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PROLOGUE



Death hovers in the shadows. Through the slit of the window, the barest of moonlight filters in. I’ve always drawn comfort from it, but tonight it’s Connor offering me solace.

Within our prison, the mound of blankets softens the floor beneath us. One blanket covers us. Connor never bothered to put on the sweatshirt I brought him, so my fingers have the luxury of dancing over his bare chest.

“Don’t be afraid, Brittany.” Connor’s voice is soft, gentle.

But how can I not be afraid? We both know that tomorrow we might die. Facing death brings urgency to life. All the things we’ve put off, all the things we haven’t dared to explore suddenly loom before us as dreams that might never be fulfilled.

Connor holds me close, his warm lips brushing over my temple. Beneath my palm I feel the steady pounding of his heart. How can his be so calm when mine is fluttering like a bird trapped in a cage?

He skims his mouth over my cheek. I hear him taking a deep breath, inhaling my fragrance. I press my face into the curve of his neck and take his unique scent into my lungs. Even here, inside this building where we’re held captive, he smells of the outdoors: evergreens, rich earth, sweet nectar, sharp foliage. He smells of everything I love and more.

I’ve waited so long to know the feel of his hands moving slowly over my back, urging me closer. I never want these moments to end.

“Don’t be afraid,” he whispers again.

Then the beast inside him that always hovers near the surface breaks free and chases away the gentleness. He kisses me hungrily, desperately as though with our wildness we can ward off the arrival of our enemy. I eagerly return his kiss. I want to experience life with a passion I’ve never before known. I accept that under normal circumstances we might not be tasting each other or running our hands over each other. But these circumstances aren’t normal.


We’ve been stripped of everything except the intense craving to experience everything we’ll soon be denied.

“I love you, Brittany,” he whispers.

Tremors cascade through me. My heart pounds against my chest so hard that I’m afraid my ribs might crack. With his words, he’s given me what I’d always longed for, what I absolutely don’t deserve.

Will his love turn to hate tomorrow when he discovers that I’ve betrayed him?







ONE



Eight days earlier

Tonight was the big night, the one I’d waited for my entire life. The awakening, the first shift—the loss of my moon virginity.

A few minutes earlier, I’d removed all my clothes. I sat on them now in a small clearing deep in the forest, surrounded by towering trees. Chill bumps erupted along my skin. It was summer. July. But our hidden compound, Wolford, was located in a national forest that bordered Canada. When the sun retreated, the nights grew cool.

Brimming with impatience, I waited. I’d never wanted anything as badly as I wanted this. Well, except maybe a mate.

But I couldn’t help but believe after this momentous night—after I’d proven myself worthy—that the right guy would finally step forward and claim me.

I’d celebrated my seventeenth birthday three days earlier. The first full moon since that day was rising in the night sky. When it reached its zenith, I would transform into a gorgeous creature—into a wolf.

I’d envisioned it a thousand times. I would shed my human shell to reveal what I’d always known resided inside me. I willed it to happen. Even though I knew I should be terrified I wasn’t. My fur would be blue-black, just like my hair. My eyes would remain a deep blue. Earlier in the summer, Connor had told me that they reminded him of an ocean surrounded by more ocean. We’d been drinking beer with some campers at the time. I knew his slurred words didn’t mean anything, but they’d still given me hope that somehow Connor would become my mate. But the hope had finally shriveled into nothingness, and I focused on the larger picture, the greater good.

For as long as we’d existed, the male of our species had chosen his mate after his transformation and before hers. He went through his alone, but he stood by his mate when she endured her first shift, guiding her so she experienced more pleasure than pain. No female had made the change alone in generations—and the ones who had in the past were considered myths. Legend proclaimed that without a mate, a female faced excruciating pain followed by certain death.

Guess I was about to find out, because no one had claimed me as his mate. The elders, the wise men of our clan, the ones who guided us with their wisdom, had even tried to connect me with someone—Daniel—so I wouldn’t have to go through this night alone. I knew they meant well, were trying to protect me, but I didn’t want just anyone. I wanted Connor McCandless.

So two nights ago, I’d slipped away from Wolford in the middle of the night. I knew with his sense of smell that Daniel would be able to track me if he wanted to. But I also knew that he was the type of guy who would respect my decision to leave without him. Somewhere out there was the right girl for him, and we both knew it wasn’t me.

