s smile.


Something tightened in Claire’s chest.


But what if I can’t? What if I screw up so amazingly that I can’t ever lead the hunt?


Claire didn’t say anything. She looked up at the moon. It was still nearly full, just the tiniest sliver missing from one side. She knew it would shrivel away to nothing all too fast, but she didn’t want to add to Matthew’s worry if she didn’t have to. He was plenty anxious about his own stuff—after all, he was about to be judged too.


Claire shook herself. “Sure. Right. Anyway, I’m home, and I need to go to bed. And you do too.”


“Yeah. At this rate, we’re both going to be zombies tomorrow.” He yawned. “I love you, you know that?” he asked, sounding like his old self again.


“I love you, too,” she whispered.


The intensity of her worry rubbed against her, making her want to strip off her human skin and run until she was too tired to care about anything. But instead of transforming and sprinting through the woods until she had run herself out of her self-doubting, Claire flipped her phone shut and trudged into the house. Pretending she was just an ordinary human. Pretending everything was fine.


*   *   *


By Friday she was a wreck. Claire sat in the forest, surrounded by little unburned piles of kindling. Nothing would light. She wrapped her arms around her knees and stared at the stack of sticks in front of her, wondering what it would really be like to fail in front of the whole pack. If she couldn’t figure out how to get something to catch fire, that’s exactly what would happen.


She didn’t want to ask her mom for help, mostly because she didn’t want to admit just how much trouble she was having with something that was supposed to come naturally to werewolves. It would be almost as bad as admitting that she couldn’t wag her own tail. Claire pressed her forehead into her knees, the denim blotting out the mocking, unlit wood in front of her.


Two more days. I’ll just practice for two more days. Then, if I still haven’t figured it out, I’ll talk to her.


The idea that she might really be an incomplete wolf was so awful that she couldn’t even think it any louder than a whisper. But there was a little voice at the back of her head that had started muttering ugly, doubt-filled things, and once it knew it had gotten her attention, there was no way to shut it up.


Part of her knew she should stay where she was and try again to make some sort of combustion happen. But Matthew’s game was the next day. All the other soccer players’ girlfriends would have flowers and cards and signs with their boyfriends’ jersey numbers on them. Claire wasn’t going to let Matthew down by being the only one sitting there at the state finals with nothing. Even if it meant missing out on a little bit of practice. She still had more than a week until the gathering. That would be plenty of time to work things out—to keep herself from being humiliated, from having everyone think she wasn’t as good as any of the other wolves.


At least, she hoped it would be plenty of time.


Saturday morning dawned, full of heavy gray clouds and the promise of colder weather. Claire was relieved. At least by nightfall Matthew’s stress would be over. And the game would be a good chance for her to think about something else and blow off some steam. She was even looking forward to the traditional postgame celebration at the diner.


And then afterward, she promised herself, she’d head straight for the woods and practice.


She’d been up way too late trying to make a decent-looking sign, but she’d finally managed it. It was just Matthew’s number inside a glittery heart, but it was big enough that he’d be able to see it from the field. After doing her best to drown her fatigue with coffee, Claire tugged on a pair of leggings and a T-shirt with a disintegrating collar. She had hours until the game, and the caffeine had made her way too jittery to sit around the house. The only thing she could think to do—at least, in the daylight—was go for a run.


She paused on the front porch, stretching out her left calf and adjusting her earphones before taking off down the driveway. She loved the shock in her chest as the thud of her shoes against the pavement reverberated into her ribs and her lungs stretched, trying to keep up with her sudden effort.


Just when her muscles had really warmed and loosened and the running started to feel almost—but not quite—as good as when she was in her wolf form, Claire reached the edge of the forest. Seeing the shadows between the trees sent a flutter of anxiety through her, undoing most of her relaxation. She wanted to be there, in the woods, practicing. She turned her eyes back to the road in front of her, training her gaze on the cracked pavement. She needed to stay focused on Matthew right now. On her human life.


Besides, there wasn’t anything she could do about her werewolf existence until it got dark.


With the road spooling out in front of her like a ribbon, Claire inhaled long and slow and matched her pace to the drum-beat rhythm of the song that poured through her earphones. She let the repetition calm her, numb her, until she wasn’t worried about fire lighting or Matthew’s scholarship chances. Until she was just running. Breath and motion and nothing else.


