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A sixteen-year-old shifter who is the last of her kind. A school for magical creatures on the brink of catastrophe. Learn who to trust fast or it’s extinction, baby.





My entire life I dreamt of studying at Moon Shifter Academy, a school for magical creatures hidden in New York City's Central Park. There I can ditch Diurnal—the drug that keeps me stuck in boring human form—and harness my bad-ass wolf-shifter self. 





Against my parents’ advice, I head to the big city before school starts and move in with Eddie, a cute boy I met upstate. But first summer love fast becomes first summer heartbreak and then, just before school starts, my parents are murdered. If I’d listened to them and stayed upstate, they might still be alive. Nothing to do but throw myself into my studies and make them proud, right? Wrong.





School is a bust. The principal’s single-minded goal is to protect us from blood mages, our sworn enemies. To make life more confusing, I learn that with Mom gone, I am the last female shifter in the wolf line. Now the blood mage who killed my parents hunts me too. But not if I can hunt him first.
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CHAPTER ONE





EDDIE PASSES OUT just as I’m about to start the breakup convo. “Um, Eddie?”


A soft, purring snore is my answer. I consider waiting until he wakes. No, after being up two days straight, he’ll sleep awhile. 


I’ll just leave. It’s better this way. 


He lies, naked, on an unmade twin bed so small it forced us to sleep like puzzle pieces. Gentle snores continue while I hunt through the jumbled mess of his apartment. A sliver of sunlight angles across his handsome jaw with its blond scruff. Again the excuses come, reasons to give him another chance.


No, just, no. Focus.


I don’t want to forget any small scraps of my life. Once I leave, I won’t be back. 


It would be easy to overlook something important amidst the piles of record albums, turntables, and DJ equipment—including three giant disco balls—that clutter the tiny space. On top of all that are the arcane electrical doohickeys that Eddie—DJ Edison—incorporates into his sets.


In the distance, subway wheels screech as a Manhattan-bound train exits onto an elevated track. My pet rat Wilbur sits in his cage on the kitchen table, gnawing a carrot stick, antsy. Wilbur doesn’t like travel. Neither do I.


It wasn’t supposed to end this way. My first summer love. My first serious love. My first shattered heart. Four months ago, I thought I’d never have a boyfriend. Ever. Look, I’m no catch. 


Antisocial? Hell, yeah. I’d rather snuggle with a book than a boy. Pretty? With my various disabilities, eyebrows as dark as thunderclouds, and a jaw a bit too brickish to look feminine, I vote definitely not. Yet Eddie thought I was gorgeous. But he is well, Eddie. Say no more. 


In the kitchen, I grab a ripe apple from the counter and pour a tall, cool glass of water. Placing them by his mattress, I brush a lock of hair from his brow.


“Goodbye, Eddie,” I whisper. 


Backpack secure over my shoulders, Wilbur’s cage under one arm, I walk to the door and exit. I lock it behind me and slide the tarnished key he gave me underneath. A flash of panic strikes as I check for my wallet and phone. Phew, I have them.


Before leaving, I take a quick selfie to journal the moment. This is me. I post the pic of me standing in the doorway, alone. Like I’m meant to be. 


Don’t stall. Go before you change your mind.


I turn and hobble down the five flights of stairs I’ve come to know well over the past two months. 


When I moved to NYC from upstate New York for the summer, I moved for Eddie. Well, for him and to study at Moon Shifter Academy. My lifelong dream. But school doesn’t start until the fall. I didn’t need to be in this big, stinking city for any reason except for love. Now love is gone. Eddie killed it. 


“Kat? Kat!” Eddie’s voice rings from the top of the stairs just as I reach the landing. Not having expected him to wake up for hours, I stumble out the door and into the East Village side street. I limp along the block fast as I can, trying not to jostle Wilbur too much. I call my aunt. 


“Kat!” Anika answers on the first ring. “Where have you been?” 


Eddie’s building vanishes in the crowd of Sunday morning dog walkers and early shoppers. Moments later, I spot him in the distance. He’s thrown on sweats and a t-shirt—one of the tight ones that show off his jacked body. Even from here, I can tell it’s backward. 


Please don’t see me. 


Traffic bustles past while I scan the streets for an empty cab.


“I’m sorry, Auntie, I had important stuff to take care of.” 


For extra cash, I’ve been helping my aunt at Anika’s Oddities, her creepy taxidermy and curio shop. However, I didn’t show up the last few days. Things got intense. After having skipped several shifts, I need to ask if I can crash with her until school starts. Awkward. 


I turn the corner, cross the street, and dodge onto the avenue.


“Kat? Hello? What happened? Are you coming to help today?”


“Yes, of course, for sure. On my way. I’m sorry, I suck. I should have called. I’ll be there soon.” 


To my left, a cab honks, and a girl laughs. My shoulders tighten as I assume it’s someone making fun of my limp. Behind the cab, a beefy woman in her twenties revs her Harley. She shoots a glance my way that becomes a long stare. 


Meanwhile, a terrier goes absolutely mental trying to attack me while the bewildered owner pulls the adorable little fur ball away. “What’s got into you, Cedric?”


When I was fourteen, I begged Dad to get me a wheelchair. A wheelchair so I wouldn’t have to walk. That’s how desperate I felt. Dad stormed from the house, ashen-faced, tears in his eyes. “You can walk just fine!” he shouted. 


Dad never forgave himself for that day. Nor did Mom. Both refused to talk about it, so I stopped bringing it up. The day the monster attacked. Now I know better. Not a monster, a wolf shifter. Why did it want to hurt me? I was just a little girl.


The cab pulls to the curb, and the motorcycle roars off. The girl continues past, kissing her boyfriend’s cheek and giggling. They don’t even glance in my direction. Farther down, Cedric tries to eat a moldy crust of bread and pees on a trashcan. It’s not all about me. 


I hop into the cab and rattle off my aunt’s address. A bike messenger kicks the side door and swears at us as we pull into traffic. My cabbie stabs his left middle finger out the window and spits at the poor dude but misses. Horn blaring, the cabbie rockets across two lanes of traffic and turns left, all while taking a quick swig of coffee and checking a text message. 


Leaning back against the cracked faux leather seat, I kinda love the chaos. It matches my mood, and hey, I’m in New York F-ing City. In a few short weeks, I’ll learn to tap into my full-on wolf shifter self and make my parents proud.










CHAPTER TWO





AN OLD AIR conditioner grumbles beneath the window while Anika and I carry boxes from the spare room. Down below, the street hums with the steady throb of traffic, pedestrians, and pigeons—the city’s life blood. 