The first transformation was an intimate, personal experience. I didn’t want to go through it with someone who was serving as a stand-in for the real deal, for my true mate. In my heart, it would always be Connor. If I went through this with another guy, I’d feel like I was cheating on Connor. It was an irrational thought because we’d never be together. Still I couldn’t control how I felt.

Earlier in the summer, my mom had even offered to go through my first transformation with me—but that was as creepy as the idea of going to the prom with her. Some things I simply didn’t want her to share with me. So I’d encouraged her to take her annual summer trip to Europe. I was fine on my own.

But now as I stared at the yellow orb that possessed more power than humans realized, an uncharacteristic loneliness washed over me. Tonight Connor was with Lindsey because she was going through her first shift beneath the full moon, too. Last summer he’d declared her his mate in front of the entire pack. He believed she was his true love. I wasn’t as convinced. Lately, I’d noticed her staring at Rafe. I thought maybe she wanted him, but she’d been promised to Connor, and our traditions weren’t meant to be broken.

I couldn’t help wishing that Connor had selected me. He had this cute way of using his fingers to comb his shaggy blond hair out of his stunning blue eyes. He was tall, strong, and possessed a body honed to perfection by the constant shifting. Like all male shifters, he was predatory and dangerous. Totally hot.

Not that I was into Connor because of his physical prowess. It sounded stupid to say I loved his mind, but I was into the way he read situations, considered strategies, and never jumped into Shifter mode at the first sign of trouble. He weighed options.


I just wished his heart had been as cautious before he’d announced Lindsey was his mate. Following the ancient tradition, he had a Celtic symbol representing her name tattooed on his shoulder.

I fought not to think about Connor and Lindsey standing together wearing only the ceremonial cloaks reserved for mates preparing for their bonding. I’d heard that going through a transformation together was an incredibly soul-binding experience. That it wasn’t only the moonlight that caressed, that touched, that whispered—

Groaning, I banished the haunting images. I would suffer enough tonight without thinking about them and the attraction that would pull them into each other’s arms.

I lifted my gaze to the star-filled sky. The moon that guided our destinies was high overhead. I should start to feel something at any minute.

As a rule, no one ever discussed their first transformation. It was as private as the loss of your virginity. But I’d felt as though I had no choice but to seek advice on what to expect. So I’d spoken with Kayla, who had survived her first shift during the last full moon. She’d told me that it had felt as though the moonlight was actually touching her, coaxing her beast to reveal itself.

Concerned that I’d be going through this alone since no guy had ever shown an interest in me, I’d been preparing all year. I’d built up my stamina by running every morning. I’d strengthened my muscles using weights. I’d disciplined my body for this incredible moment. When my beast burst forth, I’d tame it, gain control of it. I could hardly wait.

If I survived, I’d move into the realm of legend. I would confirm that guys weren’t the only ones who could survive going through this alone. That idea was so sexist anyway. Let’s move into the twenty-first century already. Our kind had some really archaic customs. But I was seventeen, liberated, ready to embrace my destiny. Even if that destiny didn’t include Connor.

I closed my eyes and imagined how it might have been if he was here. We’d be standing so close that the breeze wouldn’t be able to pass between us. He would cradle my face with his large hands. Very slowly he would move in to kiss me. We wouldn’t rush the moment. Then his lips would brush over mine as a deep growl rumbled up from his chest. His beast would call to mine and mine would answer with a softer sound. We would embrace, riding the wave of pleasure and pain, and then we’d transform together.

Thoughts of him not connected to Lindsey brought me comfort as I waited. If I pretended I wasn’t alone, maybe I could conquer the pain that would soon envelop me.

Why didn’t it come—while I was prepared to face it? Before the doubts I’d been holding at bay began to creep back in?

The ability to transform was mine by birthright, passed from parent to child through our DNA. But as my time had drawn near, I’d begun to have disturbing dreams. In them, I stared at the moon, waiting for it to keep its promise. But it, not me, shifted. It became the sun and I remained human.

Kayla had said that she could sense the change coming long before her birthday, before she even knew she would have the ability to transform, but I’d felt nothing. When the caterpillar is enclosing itself in a cocoon does it know that it’ll emerge as a butterfly?

I knew that I would emerge from this night as a wolf, but I didn’t feel it. Fear gripped me. I felt the way I’d always felt, like a human, like a Static—our derogatory term for those beings who didn’t have the ability to shift.

But I was a Shifter. My parents were Shifters. I’d grown up surrounded by Shifters.

