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Prologue
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Sitting on the cart, holding the reins loosely in his hands, Tem had plenty of time to kick himself mentally for having taken that drunk innkeeper's directions. He was thoroughly lost.

Why hadn't he just stuck to his regular trade route? Why had he felt the need to try something different? Before she'd died and left him alone in the world, old mute Clara had told him through their shared sign language, “Wherever you go, you take yourself.” She'd meant it wryly, but even as he'd laughed aloud and teased her back in spoken words, he'd known she also meant it with a grain of truth. Perhaps his wanderlust really was just the disguised need to get away from himself, he reflected now.

But soon, time for musing would be over. As the last of the light faded, the woods around him came alive with the sounds of night animals. Crickets, owls, wolves—all would be more active, more verbal than usual as the full moon rose and flooded their territory with illumination so bright it would almost seem to be day. Tem knew what was coming. He always knew when the full moon was coming.

Reluctantly, he drew to a halt. He unhitched his middle-aged mare and slapped her on the rump. He'd find her in the morning, but for now, she needed to be free to run. There would be no fire at Tem's camp tonight. The wolves sounded far too close, almost as if they smelled Tem, smelled the wolf in him and saw him as a threat, an interloper impinging on their territory.

They came before the moon did, catching Tem alone and unguarded. He'd been just about to strip off his clothes to prepare for his transformation, but now, yellow eyes peered out at him from the woods. Many, many yellow eyes. He should have known they were coming by their silence over the last few minutes. They'd been stalking this pale, fragile human who smelled so like a wolf.

Standing with his back to his cart, Tem looked around for a weapon. He found a long beam he sometimes used to lever the wheels of his cart out of the spring mud. It would have to serve, because even as he turned and reached behind him to grasp the wood, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a shadowy gray blur leap out at him.

He swung the beam down from the cart with all his might, striking the wolf's skull with a sickening thunk. This gave the others pause, but not for long. Another jumped out at him, and another, and he swung his beam, but it was large and heavy and slow, and they were many and quick. He couldn't see as well as they could, either, though his excellent, inhuman night vision was a blessing.

He cried out as a wolf's dull teeth ripped a jagged hole in both his shirt and his upper arm. Another took his distraction as an opportunity, and sunk its teeth into his free forearm. He yelled again, and tried to muster the presence of mind to fight just a little longer. Only a few more minutes and the moon would begin to peek over the horizon. Then, if he could live through his agonizing transformation while assailed on all sides, he would be able to fight back in earnest.

The first blades of moonlight sought him through the trees and seared his skin. He grew taller, and taller still, not hearing his own mindless shrieks of pain. The wolves paused, snarls turning to whimpers of fear at the creature coming into being before them. They began to doubt—would even the whole pack be enough to overcome this monster? Their animal brains were undecided, weighing the odds. The alpha male had just made the decision to turn and run.

Then, Tem struck.
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Half-awake in the dawn light, Ariana stepped out the door and right into the familiar mud puddle just over the jamb, ankle-deep. The good news was that the sudden, shocking cold braced her, so that she felt, if not fully alive yet, at least extremely alert. She hated early spring.

The family's aging cow didn't care that Ariana hated spring, though. There wouldn't be money to buy another cow if Ariana neglected her duties and let the milk dry up, as it so easily could in a beast that age. Besides, it was better to be outside now than later, when the midges had warmed up and hovered in clouds and the mud began to stink.

Shaking her icy foot every other step, Ariana walked the short distance to the ramshackle wood-and-brush lean-to their cow stayed in now. Once the worst of winter had passed, they didn't need to keep her in the house with them for mutual warmth anymore. As usual, it had been a relief to finally be free of the thrice-daily need to gather up her droppings from the packed dirt floor and pitch them out into the snow.