“Don’t worry. I won’t stay long… just until—“


“Stay as long as you like,” Anika says. “But we’ll need to go upstate soon to clear out your parents’ place and put it up for sale. Unless you want me to take care of it on my own?” Her gray hairs appear silver in the diffuse light that peeks through the dusty windows. Something in her manner—a quick jab of her lip, tilt of her head—reminds me of Dad.


“No, let me get settled at shifter school first.”


Anika groans as she stands and cracks her back. “I hope you don’t call it shifter school in public. Anyway, I need to open the shop. Come down and help when you’re finished.” She gives my shoulder an affectionate squeeze and leaves.


Now that the room is cleared of boxes, I sit to unpack. Wilbur watches from his cage. I’ve never understood people who live out of their suitcases… or in my case, backpack. Unpacking is a ritual I do without delay. 


Something niggles me. 


I knew I forgot something. My pills. 


Of course. I hid them from Eddie. Any pill was a good pill—or at least worth a try.


“So what are they again?” he kept asking. I wasn’t completely sure back then either. 


Dad started me on them when I turned thirteen. “They’ll keep your head from exploding,” he said with a wink. 


“No joking.” Mom glared at Dad and knelt down. “Take these until you learn to handle shifter energy. Every day, understood?” 


They give me wicked headaches. A couple of days off won’t hurt. School starts soon anyway.


I take out my phone and scroll through a few pics on Insta. Should I post something about my parents? The tragic, albeit tiny, newspaper article about their murder? A memorial with a cheesy quote? Other people love posting shit like that. Will it make me feel better to tell the world? To cry my eyes out in public? 


But I can’t. I just can’t. Hell, I haven’t even cried alone yet.


I scan the last text Dad sent me. I’ve read it so many times it’s burned into my mind. It’s a photo of him and Mom when they were in their twenties. Tropical vegetation surrounds them, and they stand with another couple. Beneath the photo, Dad wrote: Kat, be careful. Don’t— And that’s the end of the text. 


Don’t what? Be careful of what?


I lean back against the radiator, take a selfie and post it. I write the same thing I always do: This is me. Today, I look a bit more together, but that’s not saying much.


“Hi, Me. Gosh, you’re looking fugly today.” Giggles turn into laughter that sounds more like howls. I clamp my hand over my mouth, hoping Anika didn’t hear. 


“Kat?” Anika calls. “Are you coming down to help?”

 

[image: ]

 


That afternoon, I sort through a box of new wares in the storefront. I’m surrounded by taxidermied animal heads, odd vintage pieces of furniture, and memorabilia from around the world. Anika is a shifter like me. How can taxidermy be okay? People are weird. 


Anika’s store is what folks called a curiosity shop way back when. Visit Anika if you have an object that’s quirky as hell and smells like mothballs, a musty basement, or 1970s cologne.


A customer enters, shaking rain from her bright purple umbrella. Three taxidermied animals—two lions and a bear—glare down at the puddle the woman leaves on the scarred hardwood floor. 


I approach the woman and force a smile as I hand her one of my newly printed business cards. “Welcome to Anika’s Oddities.” I try to sound confident and friendly like my aunt coached. The woman takes the card, glances at it, and stuffs it in her purse. Anika thought having my own business card might boost my confidence, but we both know I suck at customer service.


“Can I help you find something?”


The woman looks down her nose at me like I’m a piece of belly lint. She sniffs, and her eyes rove around the store.


Fine, be that way. I return to my sorting task.


Anika exits the backroom with her tarot client, a middle-aged man in a pressed suit. Card reading used to be her main gig, but she got burnt out and now does it for her regulars. I hear she’s talented, but I’m afraid to ask her to do mine, and she’s never offered. 


“Can I get some service here?” the woman complains. Now she wants my help?


Anika rushes over. “Good afternoon, welcome to Anika’s Oddities.” My aunt’s smile could sell ice cubes to penguins. Even still, with the rash of bizarre murders keeping people off the streets, the store is struggling. “I apologize; she’s new here.”


“I’m looking for a gift for my husband,” the woman says.


Anika glances at me. “Kat, will you sweep downstairs? Oh, and grab that box too, will you?” Anika points to a wooden crate that arrived this morning. I grab the rickety stepladder and take the box down, almost sending us both tumbling. 


“Careful, it’s delicate!” Anika calls after me. 


“Yeah, no kidding.” The crate is cumbersome and smells of damp Styrofoam and aged wood, but there’s something else too… It reminds me of my brother’s fur that time we chased each other through the forest back in Russia. I caught a rabbit that day. The warmth of his frantic body wiggling in my wolf jaws felt intoxicating—such life. 


Let him go. Dad coaxed me to release the furry fellow, and he darted into a thicket.


I shove the memory away.


Anika’s right that I’m best kept behind-the-scenes cataloging, organizing, and doing research. If a task doesn’t involve people and requires book smarts, I’m probably good at it. I trudge down the creaky stairs to the cellar.


In the workshop, the odor of crumbling cement, formaldehyde, and electronics make my head spin. The electronics aroma comes from the long row of chargeable batteries plugged into the wall. Anika still hasn’t told me their purpose. I turn on the bare overhead light. A cockroach as fat as a pregnant mouse escapes through a gap between the drain and the concrete. 


Crate safely on the table, I stare at it. Am I supposed to open it? Anika didn’t tell me to. But she didn’t tell me not to either. Being a Pandora sort of girl, I decide to go with option B. Sturdy metal clasps flip open with a solid thunk. It’s wrapped in shiny silver twine that shears with a satisfying twang under the jaws of Anika’s wire cutters. 


Inside, there is enough Styrofoam to kill an entire minor sub-species of fish if it makes its way to the ocean. I sigh, wishing I could commiserate with Mom. 


“More landfill,” I say to no one in particular. Maybe the roach listens from its crevice? Packing materials never fail to destroy my day. I remove it while silently cursing whoever invented this pox on the environment. When the tip of an ear pokes out from through the pink and blue bits, my heart skips a beat. That is a wolf’s ear. 


C’mon, please don’t let it be a taxidermied wolf’s head. That would be perverse. I dig further and confirm that this is indeed a wolf’s head.


I set the wolf’s head on a stainless steel metal table in the center of the room. From the speckle of gray hairs around the wolf’s jib, I’d guess she or he died in their later years. I step closer to examine the bronze plate. Syracuse, 1968—the same year my Mom was born. To think of my uber-confident and independent Mom as a baby makes me smile. A lump forms in my throat. 


Upstairs, the electronic door chimes, and I watch Anika’s charming customer leave on the security camera. The wolf’s eyes draw me back. I don’t want to look, and yet I can’t stop. 


Moments later, Anika enters, and the satisfied, placid expression on her broad face tells me she’s made a sale and probably a decent one. When she sees the wolf’s head, her smile fades, but she doesn’t seem surprised that I opened the box. Matches flare as she lights blue candles throughout the room.