I tried to will the change to come, but tonight the moon called the shots. After that, I’d be able to change at will. But for now, I had to tamp down my impatience, and that was almost impossible. I wanted so badly to be a full-fledged Dark Guardian. They were the protectors of our kind. Knights. The ones who handled any enemies who might want to attack us. Right now we had an incredibly dangerous enemy threatening to destroy us and the time for the final confrontation was quickly approaching. I wanted to be in the thick of it.

I wanted to cast off my novice status. Tonight that would happen. Once I shifted.

I opened my eyes. The moon seemed lower in the sky. But that couldn’t be. I hadn’t noticed any tingling. Maybe it had happened without me feeling anything, but when I looked down, I was still human. Still a girl. Not the wolf I’d always envisioned I’d be: the wondrous creature that lived deep inside me.

No, no, no.

Maybe I needed to be standing. I jumped to my feet and outstretched my arms toward the sky. I wanted to call out to someone, something—

I heard a distant howl echo through the night. The voice was one I’d never heard before. Was that Lindsey?

No! This absolutely couldn’t be happening. I wouldn’t let it happen.

I ran as though I could catch up with the quickly disappearing moon, as though I could somehow…

What? Touch it? Make it reach its zenith again?

I crumpled to the earth and felt the hot tears coursing down my cheeks. It wasn’t fair. But it was what I’d always feared. Why else would Connor look at me and not see his mate? Why else wouldn’t he know that I was his destiny? Why had he settled for stupid Lindsey?

I’d always felt that something was lacking in me. I had always felt as though I was on the edge of everything, the outsider desperately wanting to be accepted by the clique. Oh, people acknowledged me, but there was always a distance. Don’t get too close, Brittany. You’re one of us, but you’re not connected to us. The girls will talk to you, but never confide in you. They will befriend you, but never invite you into their most intimate inner circle. Our males will fight beside you, but never be drawn to you. No one, no one had ever asked me out on a date. No one had ever kissed me. No one had ever looked at me with heat in his eyes.

Did I not change because a guy wasn’t with me? That made no sense. It was the moon that changed us. The moon that called us.

I bent my head back and howled—

But it wasn’t the cry of a wolf. It was the anguished shriek of a girl. A human.

A human whose soul was cracking and whose heart was breaking.

I wasn’t a Shifter.

I, Brittany Reed, was nothing.







TWO



I didn’t remember falling asleep. My last memories were of me screaming until my throat was raw and my fists pounding the earth until my hands ached. But exhaustion must have claimed me at some point because I woke up and stared at the sunlight dancing over the leaves.

I’d always loved the wilderness, but suddenly I didn’t feel one with it any longer. I thought I could hear the trees mocking me as their leaves rustled in the breeze. I didn’t know where I wanted to go, but I knew where I needed to go. I had to return to Wolford. The Dark Guardians were gathering there, in order to figure out how to protect our—their—kind. Bio-Chrome, a research company, had discovered that we existed and was determined to uncover the secrets of our—their—ability to shift, even if it meant killing us—them.

I gave myself a hard mental kick in the butt. I had to stop thinking such divisive thoughts. It wasn’t them—the Shifters—versus me, the non-Shifter. It was us. Sure, something had gone wrong, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be fixed. I had to keep my mind open to the possibility that it was some fluke of nature that could be easily corrected. Maybe my birthday was too close to the full moon and I needed another cycle to prepare my body to shift. Maybe the date was wrong on my birth certificate. God, I was really grasping at straws, wanting desperately to find an easy answer.

I knew I couldn’t tell anyone that I hadn’t yet shifted. I’d waited too long, worked too hard to finally be accepted. I didn’t want to face that I might not be a Shifter. There was another reason that I hadn’t transformed. Whatever it was, I’d figure it out.

Grabbing my nearby backpack, I headed out. I’d planned to lope toward the compound, embracing my new self, the wind ruffling my fur. Instead, I trudged through the forest, forcing my feet to move along, one in front of the other. An explanation for what hadn’t happened had to exist somewhere. I considered discussing my situation with the elders. They were so old that they knew everything. But I didn’t want anyone to know the truth about me.

If they did discover the truth, they’d look at me with pity or horror. We existed alongside humans, but none of us wanted to be like them. They were pitiful creatures, Statics, always locked in the same form. They might even cast me out. I couldn’t take that risk with danger lurking. I was a Dark Guardian. It was all I’d ever wanted to be.