When she was sufficiently sweat-soaked and soothed, Claire jogged home and hurried to shower—she had time before the match started, but she wanted to be early enough to get a good seat.


After she was clean, she pulled on jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt that was cute enough for Louie’s. Then, for luck, she threw on one of Matthew’s sweatshirts. She ran her thumb over the slightly frayed edge of the cuff, imagining all the other times he had worn it, all the times it had been his skin inside the soft fabric instead of hers. A happy little shiver ran down her spine. She grabbed her phone off her vanity, sending Matthew a quick “I love you and you’re going to be fabulous” text before shoving it in her pocket.


In the kitchen her mother sat with her hands around a cup of coffee and stared out the window. There was an untouched sandwich in front of her. Claire took a deep breath, gripping the edge of Matthew’s sweatshirt for support. She hadn’t spoken to her mother much since the gathering, which wasn’t such a big challenge. Marie worked crazy hours, meeting with clients, working her contacts, and playing with new equipment when she wasn’t involved in an actual photography session.


Claire was mostly relieved that her mother hadn’t seemed to notice how much time she was spending in the forest—that she wasn’t questioning whether or not Claire was ready for the new moon gathering. Claire grimaced, wishing she wasn’t going to be paraded around like a trick pony—or trick wolf. Whichever.


As if she could hear Claire’s thoughts, Marie turned to Claire and took a sip of coffee.


“Good morning, chérie. Actually, afternoon almost, isn’t it? Are you just waking up?”


“No. I went for a run. Did you need me to check in or something?” The last sentence came out with a fish-hook barb on the end of it, and Claire bit the inside of her lip, hoping it wasn’t going to get her in trouble.


Just pretend everything’s fine long enough to get through this afternoon. That’s all I have to do. Then I’ll spend every possible second getting a handle on the fire stuff.


Her mother raised an eyebrow, but she let the comment slide. “Matthew’s game is today, yes? The important one?”


“Yep. I was wondering—um, is Lisbeth coming this afternoon? I sort of need a ride.”


“Emily isn’t going?”


“No. She has a family thing she couldn’t get out of. Plus, she doesn’t really love soccer, you know?”


In spite of the fact that Claire and Matthew had been dating seriously for months, Emily and Matthew still hadn’t become friends. At first it had seemed like Emily didn’t want to butt in. She’d made lots of innuendo-laced comments about a couple needing to “get to know each other” without interruptions. But lately Claire had been wondering if there was more going on. Interspersed with the eyebrow-waggling one-liners, Emily had been mentioning third wheels and unwanted spinsters.


“You look extremely thoughtful.” It was a statement, but there was an obvious question underneath it. Marie was always worried about Emily—or, more specifically, Claire slipping and Emily figuring out the truth.


“I’m just not awake yet.” Claire shrugged off her mother’s curiosity. “So, can you drive me?”


Her mother shook her head. “I’ve got client calls starting in half an hour, and I’ll be busy straight through dinner.” She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “But they are sending a car for me for the dinner… .” She slid off her chair and padded over to the coat closet. When she came back, the shiny black oval key fob dangled from her hand.


Car keys.


The car keys.


Marie held them out. “Why don’t you take my car? You have a license. There’s no reason you can’t drive yourself.”


Do not squeal. Do not squeal. Do not squeal.


Claire cleared her throat as casually as she could. “Are you sure?”


Her mother stared at her pointedly. “I trust you with far more than a car on a daily basis. I know you will be careful.”


Claire reached out and took the keys, reveling in the sharp weight of them against her palm.“Thanks,” she said. “This is actually great—I’ll be able to give Matthew a ride home after Louie’s.”


Marie smiled. “See? Better for everyone, then.” She looked at the clock. “I’d better go prepare for my calls. Enjoy your afternoon.”


“Sure thing.” Claire grabbed her bag and headed for the garage before her mother could change her mind. She’d driven plenty of times—with Marie in the passenger seat. She’d even driven Matthew’s car a couple of times at the very end of the summer, when he’d pulled a muscle in his calf.


But she’d never had a car all to herself before.


The Mercedes sat in the garage, all glossy black paint and sinfully soft leather. Claire hit the button that opened the garage door and slid behind the wheel.


This was going to be good.


Really good.
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