“This is truly creepy. What the hell are we doing?” I ask. 


Anika ignores me. Beads of sweat glisten on her brow. Her slender fingers shake as she holds an amber dropper bottle up to the candlelight. 


Although I know the wolf’s glass eyes are fake, the animal’s glare penetrates my soul. Its ferociousness reminds me of my brother. He existed in a perpetual state of anger that grew more intense with age. Not a poisonous anger; he wanted to change the world and might have if he’d lived. Two years ago, he died. I bite the right side of my tongue until the salty taste of blood calms me. It’s just you now, girl, but don’t worry, you got this. 


Finally, Anika looks up, blue-gray eyes somber. “You know, I hate to see beautiful creatures dead as much as you do.” 


Why do you buy them? I think but don’t say.


“Ninety percent are poor, regular beasts killed long ago. This one is different. Her name is Suzanne.”


I don’t answer. I’m lost in my own thoughts about death, the meaning of life, and wondering if I’ll be a good-looking wolf. My folks let me and my bro shift with them twice back in Russia, but you don’t find too many mirrors lying around in the forest.


“Kat? Are you okay?”


“What’s in the bottle?” I ask.


“Shifter tears. Don’t mention this to Professor Ballon. He would not approve.” 


Ballon is the principal of the Moon Shifter Academy. 


“What does that have to do with… her?” Apparently, the mounted wolf's head is a she. 


Anika’s brow quivers. “It’s time to wake her up.”










CHAPTER THREE





A STICKY POOL of dread collects in my belly. A wolf shifter mounted on a cracked, wooden plaque?


“Wake her up? What do you mean?”


Anika strokes a finger along the wolf’s matted fur. “When a shifter is killed by silver, they often get stuck.”


“Stuck in animal form?”


“Yes, but also stuck in a kind of limbo. Neither dead nor alive. We call it The Silver. Blood mages use it to their advantage. Neither wins, but the mages are a vengeful sort.” 


Bitter saliva fills my mouth. “What do you mean, limbo? What happens to their—?” I leave the thought unfinished. 


Anika meets my eye. “Their spirits remain trapped… elsewhere.”


I’m about to ask her where exactly that is, but Anika lifts the vial and hands it to me. “Come.” She walks to the other side of the table. “Three drops. No more!”


I hold the dropper bottle poised over the wolf’s head, hands trembling. 


Anika puts her fingers on either side of the creature’s matted, tattered ears. “Go ahead.” 


I still don’t know what’s going on, but I’m too confused to make a fuss. 


One, two, three.


Nothing happens for a moment. Then a sound rises. It’s pure imagination… at least, that’s what I think at first. A deep growl. 


Anika continues to massage the wolf’s ears. “Susanne, you’re okay. Everything is okay.” 


“Can she hear you?”


Anika nods. “Reminding her of her name will help. Two more drops, please.” 


For several minutes, nothing happens. It’s disturbing to watch my aunt massage this old, taxidermied head while whispering Susanne over and over again.


Then the wolf’s head… transforms. A few moments ago, it was a moldy, miserable wolf's head. But there’s no denying what my eyes see. 


Her muzzle cracks and folds. Yellow teeth retract into the animal’s jaw. The ears disappear. The fur disintegrates. A woman’s face appears. About forty, she looks to be in tremendous pain. 


“Whaaaaa—” A haunting cry escapes her mouth. Her face is part human, part wolf, mounted on aging mahogany. I’ve seen nothing more horrific. 


“Susanne, it’s me, Anika! Oh, Susanne.”


Susanne keeps emitting the haunting howling noise. Then words come. Her eyes roll and lock onto me. “He’s coming for you too! He’ll kill you.” Tears gather at the corner of her eyes. 


Anika grabs the dropper bottle and collects them.


“What’s happening? What are you doing?” Stumbling back, I put my hands over my ears, but I can’t drown out her voice. Part of me wants to look away, but I can’t. 


“Doomed!” Susanne shrieks.


“Help me, Kat. Remind her of her name!” Anika puts the dropper bottle away and returns to massaging Susanne’s head.


“Susanne,” I croak, following Anika’s lead. 


“You’re Susanne Collins. And you’re dead. You died!” Anika shouts, voice shaking. “Louder! Help me, Kat. C’mon!”


“Susanne, your name is Susanne Collins!” I shout. Shouting makes me feel better; at least I’m doing something. I shout until my voice gets hoarse.


“Oooooooh!” Susanne howls but quieter now. Her skin is changing; it becomes translucent, then gray as she dissolves. Five minutes later, there’s nothing remaining but ash and a dusting of luminous crystal. 


Anika rubs weary eyes. “Let’s clean up.” Together we sweep the ashes into a silver and gold box.


Susanne’s cries echo in my skull. “She sounded like she was in so much pain.” You wouldn’t feel so hot either if your head was stuck on a moldy wooden plaque, a cynical part answers.


“When a shifter gets trapped in The Silver, it’s torture. Add to that the abuse they endured from blood mages prior, and they end up frightened and confused when released.”


“What did she mean about me being in danger?”


Anika hesitates. “We’re all in danger.” She lifts the dropper bottle and examines it in the light.


“Shifter tears are potent magic, and now I have some more.”


“Can’t you collect your own?”


Anika’s mouth curls up in a wry half-smile. “When’s the last time you cried? Our frozen souls run in the family, my dear, and the tears must be real. Otherwise, I’d just cut an onion or two. In any case, I’ve only scratched the surface of their various powers. I stumbled across a passage in The Lore that sent me in the right direction.”


“You were researching Lore?” 


Anika smiles. “Well, I had help.” 


A thrill surges through me at the thought of school and my future studies. Studies that will help shifters around the globe and where I’ll finally learn to harness my power. 


There are four other recent arrivals in the room—heads mounted, waiting for restoration. Two cheetahs with amber eyes, a rhinoceros with a horn as sharp as a sword, and a giraffe with goofy lips.


“Are all these—?”


“Yes, they were shifters.” 


“Even the rhinoceros that’s not for sale?” 


Anika nods. “Especially the rhinoceros that’s not for sale. Tomorrow I’ll use the tears and liberate a few more. Would you like to help?”


“Mmmm. If you need me to.” The experience left me disturbed.


“No worries, I can handle it. You focus on getting ready for school.”


“Where did all these shifter heads come from?”


“Some were killed decades ago. Private collectors own them without realizing. Why do you think I run this thankless operation?” Anika takes an envelope out of her pocket and hands it to me. “Before I forget—this came from admissions.” 