How was I going to look at myself the first time I gazed in a mirror, the first time I saw what I truly was—or wasn’t?

Because I was afraid the elders might send Guardians out to search for me, I took a circuitous route back to Wolford. I needed this time alone to shore up my courage to face everyone and not give anything away. It wouldn’t be easy for me. I wasn’t someone who believed in sugarcoating things. I was known for being honest and facing the reality of situations. Facing my own reality was going to be a bitch.

Few people had truly embraced me before. If they learned that I couldn’t shift, they’d view me as a freak of nature. It was bad enough that I’d received the occasional odd stare because no guy had claimed me as his mate. I didn’t want to have to endure the others knowing that I hadn’t shifted on time.

It was nearly noon on the second day when I ran across the cold remains of a campfire on the banks of one of the rivers that ran through the national forest. My heart galloped as I knelt and sifted the ash through my fingers. I detected no heat at all, and I hadn’t noticed any light in the area when I’d bedded down the night before. It could have been several days since anyone had been here—but it felt more recent. I couldn’t explain why I had that sensation.

The fine hairs on my arms prickled as I gazed at the rapidly flowing river. It was possible someone had been rafting and pulled over here to set up camp for the night. Farther down the river was a series of tight curves and turbulent white water. It was great for sports enthusiasts, but they were usually accompanied by a guide who would turn them back before they traveled this far north, this close to Wolford.

It seemed paranoid to have a bad feeling about what I’d discovered, but I couldn’t help sensing that something wasn’t right. Very slowly and cautiously, I walked around the camp, noting the various boot prints that had been left behind. I could identify four distinct sets. It was also obvious that they’d arrived and left by the river. I discovered a groove in the bank where their rubber raft would have scraped along the ground as they pulled it onto shore.

On the opposite side of the camp, I noticed an area where it looked as though evidence of prints had been brushed away with a leafy branch. The brush marks stopped near dense foliage. Grabbing a large stick, I began poking it around the brush. I heard the snap as I triggered a release mechanism that I’d suspected was hidden in there. The stick was jerked from my hand as the noose closed around it and the rope swung it up in the air, until it dangled high above my head, the branches shuddering with the force of being set loose.

A snare trap. One of the simplest traps to set. Still dangerous. Still capable of killing an animal—but it was also possible the animal would survive being slung around as it was lifted from the ground. Judging by the setup, it had been designed to capture a medium-sized animal. Not a rabbit. Not a bear. But a wolf.

A cold shiver raced down my spine as I backed away. I’d bet my life that I knew who was responsible. It wasn’t game hunters, sportsmen, or survivalists.

It was Bio-Chrome. Our enemy. They were stepping up their efforts to capture a Shifter and they were getting closer to discovering Wolford.

I had to get back quickly. I had to warn them. And I hoped I wasn’t too late.

 

I felt a sense of relief when I finally arrived at Wolford to see the main residence still standing. I saw no evidence of violence. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

Because I’d originally been two days away from Wolford, and because I’d been dragging my feet in no hurry to get back—until I discovered the trap—it was nearly midnight the next night when I finally reached the wrought iron gate that surrounded the compound. A couple of hundred years ago, most of the Shifters had lived here, hidden away from the rest of the world. But as the world had begun to change with modernization and industrialization, they’d moved out among humans—benefiting from and contributing to achievements. Still this forest remained our true home—the one place where we could be ourselves and celebrate what we were.

I slipped a keycard into the slot and the gate clicked open. It seemed strange to me that we were a combination of the old and modern. We used keycards for access, but we still believed in the ancient ritual of guys declaring their mates. Go figure.

After walking through, I stood there while the gate clanked shut, its sound reverberating through me. I’d always found solace here. No enemy had ever penetrated our walls. Here, tradition was passed down from one generation to the next. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and tried to draw in the calm of my ancestors. But I felt unwelcome, as though I were a stranger or worse, a fake.


I wished my mother was here. I didn’t often need her. I’d always wanted to be independent, so it was difficult now to admit that I yearned to have her arms around me. I’d felt relief when she’d left for Europe because I’d known she wouldn’t be around to interfere. I hadn’t thought I’d be able to put up with her hovering and worrying. I loved Mom, but she was a hoverer. Always trying to protect me. I’d become somewhat rebellious just to break free of her emotional restraints. I knew she meant well, but sometimes I felt as though she were smothering me.