Ariana set up her stool and bucket and rested her face against the cow's side, feeling how loose and saggy the skin was, and how near the bones beneath. They'd be lucky if she lasted the summer. As Ariana's hands settled into their familiar rhythm on the age-cracked teats, she let her mind wander to her soon-to-be-fiance, John.

Again, she told herself the story of who she and John were together, as if to the old familiar friend she didn't have. Her siblings were mostly too young to understand, and even sixteen-year-old Raina was useless. She was so used to being a beauty that it didn't occur to her that not every girl had her pick of men. Dismissively, she told Ariana again and again that John was a bore, with that little toss of her fair, straight hair that made Ariana want to slap her.

Raina was right, of course; John was stolid, dull, and as dependable as the spring mud. He was her only prospect. He was close to her, like a brother, she told herself. They'd spent all eighteen years of their lives knowing each other as neighbors, and surely such a long time wouldn't go by without a certain bond of affection forming. He was likeable, really. She liked him. Of course she liked him. There was nothing actively offensive about him, after all.

The milking was done. She picked up the heavy pail with both hands around the handle, held the pail at her side, and began the awkward, twisted-torso walk back to the house.

Before she even noticed the running figure against the horizon, growing larger, she heard the mud squelching in the distance. She hurried to get the milk into the house before whoever it was reached her. There was no telling, after all, who it might be in these dark times.

The only relief that made the monotony of farm life bearable for Ariana was the excitement of the tantalizing rumors that came every so often. The town of Slepp was isolated, but still, the occasional whisperings of evil magic, flying witches, even werewolves, reached them. Ariana didn't believe a word of it, but that didn't prevent her heart beating faster with the morning's unexpected disturbance.
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Chapter Two
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By the time John reached Ariana's house, he was covered in mud from having slipped and fallen more than once. Ariana eyed him dubiously through the doorway, having carefully stepped back over her sleeping siblings on the floor to answer his knock. Her trepidation had dissipated upon seeing that it was only John, though the sight of him had made her extremely curious.

“What is it?” she asked the obvious. She'd never seen John like this before, frantic and excited all at once. It almost made him attractive.

“There's a man, a half-dead man, in the Clarks's barn—Old Grem brought him in from the woods—and they're saying it's werewolves did it. Werewolves, Ari, real werewolves, right over there in our forest! We'll have to fight them, hunt them down and kill them with...with...with our bare hands!”

Ariana looked up into his doughy, pale face and felt suddenly older still than even the prospect of marrying John made her. Because now, for possibly the first time in her life, she saw him expressing enthusiasm, and now she knew that he was capable of it after all. He just wasn't able to feel such passion for her any more than she was for him. Maybe he couldn't feel it for any woman, she mused. Maybe it was only thoughts of violence that could get him going like this. A disturbing thought.

But he was waiting for an answer while she thought to herself. “Why are you telling me?” she asked.

This seemed to stymie his slow wit, but, like a millstone, his mind slowly and inevitably ground out a response. “Well...I just thought you'd want to see. To know. He's all bloody, all ripped up.” Ariana detected in his voice something of the same way men spoke of Raina's voluptuous figure. She pretended to herself she hadn't heard it. He continued, “Do you want to come see?”

In spite of herself, she did want to see—not for the same prurient motives as John, but rather, just for something different. Something to take her mind off the fact that soon she'd be sharing a bed with this man. She nodded, and he extended his hand for hers. She didn't take it, and, after a moment, he set off at a fast walk back through the mud, trusting her to follow him. She did, reflecting that at least one foot was already wet and couldn't get any worse.

The Clarks's barn, all four solid walls of it, slowly came into view as they rounded a projection of the birch-tree forest. Out of habit, a stab of jealousy impaled Ariana's heart; not only was her family poor, but she, plain-faced and dark-haired, she would never hold the sway over Bruno Clark that her sister did. There was a decent chance Raina would actually land the narcissistic heir to the largest plot of land in Slepp. Ariana, by contrast, was doomed to a life of wind and flies coming in
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