My acceptance letter to Moon Shifter Academy. Professor Ballon is known for his formality. He was an old friend of my father’s, but I haven’t seen him since I was a little kid. I’m about to open it when I pause. “Anika, you don’t think that my parents are trapped in The Silver, do you?”


“No, very unlikely.” Anika gives a violent shake of her head, her eyes clouding with pain. 


I reach out and touch her shoulder. “Are you… okay?” It feels good to ask her for a change. 


Anika strokes the gold box that holds Susanne’s ashes. “Susanne was a friend of mine and your parents. After losing your dad, it’s a lot at once.”


I feel awful. Dad was her little brother. I know what it’s like to lose a brother. Throughout my haze, I’ve barely thought about how my parents’ death has affected her.


“Auntie. I’m sorry. For everything.” 


She sucks in a forced breath. Dad was like this too. He wanted no one to see him hurt. It does seem to run in the family.


“Well, are you going to wait all evening?” Anika smiles. “Open your mail.” 


The envelope feels heavy and important. Inside, a thick piece of parchment sealed with a green blob of wax imprinted with The Moon Shifter Academy’s crest.


Anika scoffs. “Ballon is still doing that? So old-fashioned.”


My fingers explore the edges of the wax, careful not to rip the paper. “I like it. And it beats getting an acceptance letter by email or something. This feels… important.”


One last tug, and the seal releases its grip. 

 


Dear Ms. Borisyuk,

 


On behalf of the Moon Shifter Academy Board of Directors, we thank you for your application. We have agreed to defer your application in consideration of your recent tragedy. We wish you the best during this very difficult time and will be in touch again next year. 

 


Yours,

 


Professor Herman Ballon

 


My hands tremble so hard that the letter slips from between my fingers and slithers to the floor.


My eyes lock on Anika. “Defer my admission? Did you arrange this? I’ll be fine at school! Better than I would be anywhere else!” I shout. “What did you tell them?”


Anika’s cheeks mottle with red. “Arrange what? Give me that.” She snatches the paper from the floor. “Oh, no, he didn’t. He wouldn’t! He can’t! He means well but—”


I spin on my heel and head for the door. I need to move. I have to get out of this basement and breathe fresh air.


“Kat, wait!” 


I’m already gone.










CHAPTER FOUR





THE TEMPERATURE FALLS as I reach a tree-choked area of Central Park. No one is here on this bleak, forgotten pathway at dusk. I’ve left behind the groan of trucks, buses, and cabs. I’ve dodged a Great Dane wearing a knit doggie jacket much nicer than my sweater, a jogger belting out an Italian aria as he runs past, and a tourist climbing a tree to get the perfect selfie city background. Mental note—not a bad idea. What I have not escaped are my confusion and anger. 


How could Professor Ballon do this? Can’t one damn thing go right for once?


The cool, humid air cools my burning face. After reading the letter, I ran non-stop and arrived at the park. Moving is my best and only hope of preventing the shift. 


Here’s the problem—Diurnal makes me feel like garbage, and I get wretched headaches that split my brain. Dad suffered too. In the past, I’ve skipped doses but never for this long. 


Above, the moon hangs in the black sky, perhaps three-quarters full. Years ago, back in Russia, Dad slammed his thumb with a hammer and began to shift. He tried to rein it in but couldn’t and ran from the house, ashamed to lose control. A mere crescent moon shone down that night. 


I stumble along the path and into the trees and drop to all fours as my phone tumbles to the ground. I’m about to turn it off and find a safe place to stash it when a sudden compulsion strikes. A selfie. I snap a pic. Horrified and fascinated by the image on-screen—this half-girl, half-wolf—on impulse, I post the image.


THIS IS ME!!! 


For once, I want to write more—an explanation or a confession—but it’s too late. Hands become paws. The change is coming, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it or the spontaneous photo that zooms off into the cloud.


Fur sprouts from between fingers. Jeans rip as hindquarters appear. The normal dull throb in my injured leg disappears. Anger and disappointment are replaced by the smoldering hunger of my wolf. My t-shirt remains bound around my upper body, stretched and torn. Sharp teeth take care of that problem—now it is nothing but rags on the ground.


Cool earth soothes my paws, and I revel in the heightened awareness. However, distant city noise reminds me of grave danger. Mom or Dad would never have shifted in New York City, of all places. But after their death, the shock of that letter, the stress of leaving Eddie—something snapped. How long before I can shift back? What have I done?


A phenomenal amount of energy is required to shift back to human form. To become wolven feels like a wave, and I tumble under its force. Returning to human form reminds me of the red and blue eggs of plasticine my brother and I played with in Russia. There is plenty of room in the shell, but it takes effort to reshape that ball of putty into its correct dimensions. It is an act of deliberate will that I don’t have the stamina for yet. Anyway, my wolf doesn’t want to go away. It has been a long time since I’ve shifted, and she’s grown impatient. 


Up a small hill, I sniff beneath a giant boulder fragrant with moss. Down the other side of the incline is another path and the scent of people. Feelings of entrapment threaten to overwhelm me. A distant hammering thunders like miniature explosions. It takes a moment to realize that it’s construction work. 


For an hour, or maybe longer, I pace the same spot, well-hidden from view, trying to settle my spirit. My wolf wants to run free, yet I’m trapped by the city. Once I’m relaxed, I hope I can shift back. So far, no luck. I stare up at the moon and gaze at her silver light when an odd noise tweaks my furry ears.


Tap. Tap. Tap


A rhythmic sound from below. Now I peek from between two thorny bushes and try to locate the source. Finally, I spot a strange man beneath a street lamp. Shadowed amongst the twilight trees, he scurries along the path, cane tapping against cracked asphalt. He wears an old-fashioned white suit with a piece of sparkling jewelry pinned to the lapel. Although his age is ambiguous from here, he struts with the vigor of a young man.


I freeze, hidden in the thicket. A terrible irrational fear wells up, and for a moment, I’m a five-year-old girl hiding from a monster. Fear is fast replaced by anger and a smoldering hunger as my predator stirs. No. Calm down. I focus on deep breathing the way Dad taught me, and the urges diminish. Somewhat. 


I have caught rabbits but never killed one. I will certainly not attack a human. Will I? Shifters need not be killers. Let this fella go. Dad’s voice as I released the rabbit from my jaws. How fast these primal instincts rise. 


Don’t judge yourself. Dad again. Normals feel the urge to kill too. Just look at the news! 


Good wolf, good girl. The human part speaks to my wolf in calming tones.


Tap. Tap. Tap. The man draws closer, and the noise stops close to where I hide. 


What the hell? I hear a rustling sound and the crunch of gravel and snap of twigs as he heads off the path—right toward my hiding place.


About forty, he has a handsome jaw offset by mean, beady eyes. Frozen with surprise, I wait for him to turn and walk back. Dude, you are not dressed for this. What are you doing? 