As for my father, he’d always been a no-show in my life. Apparently he’d seen my mother through her transformation, hung around long enough to knock her up, then taken a hike to parts unknown. She had managed quite well without a man in her life—which was the reason that I’d been convinced that I hadn’t needed a guy for my transformation.

I walked toward the massive mansion that was pretty much all that remained of what we’d once had here. Oh, there were a few buildings around that held supplies and various survival items, but when our kind visited Wolford, they stayed in this mammoth Gothic-like structure where families had once enjoyed a communal-like existence. It had been refurbished to include all the modern conveniences. Our elders lived here throughout the year.

Hidden away in the national forest, it provided us with a sanctuary. The Dark Guardians worked as forest guides—otherwise known as sherpas—and kept people away from the secret areas of the forest that we considered off-limits to outsiders. Although really, we considered the entire forest as ours, even though the government had claimed part of it.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught movement and dropped into a defensive crouch, my actions honed by hours of survival training. To my surprise, I saw Connor heading toward a thick copse of trees in the distance. Although his back was to me, I recognized his loose-hipped stride. He walked as though he was never in a hurry to get anywhere. The moonlight reflected off his sandy blond hair and outlined his well-toned body. He was tall and slender, but I knew he possessed the strength of all Shifters. We not only hid our ability to shift, but the power that came with it. Looking at us, few people realized how strong and capable we were.

As Connor disappeared between the trees, I wondered why he was alone. Where was Lindsey? Usually a couple became totally inseparable after they shared a shifting. Could there possibly be trouble in paradise?

I wasn’t exactly sure how I felt about that. As much as I’d wanted Connor to notice me, to claim me, and go through the transformation with me, I didn’t want Lindsey to treat him badly. Neither did I want him to hurt Lindsey. She was a friend. I selfishly wanted Connor and unselfishly wished them the best. My confused and contradictory feelings left me unsettled. As a rule, I usually knew what I wanted.

I glanced around quickly. No one else was in sight. I should let Connor go, but I’d never felt so alone or devastated in my life. I needed to connect with someone. Why not him? Just for a few minutes. It wasn’t like I was going to ask him to cheat on Lindsey. I had standards. I didn’t steal another girl’s guy—but that didn’t mean I couldn’t talk to him and get my Connor-fix.

After hiking since the full moon, I was gritty and dirty. Normally I would have taken the time to clean up because I never wanted Connor to see me at my worst, but I didn’t want to miss this opportunity to talk with him alone. Maybe because even though he didn’t feel a connection to me, I felt one to him. I was pathetic to be crushing on a guy, knowing he cared for someone else, but at that moment, I couldn’t quench my desire to hear his voice.

I tossed my backpack toward the side of the house and raced in the direction I’d last seen Connor. The dew-covered grass left a clear trail, but once I hit the woods, he wasn’t as easy to follow. The grass wasn’t thick around the trees and the moonlight filtered in sparingly between the leaves. If I’d shifted, I’d have been able to capture his scent and follow it. All senses heightened after the first transformation. Shifters acquired keen night vision and enhanced smell, hearing, and taste. Even their skin became more sensitive.

All I had to go on was my gut instinct, so I simply kept moving forward and hoped he’d done the same. He might not be my mate, but we were friends. And right now, I needed a friend. Desperately.

The woods were never totally quiet at night and I drew comfort from the familiar sounds. The insects chirped. An owl hooted. I heard some tiny creature, probably a rodent, stirring up the dried leaves that coated the ground. But I couldn’t hear any footsteps other than mine. I wondered if Connor had shifted, if he’d taken off. But I didn’t see his clothes lying around.

The trees finally gave way to a brook where the shallow water splashed over rocks, creating nature’s lullaby. Standing at the bank’s edge, as still as a statue, was Connor.

My heart gave a little lurch, the way it always did when I first got near him. Sometimes when we were packing up supplies, getting ready to guide campers out into the wilderness, our shoulders would brush and it was like an arrow zinging through me, from shoulder to toes. Insane, I know, to be so affected by his nearness. It hurt that we’d never be more than friends, that he would forever belong to someone else.

If I was smart, I’d turn around, head back to the mansion, and get on with my life. Obviously I didn’t possess an ounce of intelligence because I strode forward until I was standing beside him. He didn’t look at me. He just kept staring at the water.

I had so much that I wanted to tell him, so much that I couldn’t explain, things I didn’t want him to know. Still, a calmness settled over me
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