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Lone Wolf Moon

 

Lark stared at the circle of glowing eyes that surrounded her, and silently cursed her mother. It wasn’t as if she had expected a weekend in a cabin out in the middle of the woods with a bunch of girls who hated her to be anything but awful. No matter what chirpy predictions her mom had made. But she had expected a couple of days of them accidentally-on-purpose tripping her while seeing how many synonyms for “fat” they could rhyme with her name. Basically, just like school, but more so. There was a big difference between that and watching them all turn into wolves in front of her eyes. When she had described Jenna and her friends as predatory monsters to her mom the other day—and endured the subsequent lecture about being less judgmental—she had meant it as a metaphor.

Werewolves. She shook her head. All this time, she had been holding out a shred of hope that someday a dark, brooding, but secretly noble vampire would sweep her off her feet. But no, it was the werewolves that turned out to be real. That just figured.

Jenna was the only one who was still human. She stood in front of Lark, with two wolves to either side. Her skin shone pale in the moonlight. She smirked. “I’m so glad you could make it, Lark. We’re going to have so much fun.”

Lark raised an eyebrow, and hoped Jenna couldn’t hear her frantically beating heart. “What, they wouldn’t let you join their werewolf club?”

Jenna answered with a light chuckle. “Them? They got their invitations from me. I’ve been doing this for a long time. The moon doesn’t control me anymore. I only shift if I want to.”

“So you are one of them. I guess I’m not surprised.” Lark returned her smirk. “I always knew you were a bitch.”

Jenna bared her teeth. The wolves flanking her growled in unison. Lark took a step back. The fifth wolf, the one behind her, snapped at her legs before she could take another.

Lark’s eyes darted from side to side, searching for an escape route. But all she could see were the tall pine trees looming down, and the thick shadows beyond.

She hadn’t wanted to come out here in the first place. She wouldn’t have, if her mom hadn’t overheard Jenna inviting her after Girl Scouts—which her mom still wouldn’t let her quit, even though the only people who stayed in Girl Scouts in high school were the people who treated it like it was their career. But her mom had gotten there to pick her up five minutes too early, and so of course her mom had said yes for her, and then insisted that she actually follow through. She had even driven Lark out here, so high on the thought of someone at the top of the social ladder acknowledging her daughter’s existence that she hadn’t even bothered with her usual basic checks to make sure adults would be around.

And of course, they weren’t. It was just her and Jenna and Jenna’s fangy minions, alone together in the woods, miles from civilization.

Jenna snapped her fingers in Lark’s face. Lark hated when Jenna did that—as if Lark were her servant. She also hated that it made her flinch back every time.

 “Listen up,” Jenna ordered. “Here’s the rules for tonight. We all came out here for a party, and you’re the entertainment.” She twisted her features into an expression of mock sympathy. “I’m guessing you’re having second thoughts about coming out here right about now, huh? You’re probably wishing you were safe at home in your room, doing whatever losers do on a Friday night.”

Lark rolled her eyes. “That would imply I wanted to be out here in the first place.”

Jenna’s sharp-edged smile hardened. “Want to go home? Now’s your chance. Start running. We’ll give you a two-minute head start. We expect you to make a good try, of course, but I’ll tell you right now, we’re going to catch you. But if you make it fun for us, we’ll let you live.”

The wolves at her sides stretched their lips back, as if to show her what would happen if she wasn’t sufficiently entertaining. One of them let a string of drool drip onto the thick bed of pine needles that carpeted the forest floor. That one was Ronnie, Lark was pretty sure. The sycophantic hanger-on with the squeaky voice.

“My mom knows I’m out here.” As soon as Lark said the words, she regretted them. Even more so because of how shaky her voice came out.

Jenna laughed. It was the same unfriendly laugh Lark heard from her every day at school. The one that made it clear that, whoever it was aimed at, Jenna wasn’t laughing with them.

The wolves laughed along silently, tongues lolling from their mouths.

“That won’t be a problem,” said Jenna, with a toss of her hair. “You didn’t think we were the only wolves in town, did you? A lot of us end up on the police force—lots of opportunities for fun there. And every one of us has plenty of incentive to keep our secret from getting out.”

She paused for a moment, as if to let Lark appreciate how deeply screwed she was. Lark hated that it was working. They could probably smell the fear rolling off her. By standing here stinking up the place with her weakness, she was giving them exactly what they wanted.

“Enough talk,” said Jenna. “Are you going to run, or are you going to let us eat you here and now? We were hoping for a chase, but we’d accept a meal instead.”

Another gob of drool dribbled from Ronnie’s mouth.

Jenna tossed her hair again. When it settled over her shoulders a second later, it had taken on a silvery-gray cast. Yellow streaks bled into her blue eyes, turning them a piercing green. Her nose and mouth were already elongating, stretching into a wolf’s muzzle.

The wolves parted to either side of Jenna. As Jenna lowered herself to four legs, she took a graceful step to one side, clearing a path.

Ever since middle school, Lark’s one rule for herself had been this: don’t obey their orders. She didn’t pick up trash from the floor when they dropped it in front of her and commanded her to clean up. When they fed her insults to parrot back to herself, she kept her lips clamped shut, even if that usually meant they got fed up with words and started leaving bruises instead. It was a promise she had made to herself, and keeping that promise made her feel like she had some measure of control. Like in some small way, she had the power to ruin their day.

But she would rather break a promise and lose her dignity than get her throat ripped out by a wolf. So, cursing her mother all over again, Lark ran. 

 

* * *

 

The one thing Lark had going for her was that they didn’t know she was a runner. And not just a runner—she had done trail running for years. Not competitively, of course. She had no interest in ruining a relaxing hobby by turning it into some kind of contest. But back in middle school, after everything had gone down, her mom had decided that if she wasn’t going to go and beg for her old friends back, she should at least fend off depression by spending some time out in nature.

It had turned out to be one of her mom’s only useful suggestions. Not that she had thought so at first. For the first few weeks, she had trudged her way along the trails, only speeding up when she got close to the end. Then she’d had a brainstorm, and started jogging in order to get the obligatory hike done faster. She hadn’t admitted to herself that she was enjoying it until she started going out twice a week instead of the once a week her mom had mandated.

She didn’t spend as much time out on the trails as she wanted to, these days. This year, she had only made it out there maybe once a month, and her body felt the lack. Now anything faster than a brisk jog left her winded. But although she didn’t have her old speed anymore, the muscle memory was still there. And she could still push herself if she had to, even if her legs and lungs weren’t happy about it.

At the one-minute mark, she reached the spot where she assumed they had expected to catch up with her. It was a clearing the size of a tennis court, with no shadows to shield her, only the bright full moon shining down on a carpet of brown pine needles. She would be easy to spot here, and easier to catch. But she hadn’t even run out her lead yet. She kept running, and quickly left the clearing behind.

And now she was smarter about it. After seeing how they had manipulated the direction she would run, she took up a new strategy and started zigzagging all over the place. They were wolves; let them use their noses to find her.

But runner or not, human legs weren’t wolf legs. Human endurance wasn’t wolf endurance. And she was out of practice. As much as she wanted to convince herself she could run all night if she had to, her burning muscles were already telling her otherwise.

So when she felt herself slowing down, she didn’t listen to that optimistic voice. That would only let her pursuers eat away at her lead little by little. Instead, she stopped and looked for a tree to climb.

The thing about pines was that, frankly, they sucked for climbing. All the big branches were all the way at the top, where she couldn’t hope to reach. At the bottom, all she had were stumps of dead branches the trees had sacrificed in their pursuit of greater heights. She had to shimmy up the trunk of the tree she
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