He finds my purse and picks it up. Then he stops, cocks his head, and peers through the branches until our eyes meet. 


“Well, hello there.” Smooth, pink lips split into a lackadaisical smile. 


He takes out a vial and tips it to his lips. Foreign words float through the night air. Fear coils in my gut. The old language. Blood mage. I never thought I’d meet one. I turn and run. 


Not since my brother, Errol, and I chased each other through the forest in Russia have I moved this fast. Up a hill and down again, I dart across the path on the other side and burst out into a clearing. To the right, there is a blue pagoda with a wooden bench beneath. To my left, moss-covered stairs lead to a trail that curls beneath a bridge. In the distance lies the reservoir, dark as ink in the night. 


Have I lost him? 


Motion above triggers my instincts. I dodge under the roof of a pagoda just in time. 


He is flying!


Clothes fluttering in the wind, cane in hand, he soars overhead, sweeping his gaze back and forth. Then he circles and heads back toward my initial hiding place. As soon as he passes, I race down the trail. 


Under cover of the bridge, I will myself to change—still nothing. The moonlight doesn’t reach here. Do I need her light to shift? I’m no expert. I’d hoped to study and learn this fall.


Stepping from beneath the bridge a few feet, I let pale blue light dust my skin while keeping a wary eye on the starry sky—five minutes pass, then ten. Nothing happens. My heart hammers. 


Slowly, much too slowly, my fur recedes, teeth retreat into my jaw. Soon I lie naked on the pavement. My jacket and ripped jeans can’t be far. Did he steal my purse? Right now, I’m just desperate to make sure I’ve lost him. Blood mages hunt us when we’re in animal form. Now I should be safer.


I hear coughing and whirl to face my attacker. 


A homeless woman emerges from a massive pile of old clothes at the far end of the bridge. She blinks and jabs at grimy cheeks. “Oh, goodness! Are you okay?” She has a strong accent—French, I think.


“I—”


Hidden beneath the mound of clothes is a shopping cart missing a wheel. 


“You need help,” the woman decides, even though it looks like she isn’t doing so well either.


“No, I just need my clothes.” 


“Are you hurt?”


“Really, I just—“


“Is someone chasing you? A man?”


I nod. 


“Be careful. There are many strange creatures in this park. And by strange creatures, I do not refer to yours truly. Here.”


Her wry, barking laugh cuts the air as she offers a thick wool blanket. “I’m Claudia. Claudia Miereux. I imagine you are just as surprised to encounter me here as I am to be here, oui?”


“I—I—do I know you?”


The sparkle leaves her eyes. “No. No, I suppose you don’t. Of course not; you’re too young. Rest, you’re safe here.”


Claudia rummages through the cart. A dog-eaten screenplay falls to the stones. She takes out a cellphone. “There’s a power outlet at the pagoda. Plug it in and call the authorities or whoever you need to. Please bring it back… Oh, wait, but don’t show the police here!”


“It’s okay. I don’t need the police.” I’m touched by her offer. “But if I could borrow some clothes?”


“Mais oui, bien sur!” She flings her aquiline nose toward the air. “Consider it my gift. If anyone asks, mention that the famous Broadway star, Claudia Miereux, gave them to you. What’s your name, dear?”


“Katja.”


She hands me a stylish evening dress. “A beautiful dress for a beautiful young woman.” 


The dress is pristine and smells of perfume. 


“Well, put it on!”


A perfect fit. The dress is a bit too long, but Claudia hems it with a safety pin before I can make a sound.


“I learned a thing or two from the wardrobe department during my day.” 


“But I can’t take these beautiful clothes. I wasn’t expecting—”


“You can. You must. As for me, it’s time to get rid of trappings from the past.”


“What happened?” I blurt. “I mean—”


She waves me off. “I refused to do things… that certain individuals expected. Do you know what I mean?”


“Yes, I think so.” 


“Good. Now take that fabulous gown and consider that you’ve done me a favor. The world has forgotten me, and it’s best I forget myself too. Come back and visit sometime, yes?” 


“Definitely, I will.” 


She laughs. “You don’t mean it. You’ll forget me too, but that’s okay.” 


“No, I will visit. I promise.”










CHAPTER FIVE





“WHERE DID YOU go last night? You didn’t answer my calls!” Anika confronts me in the basement as I unpack what appears to be a box of three shriveled foot-long beef jerky sticks. 


“I lost my phone.”


Anika purses her lips. “What happened? Tell the truth!”


Sighing, I continue to unpack the odd objects. 


“I needed space, okay? Who cares?” I shout. “I’m not accepted into the school.” 


Anika swears she had nothing to do with my denial letter, and grudgingly, I believe her.


“Are you taking Diurnal?” Anika’s face grows pale. “These outbursts…”


“Sort of,” I lie. “I’m running out. Anyway, I get headaches.”


Before I can protest further, she rummages through her purse and hands me a pill. “Take it!”


“What does it matter?” I say not mentioning that recently even on 100 mg of Diurnal, the moon still calls when I feel emotional, which lately is always. 


“Of course, it matters. If you want to live.”


“Mom and Dad are—” The next word sticks in my throat. “Now I have no plans for school. There is nothing to look forward to!” There is one thing that sits waiting—home—a doublewide upstate. But there are too many memories to live there alone. With no obvious prospects or source of income, I’ll sell the meagre patch of land and use the cash to figure out my next steps as soon as I muster the courage. 


Anika takes a long gulp of coffee and gives me that stubborn look she gets. “I’ll speak to Professor Ballon. He’s a good man. I’ll convince him. Perhaps you won’t be an official student, but you’ll be at the academy.”


“Will I be able to stop taking Diurnal and learn to shift full-on?”


Anika puffs air from her lips. “Honey, things are different at the school than when Mom and Dad were there. Keep the expectations measured. At least you’ll be in a safe place.”


My pride cries foul. Gimme all or nothing, baby. Either I harness my shifter self or… or what? The truth is I have nothing to do, nowhere to go, and Anika is my only family. I’d be a fool to say no, even though my pride wants to. I walk to the coffeemaker and pour a cup.


“Do you think he’d say yes?” I measure three large teaspoons of honey. Yeah, I know; I drink coffee like it’s tea. I’m weird that way. 


“That stubbornness came from somewhere, you know?” Anika flashes a weary smile, the first smile that’s crossed her face in weeks. “Professor Ballon is set in his ways, but I’ll work my magic.”


On the security camera, a customer appears, huddled in the sleet, peering through the window. An electronic ding fills the room moments later. 


“Another tarot client?” 


Anika nods. “Probably. Typical end of summer angst.”


“What are these, anyway?” I hold up one of the shriveled objects. 


Anika smirks. “Isn’t it obvious? These are giraffe’s penises from a collector in Leipsig.”


“Ewww.” I drop them back into the box. 


“Go easy on the goods! Once mounted, they’ll fetch a fine price. They’re from the early 1940s. If I depended on tarot reading, I’d soon starve.” 


“Wait… are these…?” 


Anika’s eyes widen in horror. “No. God, no. Just poor unfortunate giraffes.” She turns and trudges up the stairs.


Giraffe’s penises? Poor animals. Eddie would have crumbled in a fit of laughter. It makes me miss him. Or rather, the Eddie I knew before I met his demons.


For the hundredth time, I wonder if things would have been different if I’d stayed upstate? My parents were against me moving in with Eddie. They felt I was too young. But I’m stubborn too. When I want something, I get it. 


My excuse was that I wanted to settle into NYC before school started. But they knew about Eddie. We met while he was up visiting family upstate. One snowy winter day, he helped dislodge my mom’s car from a snowdrift that rudely got in the way. The car was totaled, but I was fine and grateful for the ride into town. That day, we exchanged numbers and soon became an item. 


Dad and Mom hated him. That’s when I realized that they liked the fact that I’d been such a homebody until then. Being shy with few friends kept things simple. Then I fell in love and became a troublesome teen. 


When Eddie returned to NYC, we stayed in touch. Well, more than stayed in touch. Texts and phone calls flew back and forth thirty or forty times a day at first, but then he grew distant. I realized I’d lose this boy if I didn’t do something. That was my first warning; only I didn’t realize it until later. 


Small-town Upstate New York is not the most exciting place in the world, but not once did Eddie suggest returning upstate for the summer. Something drew him back to New York like a magnet. It wouldn’t be for several weeks that I’d learn what that was. 


As fate would have it, my move to New York City might have saved my life. If I hadn’t gone away for the summer, I might be dead too. Or maybe Mom and Dad would still be alive? Back-and-forth the seesaw goes.


Motion on the camera catches my eye, and I freeze. The man hands Anika an item. My purse? I scoot closer, and terror grips my heart. Dressed all in white…


It’s him. The blood mage from Central Park!


Just a flight of stairs above, my aunt smiles and laughs and, dare I say, flirts with the man who would no doubt have killed me if he’d caught me. I’m torn between the desire to hide and protect my aunt. Darting out of the musty room, I race up the stairs and pause at the door. 


I have to warn her!


“When might Katja be back? My gratitude for her assistance is immense. How fortunate that I found her business card so I can thank her directly.”


“Oh, Kat isn’t likely to be back today or this week. In fact, she’ll be out of town for a good spell.”


“I didn’t catch your name….”


“Lana Stevens. I’m her boss.”


Anika’s lie fills me with relief. She knows something is wrong. What an actress. 


Floorboards creak, and then the bells above the shop ring as he leaves. Moments later, the door flies open, nearly knocking me down the stairs. 


Anika holds out the purse. “What haven’t you told me? I need to know what happened. Now!”


“Like I said, I didn’t take the meds for a few days,” I confess. “And then I was so upset. I accidentally shifted— I couldn’t hold it back. I was in the park and—“


“Shifted? In Central Park? Well, Doyle Hines found you. Good lord.”


“You know him?”


“Of him. He’s the most powerful blood mage in New York City, and now he knows what you are. He tracked you, no doubt.” 


“But I didn’t do anything!”


“You shifted! He’ll be back.” 


“But I was alone in Central Park! I’d hidden, at least I thought…”


“No, you didn’t think! You’re never truly alone in this damn city. In those moments of transition from human to animal, shifters shine like beacons to those who know how to look. ” Anika’s face has gone so white she’d make Casper look tanned. “He’ll continue hunting you now.” Sweat sprouts on her top lip as she fumbles for her cell phone, drops it, and cracks the screen. 


“Shit!” Her hands shake as she picks it up. It still works. She makes a call. 


“We have a problem.” Her voice trembles.










CHAPTER SIX





UPSTAIRS, I GATHER my stuff. 


“Come on. Let’s go.” Anika slings a duffel over her shoulder. Is that all she has? I thought I traveled light. From down below, I hear scrapes and bangs. Through the grimy window, I spot a cargo van double-parked on the crowded street.


“What’s happening?” 


“I’m closing the shop, and we’re moving to the academy.”


“Closing your shop? But—”


“Kat, there are certain things I can’t reveal. Things you can only learn once you’re admitted to the school, but you’re in major danger. The shop doesn’t matter. We’ll be safe at the school until the scent of your shift wears off.”


“Will Professor Ballon let me study?”


“Quit badgering me about that. It doesn’t matter. You’re my niece, and I won’t let anything happen to you, no matter how pig-headed you are. We’ll sort things out with Professor Ballon when we arrive.”


She eyes my backpack, Wilbur’s cage. “Is that everything? Make sure. We won’t be back for a while.”


Déjà vu washes over me. It wasn’t long ago I ran from Eddie’s place, and now I’m running again.


“Yes… I think.” I put on my backpack and grab Wilbur’s cage.


Anika takes my hand and leads me down the wooden stairs. Normally I’m not the type to be led by the hand, but I’m weary, emotionally drained. Inside the shop, I’m shocked to find that it’s already one-quarter empty. Four giant men move stuff out of the shop. 


“Careful with those! They’re valuable,” Anika commands as a man with a scraggly beard wraps the giraffe’s penises in newspaper and puts them in a Styrofoam crate. “Leave the rest for now. Oh, except for that. Kat, your dad gave that book to me. Maybe you’d like it?” 


Two men haul a wooden crate out into the rain. A temporary awning leads to a large box truck. She hands me the book. The Book of Shapes. Yes, I know this book! Dad used to show me the pictures when I was a little girl. It has an engraved old-fashioned moon embossed in worn silver on the front.


I stow the book safe in my backpack and stumble behind Anika into the rain. My leg throbs, and my lack of mobility is more annoying than usual. “Slow down!” I almost wipe out. “Wilbur is freaking out!” Anika’s car is parked down the street—a little two-seater sports model. Cute but uncomfortable for tall folks. She skids out into the slick streets, nearly sideswiping a hearse. 


“Are you at least gonna tell me more about this Hines guy?” I’m wet, hot, tired, hungry, sad, angry, confused… Well, you get the picture. 


Anika shakes her head. “A dangerous man. That’s all you need to know.”


“Maybe it’s time for me to go back upstate? I can’t avoid it forever.” Dread pools in my stomach at the thought. 


“Yes, eventually,” Anika says. “But not yet. Now now.”


“Would that creep chase me all the way upstate?”


“Yes, especially there.”


“Why?”


Anika ignores my question as she honks at a jaywalker scurrying through the rain. She shifts into third, and we speed along the West Side. Rain sprays the windshield, her wipers flop back-and-forth like slender fish.


Sudden anger fills my chest. “I’m not a little kid. Either fill me in or let me out of the car now. I’ll figure things out on my own!”


At the next stop light, I unlock the door and yank it open. When I get riled up, I can’t sit still. I need to move. 


Anika grabs my jacket cuff. “Kat, please, stop it! Be rational. Listen, that man you encountered was a mage. A blood mage and—”


“You told me that! I’m not that stupid!”


“Well, did you also know that they’ve nearly driven us to extinction? Stay on the Diurnal. Professor Ballon will explain.”


I pause and turn to her. “Dad talked about them—the blood mages.” 


A bus behind us honks. 


“Please get back in the car? Okay?” Anika gives her most winsome smile. I shut the door, and she takes her foot off the brake. “Clearly, he didn’t talk enough. He shifted with you sometimes, right? You never stopped.”


I stay silent, thoroughly carsick. I promised Dad I’d keep our secret. Central Park looms on the right, green and gray through the rain. Anika turns left down a side street and pulls alongside an imposing townhouse. 


Wrought-iron gates guard an imposing facade of brick and flourished crenelations. Ivy snakes up long columns lit by lights that steam in the rain. Anika hands her keys to a uniformed doorman, who nods and takes the car. 


“C’mon,” she says. 


“MSA is on the Upper West Side? I thought you were trying to hide?”


“Sometimes, it’s best to hide in plain sight. Anyway, this is just the admin building. The school is… nearby.”


Anika rings the buzzer, and a girl my age answers. Slender in tight jeans and a t-shirt, she has pretty strawberry-blond hair and rosy cheeks made for smiling. 


“Anika?” She throws her arms around my aunt. “Where have you been?”


“Oh, busy, you know. Stuff and nonsense.” 


“Come in out of the rain.” The girl notices me. “Hello? Who are you?” She flirts with me hard core. I’m not generally attracted to girls, but she’s cute, and any positive attention feels good, even if not deserved. 


“This is Katya. Kat for short. She’s Sacha’s daughter. Kat, this is Donna.”


Donna’s smile fades, and the flirtation vanishes. Her jaw tightens. 


“Hi,” I say, although part of me wants to say boo and watch her flinch. I guess it’s my usual charm. 


“Donna, grab Kat something warm to drink while I speak to Professor Ballon.”


Donna’s formally flirty eyes have grown suspicious, wary. “Professor B left for school yesterday and hasn’t been back.”


Besides my parents and the brother who died three years ago, I’ve grown up around normals. This girl, Donna, is a shifter. How do I know? It’s several little things. The flecks of sparkling amber in otherwise dark eyes. But it’s not just her eyes… it’s the way she moves. Normal people are less aware of their bodies. The one thing I can’t figure out is her animal.


“Strange.” Anika bites a fingernail. “Donna, will you take Kat to the school?” 


Donna’s eyes widen. “Me? To the school… but she isn’t a student and—“ 


“I know.” Anika stops her. “If there’s any problem, it’s on me. Take her to my office for now. It’s open. I’ll be there soon, and I’ll have Janus bring the luggage.”


Donna sighs, resigned. “Well, c’mon then.” 


Anika stops us. “Kat, one more thing. The school has gone through a rough time. Most of the teachers are gone, and there are some… inconveniences. I’ll explain more tonight.”
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Puddles sit at every corner, but the rain has stopped. Central Park is a couple of blocks away. It makes me nervous being back. 


Tap. Tap. Tap.


I whirl around, expecting to see Hines. Farther down, a construction worker makes the noise. 


“Are you okay?” Donna asks. 


We walk to an area I’ve never visited. Giant gray boulders loom over a grassy field of brown. 


“Ever entered a circle?” Donna shoots over her shoulder as we walk around the base of a boulder once, twice, three times. A thick yellow electrical cable lies hidden in the grass, and I almost trip. 


“Careful!” Donna stops and secures the cable. “Electricity doesn’t work where we’re going. That cable is our one source of juice. We have an ally at Parks and Rec.” 


Soon I lose count of the loops. Waves of nausea roil my belly. 


“If you’re gonna puke, please wait until we’re through.”


“I’m not going to puke.” I almost hurl right then. “What the hell is going on?” 


“What does it look like? I’m taking you through to the school. This is an old faerie entrance. A slip. It made me throw up the first couple of times.”


I vow not to throw up, no matter how bad I feel. We continue walking in circles until the nausea is overwhelming, but I manage to cope. The air changes. It’s getting even warmer. I can’t see the park anymore. A few steps more, and I finally set foot on the mythical grounds of Moon Shifter Academy.








CHAPTER SEVEN



WE PASS THROUGH a cold mist that soon grows warm. Moments later, we stand in a humid tropical garden. It was obviously fancy once, but now it’s overgrown and derelict. 


A statue of a nude woman with the head of a lion sits toppled amongst vines wound around her like snakes. Weeds sprout from cracked cobblestones. A slender kid my age wearing wire-framed glasses sits perched on the edge of a broken fountain. He looks up from his phone.


“Hey, Potter, what’s up?” Donna says. “That’s Stewart,” she explains. “But everyone calls him Potter because of his glasses.”


“Lies, lies, lies, byatch,” Stewart says with a smile. “Donna’s the only one who calls me Potter. I let her just because she’s so damn cute. Aren’t you gonna introduce me to your new girlfriend?”


Donna blushes. “This is Kat, Anika’s niece. She’s… visiting.”


Stewart looks bewildered. “Visiting? Okay, well, heads-up—this is the only place you can get a signal. If you need to use your phone, better do it now.” Stewart jumps down from his perch. “I’m done anyhow. Catch you guys later.” He whistles to himself as he walks down the path and disappears into the mist.


I put down Wilbur’s cage, hop up onto the fountain, and take out my phone. Donna joins me. A couple more desperate messages from Eddie, and whoa, my Insta account has blown up. Just then, I remember the photo I took in the park and cringe. What was I thinking? Donna looks over, curious. I shove the phone back in my pocket. “I’m good for now.” 


The mist clears as we continue to walk. Up ahead lies an enormous granite building. It’s about five stories tall, a bit gothic, and suitable for a magic school except for the fact that it’s badly in need of repair. As we get closer, I see that the foundation is crumbling, metal patches dot the black shingled roof, and a few windows are broken and boarded up on the top floor. 


Off to the side sits a tall, lonely-looking tower made of onyx. Several hundred feet beyond, a massive stone wall separates the school grounds from a forest. Trees taller than any I’ve ever seen soar toward a pale blue sky. Many would rival redwoods. My stomach is still a bit off, and I don’t dare gape up too long. 


Several students mill about on the lawn. The main thing that strikes me is how bored they look. 


“You’re on the meds, right?” Donna shoots over her shoulder as we enter the building walk down a long hallway. “Because if you’re not, Professor Ballon won’t let you stay. Not even for a night. We must always take our medicine.”


“Of course.” After what happened, I took a pill again this morning. But always? My best, brightest, most painful memories of my mom, dad, and brother are those days when we shifted together. It wasn’t often—maybe a couple of times a year. 


“You never go off your meds. Not even to learn or for, I dunno, special occasions?”


Donna stops, turns to me, and bursts into laughter. “Special occasions? You’re funny. Wait, you’re not joking, are you?”


We pass through a broad entry and enter a long, dark hallway paneled in mahogany. Ornate sconces line the walls, but none of them are on. “So you mean you’ve never shifted. In your entire life?”


“Of course not. What like a diet cheat day or something?” She laughs again but stops when I don’t get the joke.


“But I thought the whole reason for the school was to learn how to shift?”


“Umm, sure, twenty years ago. Boy, I guess what I heard about your parents is true.”


“What did you hear?” 


Donna ignores my question. We walk up a grand stairway, again dark save for natural light from the few windows, to the second level. Through one of the windows, I spot massive blue orbs in a grove beyond the wall. They glow an iridescent blue even in the bright light. “What the hell are those?”


“Moonstones,” Donna says. “They used to supply magic to the school, but the connection broke. That’s why we have no light.”


“Why not go and fix them?”


“Past the wall is The Harrow. No one goes there. It’s too dangerous.”


Painted portraits of men and women stare back as we walk. I want to ask who they are, but I’m feeling overwhelmed. We pass a handsome, dark-haired guy in his twenties carrying a stack of papers. I’m near certain he’s a wolf shifter, like me. He nods at Donna, shoots me a sly smile, and continues. 


“Well, someone has an admirer.” Donna nudges me. 


“Who was that?”


“Artemon. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile.”


“Is he on Diurnal too?” 


“Of course. I told you it’s a rule.” Donna stops at a door. “This is Anika’s office.” She turns to the knob to open it, but it’s locked. She shakes it, impatient as I feel. “Dammit. Trust Anika. Wait right here a sec.” She brushes past me. 


I examine my surroundings. An orange electrical cable leads beneath the door of my aunt’s office. Farther along, an onyx sculpture of a man riding a wolf attracts my attention. It’s hard to tell if he rides the wolf or is emerging from the wolf. Minutes pass, and I grow antsy. 


The Moon Shifter Academy. My parents knew how much I wanted to learn to explore my shifter side. Did they realize I’d be forced to take Diurnal here too? Why not tell me?


Voices drift from down the hall. Even in human form, I have keen ears. I overhear my name. Skulking along the corridor, I take a right and duck around a corner. Anika walks past with Professor Ballon. It’s been more than a decade since I’ve seen him, but he looks nothing like I remember. Dressed in an ill-fitting plaid suit, he must be half-blind with glasses as thick as a thumb. But he has a handsome face somewhat offset by a jagged scar on his left cheek.


“Where is Katja?” Ballon asks. Few people but Dad ever called me Katja, and it sounds strange with his American accent.


“Donna took her to my office.”


“We must tell her, Anika.”


“No, not now. She’s full of too much anger. Even on her high dose, the change almost came. I saw it myself.”


He whistles. “Fascinating. Either she’s developed an immunity, or her affliction is worse than most. All the more reason to tell her. If Diurnal fails, if it stops working, that could put us in danger. Best to find out what we’re up against.”


They pass. I lean farther into the shadows, uncertain which way they’re headed.


“Kat is my niece. She’s been through a lot already.”


“Yes, she’s your niece. Naturally, you want to protect her. But you told me she’s willful. Allowing her here is risky if I can’t be certain she’s stable. Does she know it was Hines who killed her parents? If not, she’s bound to find out, eventually.”


I freeze at his words.


“No, I haven’t told her yet. All things considered, she’s stable, but this is a terrible time. The poor girl has no place else to go, Professor. She’s the last of her—” 


Professor Ballon interrupts. “Soon, all of that will be irrelevant. Let’s not dwell on the past.”


“Yes, of course.” Anika nods, flustered. 


“Katja?” Donna arrives, bewildered. 


“Where did she go?” Professor Ballon asked. “She can’t just be wandering around.”


“But I told her to wait here!” Donna sounds panicked. “The door was locked, so I went to find the key.”


My cheeks buzz, brain thrums. 


Hines killed my family? The man who destroyed my life stood right in front of me in Anika’s shop, and I didn’t even realize it.


I nearly jump out and reveal myself. No. Control yourself. Maybe he’ll say more? Grief wells up in my chest. It feels as if I swallowed an entire Ginsu knife. I lean back into the shadows, trying to calm myself. They continue talking. I will kill Hines. I will slaughter the man who murdered my parents! 


No, you mustn’t ever resort to violence. Dad’s voice. The anger burning in my stomach shuts him out. 


“Where do I find him?” I shout. I don’t remember stepping forward. I stand, barefoot. When did I take off my shoes? Hairs sprout from my arms. My voice becomes a deep growl. 


“I’ll—” The rest of my words become a garbled snarl. The shift is coming, even with the Diurnal. 


Professor Barron gasps. “Good god! Get Nurse Praline and Alex!” he shouts. 


Donna runs down the hall back the way she came. 


“Kat! What are you doing?” Anika comes and grabs my hand, stroking it. “Calm, remember how I told you to breathe. Long exhales, there you go.” 


I’m disoriented. Diurnal hums through my veins and competes with my wolf. I feel it in my teeth. A tingling ache. This feels wrong, muddy. Like I’m bashing my way through brick walls and getting hurt in the process.


A petite woman arrives. This must be Nurse Praline. Names often evoke strong mental images. Nurse Praline lives up to none of them. I pictured soft brown hair framing a delicate face. Praline’s hair has been dyed so many times it’s turned into a brittle mass so blond it’s almost white. She keeps it pulled back with a tight green scrunchy. With her deep-set, sunken eyes and bony features, it’s hard to tell how old she is. Behind her, a large goon of a man holds a tiny black suitcase. 


“Alex, Diurnal, one thousand milligrams!” Nurse Praline barks.


Alex opens the suitcase and takes out a bottle. He steps closer to me. These pills are larger than the ones Anika gave me. Mini torpedoes.


“Swallow!” Praline commands.


Alex hands me a bottle of water and two giant blue pills. 


“No.” I shake his hand off my arm with little effort. Strength surges through my muscles, filling me with power. 


Ballon approaches
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